


Introduction 

I did my first psycho log ica l e x p e r i m e n t w h e n I was four teen years 

old . T h e r e were r a c c o o n s l iving in the walls o f ou r old M a i n e vaca 

t ion house , and o n e day I s tuck my hand in the c r u m b l i n g plaster 

and pul led ou t a squall ing baby, still mi lk - smeared , its eyes c losed 

and its t iny paws pedal ing in the air. Days later the sealed eye slits 

opened , and because I'd heard o f K o n r a d L o r e n z and his impr in t ed 

ducklings, I made sure the m a m m a l saw me first, its s t reaming field 

of vision taking in my f o r m — h a n d s and feet and face. I t worked . 

Immed ia t e ly the r a c c o o n — I called he r A m e l i a E a r h e a r t — b e g a n to 

fo l low me everywhere , wrea th ing around my ankles, scrambl ing up 

my calves w h e n she was afraid. S h e fol lowed me to the t o w n b o o k 

store, to schoo l , down busy streets, in to bed , bu t in t ruth, I began to 

take on m o r e of he r behaviors than she mine . E v e n t hough I was the 

impr in ter , wi th A m e l i a at my side I l ea rned to fish in a p o n d wi th 

my human paws; I l ea rned to latch on to the soft scree at the base of 

a rot t ing tree and c l imb ; I l ea rned the pleasures of nocturni ty , the si l

ve r -we t grass, b l ack rings benea th my tired eyes. T h e results: 

" Impr in t ing , " I w r o t e in my sc ience n o t e b o o k , "happens to the 

m o t h e r too ." W h o , I wondered , inf luenced w h o m in this symbio t i c 

pair ing? C o u l d species shift f rom thei r specific shapes and b e c o m e , 
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through exposure , someth ing a l together o ther? Was there really a b o y 

raised by wolves, a ch impanzee w h o signed wi th words? T h e ques 

tions fascinated me then, and still do today M o r e fascinating to me 

b e c a m e , over t ime, as I g r ew older, the means by w h i c h o n e exp lored 

these questions: the hypothesis, the expe r imen ta l design, the detailed 

qualitative descr ipt ion, the breathless or b o r i n g wait for results. I was 

first h o o k e d on Amel i a and later h o o k e d on the pure plot that s t ruc

tures a lmost all psychologica l exper imen t s , in tent ional or not . 

W h i l e i t wou ld be reductive to say a r a c c o o n rests at the b o t t o m of 

this b o o k , A m e l i a is certainly the image that c o m e s to m i n d w h e n I 

th ink of its et iology. B e y o n d that, I have for a l ong t ime felt that psy

cho log ica l expe r imen t s are fascinating, because at their best they are 

compressed expe r i ence , life distilled to its potential ly elegant essence, 

the metaphor ica l test tube parsing the normal ly b lended parts so you 

might see love, or fear, or conformi ty , or cowardice play its role in 

particular c i r cumscr ibed con tex t s . Grea t psychologica l expe r imen t s 

amplify a domain of behav ior or be ing usually bur ied in the pe l l -

mel l of ou r fast and frantic lives. Pee r ing through this lens is to see 

someth ing o f ourselves. 

W h e n I studied psychology in graduate school , I again had the 

chance to pe r fo rm exper imen t s and observat ions on all sorts of an i 

mals. I saw the e m b r y o of an angel fish g row from a few single cells 

to a fully finned th ing in for ty-e ight hours flat—life put t ing toge the r 

its puzzle pieces r ight before my eyes. I saw stroke vic t ims deny the 

r ight sides of their faces and Hindsight patients mysteriously read l e t 

ters despite their dead eyes. I observed peop le wai t ing for elevators 

and had this as my salient quest ion: W h y is i t that people c o n t i n u 

ously press the bu t ton w h e n they're wai t ing in the lobby, even 

though they know, i f in terviewed, that i t won ' t make the elevator 

c o m e any faster? W h a t does "e levator behav io r " say about h u m a n 

beings? I also, of course , read the classic psychologica l expe r imen t s 

where they had b e e n housed—in academic jou rna l s , mostly, replete 

wi th quantified data and b lack-bar graphs—and i t s eemed somewha t 

sad to m e . It s eemed sad that these insightful and dramatic stories 



were reduced to the f la tness that characterizes mos t scientific reports, 

and had therefore utterly failed to capture wha t on ly real narrative 

c a n — t h e m e , desire, plot , h is tory—this i s what we are. T h e e x p e r i 

ments descr ibed in this b o o k , and many others , deserve to be n o t 

only repor ted on as research, but also ce lebra ted as story, w h i c h is 

wha t I have here t r ied to do. 

O u r lives, after all, are no t data points and means and modes ; they 

are s tor ies—absorbed , reconfigured, rewri t ten . We mos t fully i n t e 

grate that w h i c h is told as tale. My h o p e is that s o m e of these e x p e r 

iments will be m o r e fully taken in by readers n o w that they have 

b e e n translated in to narrative form. 

Psycho logy and its allied professions represent a huge disparate 

f ield that funnels down to the single synapse whi le s imultaneously 

radiating outward t o descr ibe w h o l e groups o f human beings . T h i s 

b o o k does no t conta in , by any means , all the expe r imen t s that repre

sent the reach of that arc; i t wou ld take volumes to do that. I have 

chosen ten exper imen t s based on the input o f my col leagues and my 

o w n narrative tastes, expe r imen t s that for me and others s eem to 

raise the boldest quest ions in s o m e of the boldest ways. W h o are we? 

W h a t makes us human? Are we truly the authors o f our o w n lives? 

W h a t does i t m e a n to be moral? W h a t does i t m e a n to be free? In 

tell ing the stories of these exper imen t s , I revisit t h e m from my c o n 

tempora ry point of view, asking wha t relevance they have for us 

now, in this n e w world . D o e s Skinner 's behav ior i sm have m e a n i n g 

for current -day neurophysiologists w h o can p robe the neural c o r r e 

lates of his habi t -dr iven rats? D o e s R o s e n h a n ' s horr i fying and 

c o m e d i c e x p e r i m e n t on menta l illness, its percep t ion and diagnoses, 

still ho ld t rue today, w h e n we supposedly abide by m o r e ob jec t ive 

diagnostic cr i ter ia in the naming of "disease"? C a n we even define 

as disease syndromes that have no c lear -cu t physiological e t io logy or 

pathophysiology? Is psychology, w h i c h deals ha l f in metaphor , ha l f in 

statistics, really a sc ience at all? Isn't sc ience i tself a fo rm of metaphor? 

A long t ime ago, in the late 1 8 0 0 s , W i l h e l m W u n d t , l ong cons idered 

psychology's founding father, o p e n e d o n e o f the f i r s t ins t rument -



based psychology labs in the world, a lab dedicated to measurement , 

and so a sc ience of psychology was b o r n . B u t as these expe r imen t s 

demonstra te , i t was b o r n b reech , b o r n badly, a ch imer ica l organism 

wi th ambiguous l imbs. N o w , over o n e hundred years later, the beast 

has g rown up. W h a t is it? T h i s b o o k doesn' t answer this quest ion, but 

i t does address i t in the c o n t e x t of Stanley Mi lgram's shock mach ine , 

B r u c e Alexander 's addicted rats, Dar ley and Latane's smoke-f i l led 

rooms, Mon iz ' s lobo tomy, and o the r expe r imen t s as well . 

In this b o o k we see h o w psychology is inevitably, ineluctably, 

m o v i n g toward a deeper and deeper min ing of b io log ica l frontiers. 

W e see h o w the c lumsy cuts o f M o n i z t ransformed, o r t r ansmogr i 

f ied , depending on your po in t o f view, in to the sterile bloodless sur

gery called c ingulotomy. We hear abou t the inner workings o f a 

neuron , and h o w genes e n c o d e proteins that build those blue eyes, 

that memory , r ight there. A n d yet, whi le we can explain some th ing 

o f the process and mechan i sms that i n fo rm behav ior and even 

thought , we are far from expla ining w h y we have the thoughts , w h y 

we gravitate toward this or that, w h y we ho ld some m e m o r i e s and 

discard others , wha t those m e m o r i e s m e a n to us, and h o w they shape 

a life. Kande l , or Skinner , or Pavlov, or Wat son can demonst ra te a 

cond i t i oned response, or operant , and the means by w h i c h i t gets 

e n c o d e d in the brain, but wha t we do wi th that in format ion o n c e it's 

there depends on c i rcumstances outside the realm of sc ience entirely. 

In o the r words, we may be able to define the physiological substrates 

of memory , but in the end we are still the ones w h o weave, o r not , 

still the ones w h o work the raw mater ial in to its f inal fo rm and 

meaning . 

W r i t i n g about these expe r imen t s has been , therefore, an exercise 

in wr i t ing about bo th sc ience and art. I t has provided me wi th a 

chance to learn about o u t c o m e s wh i l e studying the personalit ies o f 

the players w h o chose to investigate, for all sorts of reasons, the set of 

events that led t h e m to their f inal data. A n d then to observe h o w that 

data fueled their futures and their pasts, h o w they used it, or failed to 

do so. T h i s b o o k , above all, has b e e n a c h a n c e for me to go back in 



history, and to th ink forward as well . W h a t c o m e s next , in this 

twenty-first century? I have an inkl ing. In the mean t ime , Pavlov's bell 

is r inging. Surgeons are, this very m o m e n t , m i n i n g our crenulated 

brains. We are cond i t ioned , revealed, freed, and accountab le . S o m e o n e 

shouts an order. We do or do no t obey. Now, turn the page. 



I 

Opening Skinner's Box 

B . F . S K I N N E R ' S R A T R A C E 

B. F. Skinner, America's leading neo-behaviorist, was born in 1904 

and died in 1990. He is known in the field of psychology for his 

famous animal experiments in which he demonstrated the power of 

rewards and reinforcements to shape behavior. Using food, levers, and 

other environmental cues, Skinner demonstrated that what appear to 

be autonomous responses are really cued, and in doing so he threw into 

question the long-cherished notion of free will. Skinner spent much of 

his scientific career studying and honing what he came to call operant 

conditioning, the means by which humans can train humans and other 

animals to perform a whole range of tasks and skills through positive 

reinforcement. 

Skinner claimed that the mind, or what was then called mentalism, 

was irrelevant, even nonexistent, and that psychology should only 

focus on concrete measurable behaviors. His vision was to build a 

worldwide community where the government would consist of behav

ioral psychologists who could condition, or train, its citizens into 

phalanxes of benevolent robots. Of all the twentieth century's psychol

ogists, his experiments and the conclusions he drew about the mecha

nistic nature of men and women may be the most reviled, yet 

continuously relevant to our increasingly technological age. 
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So this, perhaps, is the s tory .There ' s a m a n called Skinner , w h i c h 

is an ugly n a m e by any accoun t , a n a m e wi th a knife in it, an 

image of a skinned fish flopping on a ho t dock , its heart barely visible 

in its mant le of muscle , k a - b o o m . A n d this man Skinner , this man ia 

cal psychologis t wi th a grizzly head of coarse w h i t e hair, he suppos

edly raised his o w n baby in a b o x so as to be t t e r train her, l ike s o m e 

circus animal, like s o m e seal wi th a b r igh t ball on its nose. T h e story 

goes that B. F . Sk inner , w h o had cover t connec t i ons to the Nazis , 

desired no th ing m o r e than to shape—and shape is the operative word 

h e r e — t h e behav ior o f people subjec ted to gears and boxes and bu t 

tons and strict schedules of re in forcement so that, under his hand, 

whatever humani ty he t o u c h e d tu rned to b o n e . 

Say the n a m e " S k i n n e r " to twenty co l l ege -educa ted people , and 

fifteen of t h e m will respond wi th an adjective like "evi l ." T h i s I k n o w 

to be true, as I have done i t as an expe r imen t . Of those fifteen w h o 

responded, ten b rought up the baby in the b o x — w h a t was her n a m e 

they ask, Ju l ia , Kimber ly , A n n i e M a y ? — w h o was so traumatized by 

h e r father's pro tocols th roughout h e r infancy that she w o u n d up 

kill ing he rse l f in a ho te l r o o m , wi th rope and a p i s to l—the details are 

unclear. T h i s m u c h we presume we k n o w : H e r n a m e was D e b o r a h . 

He wanted to train her, so he kept he r caged for two full years, p lac 

ing wi th in he r c r amped square space bells and food trays and all 

m a n n e r o f m e a n punishments and br igh t rewards, and he tracked he r 

progress on a gr id. A n d then, w h e n she was th i r ty -one and frankly 

psychot ic , she sued h i m for abuse in a genuine cou r t of law, lost the 

case, and shot herse l f in a bowl ing alley in Bi l l ings , M o n t a n a . B o o m -

b o o m wen t the gun. Its resonat ing sound signaled the end o f behav 

iorism's heyday and the beg inn ing of the dark suspicions that have 

c louded i t ever s ince. 

In the 1 9 6 0 s , S k i n n e r gave an in te rv iew to b iographer R i c h a r d I . 

Evans in w h i c h he open ly admit ted that his efforts at social e n g i n e e r 

ing had implicat ions for fascism and migh t be used for totalitarian 

ends. S u c h a man i t wou ld be be t t e r to ignore, but we can't . In 1 9 7 1 , 



Time magazine n a m e d h i m the mos t influential l iving psychologist . 

A n d a 1 9 7 5 survey identified h i m as the b e s t - k n o w n scientist in the 

U n i t e d States. His exper imen t s are still held in the highest es teem by 

our c o n t e m p o r a r y N o b e l laureates, o u r neurophysiologists . He dis

covered some th ing that has stayed. W h a t is it? 

Type " B . F . S k i n n e r " in to your search eng ine and you wil l get 

thousands o f hits, a m o n g t h e m the W e b site o f an outraged father 

w h o damned the man for murder ing an i n n o c e n t child; a W e b site 

wi th a skull, and Ayn R a n d wri t ing, " S k i n n e r is so obsessed wi th a 

hatred of man's m i n d and virtue, so intense and c o n s u m i n g a hatred 

that i t consumes i tself and in the e n d wha t we liave are only gray 

ashes and a few st inking coals" ; a m e m o r i a l of sorts for D e b o r a h , 

w h o had supposedly died in the 1 9 8 0 s : " D e b o r a h , ou r hearts go ou t 

to you." A n d then a tiny red l ink that reads, " F o r D e b o r a h S k i n n e r 

herself, c l i ck here." I did. A picture of a b rown-ha i red middle -aged 

w o m a n scrolled down. " M y name i s D e b o r a h Skinner ," the capt ion 

read, "and my suicide is a myth . I am alive and well . T h e b o x is no t 

wha t i t seems. My father is no t what he seems. He was a bri l l iant psy

chologis t , a compass ionate parent. I wr i t e to dispel the legends." 

Legends . S tor ies . T r u e tales. Tall tales. Perhaps the chal lenge of 

understanding Skinner 's expe r imen t s wil l be pr imari ly d i sc r imina

tory, separating c o n t e n t from controversy, a sifting through. W r i t e s 

psychologist and historian J o h n A. Mil l s , " [Sk inne r ] was a mystery 

wrapped in a riddle wrapped in an enigma." 

I decided to wade in, slowly. 

HE WAS B O R N in 1 9 0 4 . T h i s m u c h i s for sure. B e y o n d that, though , 

what I f ind is a tangle of contradict ions. He was one of Amer ica ' s p re

mie r behaviorists, a man of real r igidity w h o slept in a br ight yel low 

cubic le from Japan called a beddoe, but at the same t ime he cou ld no t 

work unless his desk was cluttered, and he said of his o w n course , " I t is 

amazing the n u m b e r of trivial accidents w h i c h have made a differ-
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e n c e . . . . I don' t bel ieve my life was planned at any point ." B u t then he 

often wro te he felt l ike god and "a sort of savior to humanity." 

W h e n S k i n n e r was a fel low at Harvard, he m e t and fell in love 

wi th a w o m a n n a m e d Y v o n n e , w h o wou ld later b e c o m e his wife. I 

see t h e m on Friday nights, driving to M o n h e g a n ' s Gul l P o n d wi th 

the b lack conver t ib le top folded back and s o m e k ind o f m o o d y j azz 

playing on the radio. O n c e a t the pond , they take o f f their c lo thes 

and skinny-dip, the brackish waters on their bodies , the c o o l n ight 

air, the m o o n a snipped ho le in the sky. I read in a dusty tex t in the 

basement of a library that after training sessions, he used to take his 

caged p igeons ou t and ho ld t h e m in his huge hand, s t roking their 

downy heads wi th his first finger. 

I was very surprised to learn that before he w e n t to Harvard to 

study psychology in 1 9 2 8 , Skinner 's aspiration was to be a novelist, 

and he had spent e igh teen pr io r mon ths ho led up in his mother ' s 

attic wr i t ing lyric prose. H o w he wen t from lyric prose to t imed rates 

of re in forcement is no t all c lear to m e — h o w a man can make such a 

sharp swerve. He wr i tes that w h e n he was around twenty- three , he 

came across an article by H. G .Wel l s in the New York Times Magazine 

in w h i c h Wells stated that given the c h a n c e b e t w e e n saving the life of 

Ivan Pavlov or G e o r g e B e r n a r d Shaw, Wells w o u l d c h o o s e Pavlov, 

because sc ience is m o r e redemptive than art. 

A n d indeed, the wor ld needed redempt ion . T h e Grea t W a r had 

ended o n e decade ago. She l l - shocked soldiers suffered from flash

backs and depressions; asylums were packed; there was an urgent 

need for s o m e k ind o f t rea tment s c h e m e . W h e n S k i n n e r w e n t t o 

Harvard, in 1 9 2 8 , as a graduate student, the s c h e m e was largely psy

choanalyt ic . E v e r y o n e everywhere was lying down on leather 

couches and fishing ephemera l tidbits from their pasts. Freud ruled, 

a long wi th the venerable W i l l i a m J a m e s , w h o had wr i t t en The 

Varieties of Religious Experience, a t ex t about introspective soul states, 

wi th no t o n e equat ion in it. T h a t , in fact, was the state of psychology 

w h e n S k i n n e r entered; i t was a numberless field sharing m o r e wi th 



Kagan's office building, W i l l i a m J a m e s Hall , is under cons t ruc t ion 

w h e n I arrive, so I have to dodge and w e n d my way through a c o n 

crete maze, above me banners f lapping, "Warn ing . Hard Hat Area." I 

r ide the elevator up. T h e ent ire bui lding is in a reverential hush. 

D e e p , deep benea th me , in the bowels o f the basement w h e r e ar t i 

facts are stored, w h e r e supposedly s o m e of Skinner 's b lack boxes are 

encased, j a c k h a m m e r s gnaw through old c o n c r e t e and I can hear a 

tiny vo ice yelling, "Presto ." 

I get o f f on f loor fifteen. T h e elevator doors part and before me , as 

though in a dream, sits a t iny b lack dog, a toy breed, its m o u t h a red 

rent in its o therwise dark fur face. T h e dog stares and stares at m e , 

s o m e sort of sen t ry—I don ' t know. I love dogs, a l though toys are no t 

my preference. I w o n d e r w h y they're no t my preference. As a chi ld I 

had a toy dog and it bi t m e , so perhaps I've b e e n cond i t i oned against 

them, and I cou ld be recond i t ioned wi th rewards so I c o m e to c h a m 

pion the shitzu over the shepherd. In any case, I b e n d down to pat 

the little dog, and as t hough it senses my dislike, it flies in to a frenzy, 

bar ing a set of impressive and very un- toy- l ike teeth and snarling as it 

leaps up to grab my exposed wrist . 

" G a m b i t ! " a w o m a n shouts, runn ing ou t from o n e of the offices. 

" G a m b i t stop that! Oh my god, did he hurt y o u ? " 

" I ' m fine," I say, but I ' m no t f ine. I ' m shaking. I have b e e n nega 

tively r e in fo rced—no, I have b e e n punished. I will never trust a toy 

again, and I don ' t W A N T that to change . S k i n n e r wou ld say he cou ld 

change it, but h o w changeable am I , are we? 

P R O F E S S O R K A C A N S M O K E S a pipe. His office smells like pipe, 

that semisweet rancid o d o r o f burn t embers . He says wi th the k ind o f 

total assurance I associate wi th the Ivy League cast, " L e t me tell you , 

your f i rs t chapter should no t be Skinner . I t was Pavlov in the early 

twent ie th cen tu ry and then T h o r n d i k e a decade later w h o did the 

f i r s t expe r imen t s showing the power o f cond i t ion ing . S k i n n e r e l a b o -



rated on this work . B u t his findings can' t explain thought , language, 

reasoning, metaphor , or ig inal ideas, or o the r cogni t ive p h e n o m e n a . 

N o r will they explain guilt or shame." 

" W h a t about ," I say, "Skinner ' s extrapolat ions from his e x p e r i 

ments? T h a t we have no free will . T h a t we are ruled only by re in-

forcers. Do you bel ieve tha t?" 

" D o you bel ieve tha t?" Kagan asks. 

"Wel l , " I say, "I don ' t absolutely rule ou t the possibility that we are 

always e i ther cont ro l led or control l ing, that ou r free will is really ju s t 

a response to some cues t h a t — " 

B e f o r e I can finish my sentence , Kagan dives under his desk. I 

mean that literally. He springs from his seat and goes head forward 

in to ne ther regions benea th his desk so I canno t see h im anymore . 

" I ' m under m y desk," h e shouts. " I ' ve N E V E R got ten under m y 

desk before. Is this no t an act of free w i l l ? " 

I blink. W h e r e Kagan was sitting is jus t space. Benea th his desk, I 

hear a rustle. I 'm a little worr ied about h im. I think he said to me , over 

the phone w h e n I asked for the interview, that he had a bad back. 

"Wel l , " I say, and suddenly my hands feel co ld wi th fear, "I guess it 

cou ld be an act of free will or i t cou ld be that y o u ' v e — " 

Again, Kagan won ' t let me f inish. He's still under the desk, he 

won ' t c o m e up, he's conduc t i ng the in te rv iew in a duck-and-cover 

c rouch . I can ' t even see h im. His vo ice rises, d isembodied . 

"Lauren," he says, "Lauren , there is no way you can explain my 

be ing under this desk r ight n o w as anything but an act of free will . 

It's no t a response to a re inforcer or a cue . I 've N E V E R got ten under 

my desk before." 

"Okay," I say. 

We sit there for a minute , he down there, I up here . I th ink I hear 

that damn dog in the hall, scratching. I ' m afraid to go back out there, 

but I no longe r want to be in here. I am caged by con t ingenc ies , and 

so I sit very still. 



K A C A N , IT A P P E A R S t o me , i s s o m e w h a t dismissive o f Skinner ' s 

cont r ibu t ions . B u t certainly there are ways in w h i c h Skinner 's e x p e r 

imen t s—even i f they are derivat ive—are b o t h current ly relevant and 

helpful in the cons t ruc t ion of a be t t e r world. In the 1 9 5 0 s and 1 9 6 0 s 

Skinner 's behavioral me thods were taken to state asylums and applied 

to the severely psychot ic . Us ing his principles of operant c o n d i t i o n 

ing, hopelessly schizophrenic patients were able to learn to dress 

themselves, to feed themselves, each rise of the spoon rewarded wi th 

a coveted cigarette. Later in the century, cl inicians began using t e c h 

niques like systematic desensitization and flooding, drawn directly 

from Skinner 's operant repertoire, to treat phobias and panic disor

ders, and these behavioral t reatments are still widely employed and 

obviously efficacious today. Says S tephen Kosslyn, professor of psy

cho logy at Harvard, " S k i n n e r will make a c o m e b a c k , I predict it. I 

myse l f am a real Sk inne r fan. Scientists are ju s t n o w mak ing exc i t ing 

n e w discoveries that point to the neural substrates of Skinner ' s f ind

ings." Kosslyn explains the ev idence that there are two major l ea rn 

ing systems in the brain: the basal ganglia, a co l l ec t ion of spidery 

synapses loca ted deep in the paste of the anc ien t brain, w h e r e habits 

are grooved, and the frontal c o r t e x , that b ig rumpled bulge that rose 

in tandem wi th ou r reason and ambi t ion . T h e frontal c o r t e x , n e u r o -

scientists hypothesize, is w h e r e we learn h o w to th ink independently, 

to visualize the future and plan based on the past. It is w h e r e creat iv

ity and all its surprising swerves or ig inate , but, says Kosslyn, " O n l y a 

por t ion o f our cogni t ions are media ted by this co r t ex . " T h e rest o f 

learning, says Kosslyn, "a significant amoun t , is habit driven, and 

Skinner 's exper imen t s have led us to search for the neural substrates 

of these habits." In essence, Kosslyn is saying, S k i n n e r led scientists to 

the basal ganglia, he led t h e m down, down in to the basement of the 

brain, w h e r e they sifted through neural tangles to f ind the chemis t ry 

beh ind the pecks and presses and all those cond i t i oned car twheels we 

do on the green grass, in the summer . 

Says B r y a n Porter , an exper imen ta l psychologis t w h o applies 

Sk inner ian-based behavior i sm to address traffic safety problems, " O f 



course behavior i sm is ne i ther bad no r dead. Skinner 's behavior i sm is 

responsible for so many beneficial social in tervent ions . U s i n g behav 

ioral t echniques we have b e e n able to reduce dangerous driving, in 

terms of the n u m b e r o f red lights run, by ten to twelve percent . Also 

because o f Skinner , we k n o w that people respond be t te r to rewards 

than punishment . Skinner ' s t echn iques have b e e n instrumental in 

helping the huge popula t ion o f anxiety-disordered people ove rcome , 

or ext inguish, their phobias . T h a n k s to Skinner , backward autistics 

n o w k n o w h o w to put on clean shirts and feed themselves. T h a n k s to 

Skinner , you k n o w h o w to give your kid positive r e in fo rcemen t .You 

k n o w that rewards w o r k far be t t e r in the establishment of behavior 

than punishment , because S k i n n e r so stressed the power of positive 

re inforcement . T h i s has huge implicat ions politically, i f our govern 

men t cou ld ju s t absorb that. In fact," says Porter , " in a weird c i r 

cui tous way, we have S k i n n e r to thank for the very popular b e l i e f 

that it's best to be k ind to people , to give t h e m A's w h e n maybe they 

deserve B ' s , to keep say ing , 'Oh wha t a g o o d j o b you're doing ' even i f 

they're not . Skinner ," says Por te r laughing, "a l though he migh t no t 

have liked it, is practically n e w age." 

I ask Por te r about the daughter. Was she raised in a b o x ? Is she 

dead? 

Por te r sighs. "Okay , " he says. " H e raised he r in a b o x , but it's no t 

what you th ink, really." 

"Is she dead?" I ask. 

Por ter misses ju s t the slightest beat , or do I imag ine it? 

" N o , " he f inal ly says. He clears his throat. " D e b o r a h S k i n n e r is 

alive." His vo ice drops. " A n d she's do ing fine, really." 

B u t there is some th ing in the way he delivers this p r o n o u n c e m e n t 

that makes me doub t h im. T h e r e is a suspicious sympathy in his 

voice, as though she's j u s t survived s o m e hor r id sort of surgery. 

MY C H I L D C R I E S in the night . S h e wakes soaked in sweat, eyeballs 

bulging, dreams mel t ing as she c o m e s to consciousness . " S h h h h . 



Shhhh ." I hold her body against mine . H e r bedc lo thes are soaked, her 

hair a dark mat of pressed curls. I stroke her head, w h e r e the fontanels 

have long since sealed. I stroke the slope of he r forehead, w h e r e the 

frontal c o r t e x daily sprouts its exuberan t roo twork , and then move 

my hand down to he r taut neck , w h e r e I imag ine I feel the basal gan

glia, its seaweed-l ike snarls. I ho ld my chi ld in the night , and outside 

her b e d r o o m w i n d o w a dog howls , and w h e n I l ook , the animal is 

soap-whi te in the moon l igh t . 

At first my chi ld cries because she's scared, a series of bad dreams 

I 'm guessing. She's t w o and he r wor ld is expanding wi th fearful 

speed. B u t then , as the nights go by, she cries simply because she 

longs to be held. She has b e c o m e habituated to these predawn 

embraces , to the rock ing chair's rhy thm whi l e the sky outside is so 

generously salted wi th stars. My husband and I are exhausted. 

" M a y b e we should Sk inner i ze her," I say. 

" W e should w h a t ? " he says. 

" M a y b e we should employ Sk inner ian principles t o break he r o f 

her habit . Eve ry t ime we go to he r and pick he r up, we're g iving her 

what Sk inne r wou ld call positive re inforcement . We have to ex t i n 

guish the behavior by reducing and then e l iminat ing our responses." 

My husband and I are having this conversat ion in bed . I ' m sur

prised by h o w n imbly my tongue takes in and swirls out the language 

of B. E I practically sound like an exper t . Speaking Sk inner ian is 

almost fun. C h a o s conf ined . R e s t re turned. 

" S o you're suggesting," he says, " that we jus t let her c ry i t out." He 

sounds weary. All parents k n o w this debate. 

" N o , " I say. "Listen. N o t cry it out. Put her on a strict rate of reduced 

reinforcement. T h e f i rs t t ime she cries, we pick her up for only three 

minutes. T h e next t ime she cries, we only pick her up for two minutes. 

We could even use a stopwatch." My voice grows exci ted, or is i t anx 

ious? " T h e n we gradually lengthen the amount of t ime we allow her to 

cry. Just very very gradually," I say. "Slowly, we'l l extinguish the behav

ior if we extinguish our responses . . . the contingencies," I say, tracing 



my hand along the sheet's pattern, a series of green grids, what o n c e 

looked like count ry checkerboard but n o w looks like lab paper. 

My husband eyes m e , warily I migh t add. He is no t a psychologist , 

but i f he were, he wou ld be of the Car l R o g e r s schoo l . He has a soft 

voice , a still softer touch . 

" I don' t know," he says. " W h a t exact ly do you th ink we ' l l teach 

her by doing this?" 

" T o sleep through the night alone," I say. 

" O r , " he says, " t o realize that w h e n she needs help, we won ' t 

respond, that w h e n there's danger real or imagined , we're no t there. 

That ' s no t the wor ldv iew I wish to impart ." 

Nevertheless , I w in the debate. We decide to Sk inne r i ze ou r girl, i f 

only because we need rest. It's brutal in the beg inn ing , having to hear 

he r scream, " M a m a mama , papa!," having to put her down as she 

stretches out her scrumpt ious arms in the dark, but we do it, and 

here's what happens: I t works like magic , or sc ience . W i t h i n five days 

the child acts like a trained narcolept ic ; as soon as she feels the crib's 

sheet on he r cheek , she drops in to a dead t e n - h o u r stretch of sleep, 

and all our nights are quiet . 

Here's the thing. A n d all our nights are quiet . B u t somet imes now, 

we cannot sleep, my husband and I . Have we r emembered to turn the 

mon i to r on? Is the dial up high enough? D i d the pacifier break o f f in 

her mouth , so she will smother as she is soothed? We stay up, and 

through the m o n i t o r we can somet imes hear the sound of he r breath

ing, like a staticky wind, but no t o n c e does her voice break th rough— 

not a yelp, a giggle, a sweet sleep-talk. S h e has been eerily gagged. 

She sleeps so still, in her wh i t e baby b o x . 

S O M E OF T H E actual boxes that Sk inne r used have b e e n archived a t 

Harvard. I go to v i ew them. T h e y are in the basement of Wi l l i am 

James Hall, still under cons t ruc t ion . I have to wear a hard hat, a heavy 

yellow shell on my head. I go down, down the stairs. T h e r e is a mois t 



stink in the air, and b lack flies buzz like neurons , each o n e p lump 

wi th purpose. T h e walls themselves are porous, and w h e n you press 

them, a fine w h i t e powder c o m e s o f f in your hands. I pass a worke r 

in h ip-h igh boo t s , s m o k i n g a cigaret te, the br ight tip sizzling l ike a 

co ld sore at the c o r n e r of his lip. I imag ine this cellar is full of rats; 

they careen around the boxes , the i r glass-pink eyes, their scaly tails 

flicking: wha t freedom! 

Up ahead, I see a huge dark s ta in—or is it a shadow?—on a b r i c k 

wall. " T h e r e they are," my guide, a buildings and grounds person, says 

and points . 

I go forward. Ahead of me in the cellar's dimness, I can make out 

large glass display cases, and wi th in t h e m some sort of skeleton. C lose r 

up, I see it is the preserved remains of a bird, its hollow, flight-friendly 

bones arranged to give i t the appearance of mid-soar, its skull full of 

tiny p inpr ick holes . O n e of Skinner 's pigeons, perhaps, the eye sockets 

deep, wi th in t h e m a tiny living gleam, and then it goes. 

I m o v e my gaze from bones to boxes . It is at this po in t that I feel 

surprised by wha t I see. T h e bones are in l ine wi th this man's o m i 

nous mystery, bu t the boxes , the famous boxes— these are the famous 

b lack boxes? T h e y are, for starters, no t black. T h e y are an i nnocuous 

gray. D i d I read the boxes were b lack, or did I jus t c o n c o c t that, in the 

in tersec t ion w h e r e fact and myth m e e t to make all m a n n e r o f odd 

objects? N o , these boxes are no t black, and they are rather r ickety 

look ing , wi th an externa l spindle graphing device and tiny levers for 

training. T h e push pedals are so small, a lmost cute , bu t the feeding 

dishes are a co ld institutional c h r o m e . T h i s is wha t I do: I put my 

head in. I lift the lid and put my head deep inside a S k i n n e r b o x , 

w h e r e the smell is of scat, fear, food, feathers, things soft and hard, 

g o o d and bad; h o w swiftly an o b j e c t switches from ben ign to o m i 

nous. H o w difficult i t is to b o x even a b o x . 

Perhaps, I th ink, the mos t accurate way of understanding S k i n n e r 

the m a n is to ho ld h i m as two, n o t one . T h e r e is Sk inne r the i d e o 

logue, the ghoul ish man w h o dreamt o f establishing c o m m u n i t i e s o f 

people trained l ike pets, and then there is S k i n n e r the scientist, w h o 



made discrete discoveries that have forever changed h o w we v iew 

behavior . T h e r e is Skinner 's data, irrefutable and brilliant, the power 

o f in te rmi t ten t re inforcement , the sheer range o f behaviors that can 

be molded , enhanced , or ext inguished, and then there is Skinner 's 

philosophy, where , I imagine , he earned his dark reputat ion. T h e s e 

two things perhaps have b e e n m i x e d up in the public's mind , in my 

m i n d certainly, as sc ience and the ideas it spawned me lded in to a 

mythical mess. B u t then again, can you really separate the significance 

of data from its proposed social uses? C a n we cons ider just splitting 

the a tom, and no t the b o m b and the bones that followed? Is no t sc i 

ence indel ibly roo ted in the soil of social cons t ruc t ion , so that the 

value of wha t we discover i s inext r icably t ied to the value of the uses 

we discover for the discovery? R o u n d and round we go. It's a lexical , 

syntactical puzzle, no t to m e n t i o n a mora l one , no t to m e n t i o n an 

intellectual o n e of grave i m p o r t — t h e idea that sc ience and its data 

are best evaluated in a b o x , apart f rom the human hands that will 

inevitably give it its shape. 

Ques t ions of application as a means of measur ing data's wor th 

aside, wha t are all the mechanisms , so to speak, that con t r ibu ted to 

Skinner 's infamy? H o w and w h y did the bizarre myth o f the dead 

daughter ( w h o is supposedly qui te alive), the b lack boxes , and the 

robot ic scientist take p recedence over wha t I am c o m i n g to see 

should maybe be a m o r e nuanced v i ew of a m a n w h o hovered 

be tween lyr ic prose and n u m b e r c runch ing , a m a n w h o sk inny-

dipped jus t after he ran his rats and birds, a m a n w h o h u m m e d 

Wagner , that c o m p o s e r of pure sent iment , whi le he studied the single 

reflex of a green frog? H o w did all this c o m p l e x i t y get lost? Surely 

Sk inner h imse l f is partly to b lame. " H e was greedy," says a source 

w h o wishes to remain anonymous . " H e made o n e discovery and he 

tr ied to apply it to the w h o l e world, and so he fell over a ledge." 

A n d yet, there's m u c h m u c h m o r e than greed that turns us off. 

Skinner , in developing n e w devices, raised quest ions that were an 

affront to the Wes te rn imaginat ion , w h i c h prides i tsel f on l iber ty 

whi le at the same t ime ha rbor ing huge doubts as to h o w solid ou r 



supposed freedoms really are. O u r fears of reduct ionism, ou r suspi

c ions that we really may be no m o r e than a series of au tomated 

responses, did not , as so many of us like to think, c o m e to p r o m i 

n e n c e in the industrial age. T h e y are way, way older than that. E v e r 

s ince Oedipus raged at his carefully calibrated fate, or Gi lgamesh 

struggled to set h imse l f free from his god's predestined plans, humans 

have wonde red and deeply w o r r i e d about the degree to w h i c h we 

orchestrate ou r o w n agent ic act ions. Skinner 's w o r k was, a m o n g 

o the r things, the square con ta ine r in to w h i c h those worr ies , forever 

resurrected, were poured in the shadow of the twent ie th century's 

n e w g leaming mach ines . 

B E F O R E I L E A V E the S k i n n e r archives for good , I make o n e m o r e 

stop, and that's to v iew the famous baby b o x in w h i c h S k i n n e r raised 

his dead or l iving D e b b i e . T h e b o x itself, I learn, has b e e n d isman

tled, but I see a picture of it, from Ladies' Home Journal, w h i c h ran an 

article about the invent ion in 1 9 4 5 . I f you wish to raise your reputa

t ion as a scientist , Ladies' Home Journal is probably no t the best c h o i c e 

of outlets. T h e fact that S k i n n e r chose to publish his supposed sc ien 

tific invent ions in a second- t i e r women ' s magazine speaks of his very 

p o o r " P R " skills. 

" B A B Y IN A B O X " 

the heading to the article reads, and benea th that there is, indeed, a 

picture of a baby in a b o x , a c h e r u b i c - l o o k i n g D e b o r a h gr inn ing , 

hands plastered on Plexiglas sides. B u t read further. T h e baby b o x , i t 

turns out , was really no m o r e than an upgraded playpen in w h i c h 

young D e b o r a h spent a few hours a day. W i t h a thermostat ical ly c o n 

trolled env i ronment , it guaranteed against diaper rash and kept nasal 

passages clear. B e c a u s e the temperature was so fine-tuned, there was 

no need for blankets, and so the danger of suffocation, every mother ' s 

n ightmare, was el iminated. S k i n n e r outfi t ted his baby b o x wi th 

padding made of special material that absorbed odors and wetness so 

a woman 's washing t ime was reduced by half, and she was free to use 



her hands for o ther pursuits—this in an era before disposable diapers. 

I t all seems humane , i f no t downr igh t feminist. A n d then, read still 

further. By giving the chi ld a truly benevolen t envi ronment , an envi 

ronmen t wi th no punishing dangers ( i f the baby fell down, i t wouldn ' t 

hurt because the corners were padded to el iminate hard knocks ) , an 

envi ronment , in o the r words, that cond i t ioned by providing pure 

reward, Sk inner hoped to raise a confident swashbuckler w h o bel ieved 

she could master her surroundings and so would approach the world 

that way. 

I t all seems, w i thou t a doubt , g o o d in ten t ioned , i f no t downr igh t 

noble , and sets S k i n n e r f irmly in h u m a n e waters. B u t then (and there 

is always a but then in this tale) , I read Skinner 's proposed n a m e for his 

invention: H e i r Cond i t i one r . T h i s i s e i ther f r ightening or ju s t plain 

foolish. 

T H E R E A R E T H O U S A N D S upon thousands o f " D e b o r a h S k i n n e r s " 

listed on - l ine , but n o n e of t h e m pan out . I'd like to find her, conf i rm 

her status as living. I t e l ephone a D e b o r a h Skinner , author of a c o o k 

b o o k titled Crab Cakes and Fireflies, and a four-year-o ld D e b o r a h , and 

several d i sconnec ted numbers . I call D e b o r a h s in flower shops, 

Deborahs on treadmills, D e b o r a h s selling real estate and hawking 

credit cards, but n o n e can c la im they k n o w a B. F. Skinner . 

N o , I don ' t find D e b o r a h S k i n n e r anywhere in A m e r i c a , n o r do I 

find records of a death in Bi l l ings , M o n t a n a . B u t wha t I do find, in 

the circui tous, associative way that the In te rne t works , is he r sister, 

Ju l ie Vargas, a professor of educat ion a t the Univers i ty of West 

Virginia . I dial. 

" I ' m wr i t ing about your father," I say after I establish that she is an 

actual offspring. In the background , pots and pans clang. I hear wha t 

sounds like a k n i f e — c h o p c h o p — a n d I imag ine her, Skinner 's o the r 

girl, the o n e w h o missed the myth, bo i l ing the plainest o f potatoes, 

slicing br igh t chips of carrots on an old cut t ing board s o m e w h e r e 

where no o n e can see her. 



" O h , " she says, "and wha t about h i m are you w r i t i n g ? " T h e r e i s no 

doubt I hear suspicion in he r vo ice , an obvious edge of defensiveness. 

"I am wri t ing," I say,"about great psychological exper imen t s , and I 

want to include your father in the b o o k . " 

" O h , " she says, and won ' t go further. 

" S o , I was w o n d e r i n g i f you cou ld tell me what he was like." 

C h o p chop . I hear, on he r side, a screen doo r slam shut. 

"I was wonder ing , " I say, t rying again, " i f you cou ld tell me what 

you th ink of-—" 

" M y sister is alive and well ," she says. I have not , of course , even 

asked he r this, but it's c lear many others have; it's c lear the quest ion 

tires her ; it's c lear she knows that every query about her family 

begins and ends in the sordid spots, bypassing entirely the w o r k itself. 

"I saw her picture on the W e b , " I say. 

"She ' s an artist," Ju l i e says. " S h e lives in England." 

"Was she c lose to your fa ther?" I say. 

" O h , we b o t h were," Ju l i e says, and then she pauses, and I can 

practically feel things pushing against the p a u s e — m e m o r i e s , feelings, 

her father's hands on he r h e a d — " I miss h i m terribly," she says. 

T h e knife i s silent n o w ; the screen d o o r no longe r slams, and in 

the space w h e r e those sounds were c o m e s Ju l i e S k i n n e r Vargas's 

vo ice , a vo ice loaded wi th memory , a k ind of nostalgic i n c o n t i n e n c e , 

i t pours through; she cannot help herself. " H e had a way wi th ch i l 

dren," she says. " H e loved them. O u r mother , well, our m o t h e r w a s — " 

and she won ' t finish that sen tence . " B u t ou r father," she says, " D a d 

used to make us kites, b o x kites w h i c h we flew on M o n h e g a n , and he 

t o o k us to the circus every year and our dog, Hunter , he was a beagle 

and D a d taught h i m to play hide and seek. He cou ld teach anything 

anything, so o u r dog played hide and seek and we also had a cat that 

played the piano, it was a world," she says ," . . . those kites," she says, 

" w e made t h e m with string and sticks and flew t h e m in the sky." 

" S o to you," I say, " h e was a really great guy." 

" Y e s , " she says. " H e k n e w exact ly what a chi ld needed." 



" W h a t about ," I ask, " H o w do you feel about all the cr i t ic ism his 

work has engende red?" 

Ju l i e laughs. T h e laugh is m o r e like a bark. "I c o m p a r e i t to 

Darwin ," she says. "Peop l e denied Darwin ' s ideas because they were 

threatening. My father's ideas are threatening, bu t they are as great as 

Darwin 's ." 

" D o you agree wi th all your father's ideas?" I say. " D o you agree 

wi th h i m that we are ju s t au tomatons , that we have no free will , or 

do you th ink he t o o k his exper imen ta l data t o o far?" 

Ju l i e sighs. " Y o u know," she says, " i f my father made o n e mistake, i t 

was in the words he chose . People hear the word control and they 

think fascist. If my father had said people were informed by their env i 

ronments , or inspired by their envi ronments , no o n e would 've had a 

problem. T h e truth about my father," she says, "is that he was a pac i 

f i s t . He was also a chi ld advocate. He did no t bel ieve in A N Y punish

m e n t because he saw firsthand wi th the animals h o w i t didn't work . 

My father," she said, "is responsible for the repeal of the corpora l 

punishment rul ing in Cal i fornia , but no o n e r emember s h i m for that. 

" N o o n e remembers , " she says, he r vo ice r is ing—she's angry 

n o w — " h o w he always answered E V E R Y let ter he got wh i l e those 

humanists," and she practically spits the word out , " those supposed 

humanists, the I ' m okay you're okay schoo l , they didn't even b o t h e r 

to answer their fan mail . T h e y were t o o busy. My father was never 

too busy for people," she says. 

" N o , no, he wasn't," I say, and suddenly I ' m a little f r ightened. S h e 

seems a little edgy, this Ju l ie , a little t o o passionate about dear old dad. 

" L e t me ask you someth ing ," Ju l i e says. I can tell from the t one of 

her voice that this quest ion is go ing to be big, poin ted; it's go ing to 

put me on the spot. 

" C a n I ask you s o m e t h i n g ? " she says. "Tel l me honestly." 

"Yeah ," I say. 

"Have you actually even R E A D his works like Beyond Freedom and 

Dignity, or are you jus t ano the r scholar of secondary sources?" 



"Wel l , " I say, s tumbling, " I ' ve read A L O T of your dad's work , 

bel ieve m e — " 

"I bel ieve you," she says, "bu t have you read Freedom and Dignity?" 

"Wel l no," I say "I was s t icking to the purely scientific texts, no t 

the phi losophical treatises." 

" Y o u can' t separate sc ience from philosophy," she says, answering 

my earlier quest ion. " S o do your h o m e w o r k , " and n o w she sounds 

like any old mothe r , or aunt, he r vo ice ca lm, creased wi th warmth , 

c h o p chop , she i s back to the carrots, the plain o ld potatoes . " D o your 

h o m e w o r k , " she says, "and then we ' l l talk." 

T H A T N I G H T , I put the baby to bed . I take down the worn , dog 

eared copy of Beyond Freedom and Dignity, the treatise I have associ

ated wi th o the r totalitarian texts, the treatise that, l ike Mein Kampf, I 

have l ong o w n e d but never really read, and n o w I beg in . 

" T h i n g s g row steadily worse and it is disheartening to find that 

technology itself is increasingly at fault. Sanitation and medic ine have 

made the problems of population cont ro l m o r e acute. War has acquired 

a n e w ho r ro r wi th the invent ion of nuclear weapons , and the affluent 

pursuit of happiness is largely responsible for pol lut ion." 

A l t h o u g h this was wr i t t en in 1 9 7 1 , I m i g h t as wel l be reading a 

speech by Al G o r e , o r a G r e e n Par ty miss ion s t a tement f rom 2 0 0 3 . 

I t is t rue that fur ther i n to the t ex t S k i n n e r says s o m e t roubl ing 

things l ike, " B y ques t ion ing the c o n t r o l exerc i sed b y a u t o n o m o u s 

man and demons t ra t ing the con t ro l exerc i sed by the e n v i r o n m e n t , a 

s c i ence o f b e h a v i o r quest ions the c o n c e p t s o f digni ty and wor th . " 

B u t these sorts of s ta tements are bu r i ed in a t ex t i m m e n s e l y prag

mat ic . S k i n n e r is clearly p ropos ing a h u m a n e social po l i cy r o o t e d in 

his e x p e r i m e n t a l findings. He is p ropos ing that we appreciate the 

i m m e n s e con t ro l (or in f luence) ou r sur roundings have on us, and so 

sculpt those surroundings in such a way that they " re in fo rce pos i 

tively," or in o t h e r words, e n g e n d e r adaptive and creat ive b e h a v i o r 

in all c i t izens . S k i n n e r is asking soc i e ty to fashion cues that are m o s t 



l ikely to draw on ou r best selves, as opposed to cues that clearly 

c o n f o u n d us, cues such as those that exist in pr isons, in places of 

poverty. In o t h e r words, stop punishing . S top humi l ia t ing . W h o 

cou ld argue wi th that? S e t the rhe to r i c aside. Do n o t confuse c o n 

tent w i th controversy. 

T h e c o n t e n t says, " O u r age is no t suffering from anxie ty but from 

wars, c r imes , and o the r dangerous things. T h e feelings are the 

byproducts o f behavior ." T h i s s ta tement i s the sum total o f Skinner 's 

reviled ant imental ism, his insistence that we focus no t on m i n d but 

on behavior . R e a l l y it's no different than your mother ' s favorite say

ing: act ions speak louder than words. A c c o r d i n g to S k i n n e r — a n d 

N e w A g e au thor N o r m a n C o u s i n s — w h e n we act meanly, we feel 

meanly, and n o t v ice versa. W h e t h e r you agree wi th this or not , it's 

hardly ant ihumanitar ian. A n d later on in the b o o k , w h e n S k i n n e r 

wri tes that m a n exists irrefutably in relationship to his env i ronment 

and can never be free of it, is he talking about conf in ing chains, as 

most have interpreted it, or s imply the silvery w e b w o r k that c o n 

nects us to this and this and that? I saw J e r o m e Kagan j u m p under his 

desk, assuring me he had free will and cou ld exist independent ly of 

his env i ronment . M a y b e he is ac t ing out of a m o r e problemat ic tradi

t ion, patriarchal and alone. In Skinner 's view, we appear to be 

en twined and must take responsibili ty for the strings that b ind us. 

C o m p a r e this to the current -day feminist Caro l Gil l igan, w h o wri tes 

that we live in an in terdependent ne t and w o m e n realize and h o n o r 

this. Gil l igan, and all of the feminist psychotherapists w h o followed, 

c laim we are relational as opposed to strictly separate, and that until 

we see our wor ld that way, and build a moral i ty predicated on this 

irrefutable fact, we wil l con t inue to c rumble . F r o m w h e r e did 

Gill igan and J e a n B a k e r M i l l e r and o the r feminist theorists draw their 

theories? Skinner 's spirit hovers in their words; maybe he was the first 

feminist psychologist , or maybe feminist psychologists are secret 

Skinner ians . E i t he r way, we have v iewed the man t o o simply. I t seems 

we b o x e d h im before he cou ld qui te b o x us. 



I U L I E , W H O IS c o m i n g to B o s t o n for business, invites me to visit 

B. F. Skinner 's o ld house, at 11 O l d D e e R o a d in C a m b r i d g e . I t is a 

beautiful day w h e n I drive there, gardens g rowing tall spires of pur

ple. Ju l i e is old, m u c h older than I expec ted , he r skin translucent and 

delicate, her eyes green. S h e lets me in. T h i s is B. F. Skinner 's house , 

where he lived and died, w h e r e he wen t h o m e after long lab days 

dur ing w h i c h he discovered this incredibly pliant nature o f m a m 

malian life, our ties to our communi t i e s and all their various c o n t i n 

gencies . Operant conditioning—a cold phrase for a c o n c e p t that migh t 

really mean we are sculptors and sculpted, artists and artwork, respon

sible for the prompts we fashion. 

T h e house has stayed in the family. Speak ing of fashion, its cur ren t 

occupan t is Skinner 's granddaughter, Kris t ina, w h o , Ju l i e informs m e , 

is a buyer for Filene 's . T h e k i t chen table is covered wi th Vic tor ia ' s 

Secre t catalogues, pictures of b lack lace panties set side by side wi th 

old photos of Pavlov and his drool ing dog. 

Ju l i e leads me downstairs, to the study S k i n n e r was sitting in 

w h e n , nearly o n e decade ago, he dropped in to a c o m a and died. S h e 

opens the door. "I have preserved everything exact ly as i t was w h e n 

he was taken away," Ju l i e says, and I th ink I hear tears in her vo ice . 

T h e study is musty. T h e r e is against o n e wall that huge ye l low b o x 

w h e r e he napped and l istened to music. On the walls are pictures of 

D e b o r a h , of Ju l i e as a child, of H u n t e r the dog. A huge b o o k is open 

to the precise page it was so many years ago. His glasses are folded on 

the desk. His vi tamins are l ined up, several bul let-shaped capsules he 

never go t to swallow on that d im day w h e n he was car ted away, and 

no t m u c h later bur ied in his f inal b o x , the real black b o x , bones now. 

I t ouch the vi tamins. I lift a glass w i th s o m e blue evaporated el ixir in 

a residue around the r im. I th ink I smell h im, B. F. Skinner , the smell 

of old age and oddity, stale sweat, dog drool , bird scat, sweetness. His 

f i les are open and I read the labels: " P i g e o n s Playing P ing Pong," " A i r 

C r i b E x p e r i m e n t , " and then on a f i le in the very back , " A m I a 

H u m a n i s t ? " T h e r e is someth ing qui te vulnerable about having a f i le 

that so openly asks such a quest ion, perhaps the central quest ion. 



" C a n I read i t ? " I ask, and Ju l i e says, "Sure . " We are b o t h whisper ing 

now, hushed in the past preserved. She pulls it out . His handwri t ing is 

c ramped and messy, and only very little of i t is legible. I read, " for the 

g o o d of m a n " and then , several sentences later, " t o preserve and sur

vive we must," and toward the end of the old decaying page, wha t 

looks like, " I w o n d e r i f I am wor thwhi le . " 

I l o o k at Ju l i e . " A r e you go ing to formally archive this mate r ia l?" I 

ask, " O r are you jus t go ing to keep i t h e r e ? " H e r eyes are bril l iant in 

the study's dimness, and that, a long wi th the way she has obsessively 

enshr ined her father's world , leads me to th ink that, for her, he is the 

o n e c o n t i n g e n c y she wil l never quest ion, the o n e envi ronmenta l cue 

she is truly enslaved to. W o u l d B. F. S k i n n e r have wanted such slavish 

devotion or wou ld he have encouraged her to go forth, go wider in 

search of n e w reinforcers that would genera te n e w responses that 

would give rise to n e w data and ideas whi le the p igeons peck and the 

rats keep runn ing and running . 

" Y o u see this," says Ju l ie , and she points to a small end table nex t to a 

reclining chair. " H e r e is the p iece of chocola te my father was eating 

just before the c o m a came," and w h e n I look down, it is there, a piece 

of dark chocola te on a china plate with a real B. F. bi te mark fossilized 

in the chunk . "I want to save this chocola te forever," she says. I ask, 

" H o w old is i t ?" and she says, "It 's over a decade old and still in g o o d 

shape." I stare at her. A little later, after she leaves the room, I lift the 

gnawed square and study it closely. I see precisely where his m o u t h m e t 

the candy's edge, and then, pulled by some string I cannot see, a cue I 

never k n e w was coming , or perhaps a streak of utter freedom (for I do 

not k n o w the answer after all this, I do not k n o w the answer), I raise 

my a r m — o r my arm is raised—and I put the chocola te in my mouth . 

O l d chocola te , dusty chocola te , I take a tiny bite, leave my mark right 

next to his, and on my teeth the taste of something very strange and 

slightly sweet. 



2 

Obscura 

S T A N L E Y M I L C R A M A N D 

O B E D I E N C E T O A U T H O R I T Y 

In 1961, a twenty-seven-year-old Yale assistant professor of psychol

ogy, Stanley Milgram, wanted to study obedience to authority. In a 

post-Holocaust world, people were struggling to understand how scores 

of SS officers had shot, gassed, noosed, and otherwise tortured twelve 

million people to death, supposedly on orders from their commanders 

in chief. The generally accepted explanation had to do with the then-

popular notion of "the authoritarian personality," which hypothesized 

that certain kinds of childhood experiences of a strict, Teutonic cast pro

duced people who would do anything to anyone if instructed. 

Milgram, a social psychologist, suspected that this explanation was too 

narrow. He purportedly believed the answer to destructive obedience 

lay less in the power ofpersonality and more in the power of situation. 

In Milgram's view, any especially persuasive situation could cause any 

rational human being to abandon moral precepts and, on orders, com

mit atrocities. To test his hypothesis, Milgram set up one of psychol

ogy's grandest and most horrible hoaxes. He created a fake but 

convincing "shock machine." He recruited hundreds of volunteers and 

ordered them to deliver what they believed were lethal levels of electric

ity to an actor who feigned pain and even death. How far would peo

ple go under orders? What percentage of ordinary civilians would obey 

the experimenter's mandates to shock? What percentage would rebel? 

Here is what he found. 



P A R T O N E : T H E E X P E R I M E N T 

Possibly you are la te .You are runn ing down a small side street in 

N e w Haven, C o n n e c t i c u t . I t i s J u n e 1 9 6 1 , and ahead o f you 

l o o m the spires o f the Yale Episcopal ian C h u r c h . T h e streets smell o f 

summer , wet crushed f lowers and spoiled fruit, and maybe , because of 

this, you already feel a little ill. In ant icipat ion. B e c a u s e of the odor . 

S o m e t h i n g sweet and singed in the air. 

Or perhaps you are not late. Perhaps you are the responsible type, 

wi th minutes to spare, and so you are strolling and there is no m o o n 

because it is raining, a summer rain darting down silver and sideways 

and making the streets smell strongly of sewage and cement . In this 

scenario, as well, you already feel a little sick, in anticipation, al though 

of what you cannot say. T h e r e is that odor, someth ing rotting in the air. 

Y o u are car ry ing the ad. Jus t two weeks ago you r ipped i t from its 

newsprint page: " W e W i l l Pay Y o u $ 4 . 0 0 for O n e H o u r o f Y o u r 

T i m e . Persons N e e d e d for a S tudy of M e m o r y . " A n d because i t was 

Yale, and because of the cash, e n o u g h to buy a n e w b lender to 

replace the o n e that wen t kaput, and because , well , it's all in the n a m e 

o f sc ience , y o u said yes. N o w you are on your way. On your way! T h e 

side streets are so . . . sideways; they curve and tip, the br icks buckl ing , 

green weeds thrusting up b e t w e e n the pavers.You tr ip.You straighten 

yourse l f up. Y o u c o m e to the address—Lins ly-Chi t tenden Hall , a gray 

doo r—and you are j u s t about to open i t w h e n i t opens i tself and a 

man c o m e s from the o the r side, his face all red—and cou ld those be 

tears s t reaming down his cheeks? He hustles o f f in to the shadows, 

and you, it's your tu rn .You go in. 

First off, you are paid.You go in to a r o o m , w h i c h is in worse shape 

than the sidewalk that led you here, walls flaking, naked pipes in a 

c o m p l e x m e s h w o r k on the cei l ing, and a stern m a n in a wh i t e coa t 

w h o gives you three fresh smackers and four quarters, co ld in your 

palm. He says, " H e r e is your compensa t ion . I t is yours to keep regard

less of wha t happens," or s o m e such thing. W h a t , y o u wonder , i s 

go ing to happen? 



Anothe r man comes into the room. He's got a round face and a silly 

grin and a straw hat sideways on his head. He's got blue eyes, but they're 

not the ice blue of intelligence or the cornflower blue of passion; they're 

a bland, boi led blue. Even before all that happens, you think, This man 

does not look smart. His name, he says, is Wallace something or other. Hi , 

you say, my name is Goldfarb, or W e n t w o r t h — p i c k a name, any name 

will do. Just remember , ei ther way, whatever name, this is you. 

T h e e x p e r i m e n t e r says, " W e are interested in learning about the 

effects o f pun i shment on learning. T h e r e has b e e n very little sys tem

atic research in to this subject , and we are hop ing our findings wil l be 

o f s o m e help to educat ional systems." He says, " I n this expe r imen t , 

o n e of you will be the learner and receive shocks w h e n you make a 

mistake in word pairs read to you , and the o the r o n e will be the 

teacher , w h o wil l administer the shocks w h e n the word pair repet i 

t ion i s wrong . Now," the e x p e r i m e n t e r asks, " w h i c h o n e o f y o u 

would like to be the learner, w h i c h o n e the t eache r?" 

Y o u l o o k at—what 's his n a m e ? — W a l l a c e . A n d Wal lace shrugs. Y o u 

shrug. T h e e x p e r i m e n t e r says, " W e ' l l do a drawing." He holds ou t 

two pieces o f folded paper. Y o u p ick one , Wal lace picks o n e . Y o u open 

yours: " teacher ," i t says. T h a n k god .Wal lace says, laughing, " L o o k s l ike 

I ' m the learner." 

T h e e x p e r i m e n t e r mo t ions for y o u and Wal lace to fol low h im. Y o u 

do .You go down a short dark hallway and in to a r o o m that looks l ike 

a cell . " S i t in this chair," the e x p e r i m e n t e r says to Wallace, and Wal lace 

does. T h i s is no ordinary chair. T h i s is a goddamn e lec t r ic chair, wi th 

a switch plate on the table and straps and strange suckers to put on 

the skin. " W e ' v e go t to strap h i m down," the e x p e r i m e n t e r says, 

mean ing strap Wal lace down, and suddenly you're bend ing over this 

b ig man, buck l ing h i m in to the seat as t hough he's jus t a baby, his 

skin, w h e n you brush it, surprisingly soft. T h e e x p e r i m e n t e r takes a 

can of paste and says, " R u b this on his hands, for the electrodes," and 

before you k n o w it, you are massaging grease in to this loose-f leshed 

man, and you feel oddly ill and a tad aroused, and the e x p e r i m e n t e r 

says, " T i g h t e n those belts," and so you do. Y o u grease and t ighten, 



pulling the straps on the black belts so Wallace is harnessed and wired 

up, and jus t before you leave, you l o o k at h im, a captured man, his 

pale eyes a little scared, jus t a glint of fear, and you want to say,"Shhh. 

N o t h i n g bad will happen here." 

N O T H I N G B A D W I L L happen here. N o t h i n g bad will happen here. 

Y o u repeat that to yourse l f as you fol low the e x p e r i m e n t e r out of 

o n e cel l - l ike r o o m and in to ano the r ce l l - l ike r o o m w h e r e there i s no 

e lec t r ic chair, but instead a huge genera tor wi th d ime-sh iny but tons , 

benea th w h i c h are pr in ted the v o l t a g e s — 1 5 , 3 0 , 4 5 , all the way up to 

4 5 0 . "Dange r , E x t r e m e S h o c k , x x x , " i t says on the top-level levers. 

Jesus H Chr is t . W h o is HI D i d Jesus have a middle name? Haley, 

Hal ifax, Hus ton? Y o u are starting to th ink seriously abou t Jesus ' 

middle name ; somet imes that happens to y o u — y o u think about the 

w r o n g thing, so you won ' t have to th ink about the r ight thing. 

Halifax. Haley. Hus ton . A n d meanwhi l e the e x p e r i m e n t e r is saying, 

" Y o u will read these word sequences to Wal lace through the m i c r o 

phone . Fo r each mistake he makes , you give h i m a s h o c k . Y o u start at 

the lowest, 1 5 , and go up. M a y I give you a sample s h o c k ? " 

Oh sure, you've always liked samples, sample spoons of ice cream, 

sample fabric swatches, miniature shampoo samples in drug stores, so 

why not a sweet little sample shock? You offer your arm. It looks whi te 

and floppy in the fluorescent laboratory lights. It is an ugly arm, with 

dark dots where the hairs spring up. T h e exper imente r lowers some 

pronged device on to your very own skin and you feel a pair of hot 

fangs, the kiss of a stingray. Y o u flinch away. " T h a t was 45 volts," the 

exper imente r says. "Just so you' l l k n o w what the punishment is like." 

O k a y okay. 

Y o u beg in . 

L A K E , L U C K , HAY, SUN. Tree, loon, laughter, child. T h e word pairs 

have a k ind of poe t ry to t hem, and n o w you are happy, all these lakes 



and loons , and Wallace, w h o s e vo ice c o m e s crackl ing at you through 

a tiny m i c r o p h o n e , also seems happy. " K e e p ' e m c o m i n g b o y ! " he 

shouts, and you lob h i m chocolate, waffle, valentine, cupid, and that's 

w h e n he makes his f i rs t mistake. He forgets the cupid, un lucky in 

love .You give the f irst shock , j u s t 15 volts, a ki t tenish t ickle, n o t h i n g 

to w o r r y about . 

B u t that f i r s t shock changes things. Y o u can jus t tell. Wallace 's 

vo ice , w h e n he repeats the n e x t word pair, is somber , serious, but , 

goddamn it, he makes ano the r mistake! Y o u give h i m 30 volts. N e x t 

try, g o o d boy, he gets i t r ight , and then again, he gets i t r ight .You find 

you're roo t ing for h im, and then he screws up tree house. T h e n he 

screws up dahlia and grass and before you k n o w it, you 're up to 1 1 5 

volts; you watch your finger land on the press-pad, the nacreous nail, 

the knuck le , w h i c h is the hardest part of the hand. Y o u press down . 

T h r o u g h the m i c r o p h o n e c o m e s the sound o f a scream. " L e t me out , 

let me out! I 've had enough , let me outta he re !" 

You ' re starting to shake. Y o u can feel we t crescents under your 

arms.You turn to the exper imente r . "Okay ," you say. "I guess we got ta 

stop. He wants out ." 

" T h e e x p e r i m e n t requires that you cont inue ," this poke r face says. 

" B u t he wants out!" you say. " W e can't con t inue i f he wants out ." 

" T h e e x p e r i m e n t requires that you cont inue ," he repeats, as 

though you're hard o f hearing, w h i c h you're not , you're not! Y o u r 

hearing's f ine, and so is your vision, twenty- twenty . Y o u have the 

absurd desire to tell this m a n all about your clean bill of health and 

your exce l l en t eyes and your g o o d grades in co l lege and your r ecen t 

p r o m o t i o n a t work . Y o u want to tell M r . W h i t e C o a t that you ' re a 

decen t person w h o has always wan ted to help, w h o wou ld do any 

thing no t to disappoint, bu t you're so sorry, so sorry, you canno t c o n 

t inue the expe r imen t , you hate to disappoint b u t — 

"Please cont inue ," he says. 

Y o u bl ink. S o m e t i m e s the sun blinks in and out , on days w h e n 

clouds scuttle across the sky. T h a t is the best k ind of day, fresh b lue 

sky, clouds as wh i t e as bandages, a crisp flag snapping at the tip of its 



pole. You con t inue . S o m e w h e r e be tween the c loud and the flag you 

found yourse l f go ing on . Y o u don ' t k n o w why, you hate to disap

point , and this e x p e r i m e n t e r seems so sure of h imse l f and as you c o n 

tinue, you recall h o w o n c e , w h e n you were a child, there was an 

eclipse, and the sun and the m o o n m e r g e d in a go lden burn ing 

minute . 

Wallace makes a mistake. He makes three, four mistakes, and n o w 

you're up to 1 5 0 volts, and he's screaming, "I have a heart cond i t ion . 

Le t me ou t of here! I no longer wish to be in this expe r imen t , " and 

the e x p e r i m e n t e r i s standing r ight n e x t to you and saying, " G o on , 

please, the shocks are painful but they are no t harmful. T h e r e wil l be 

no p e r m a n e n t tissue damage." 

Y o u are fighting tears. Y o u r name is Goldfarb, or W i n e g a r t e n , or 

W e n t w o r t h . W h a t is your name? You ' re no t so sure. " B u t he has a 

heart condi t ion ," you say, you think you say, or is your m i n d jus t 

whisper ing to itself? " T h e r e will be no pe rmanen t tissue damage," he 

repeats, and you shout , " F o r god's sake, wha t about t emporary dam

age?" and he says, " T h e e x p e r i m e n t requires that you cont inue ," and 

you say, you're c ry ing now, or you're laughing now, your s tomach's 

laughing h e e - h e e - h a w whi le your eyes are dr ibbl ing tears, you say, 

" W h y don ' t we jus t go in there and c h e c k on h im? Let's j u s t make 

sure he's okay," and M r . W h i t e C o a t shakes his head, you can hear the 

bones c l ick in his n e c k — c l i c k c l ick , no no , go on , you t o u c h your 

o w n n e c k and you are shocked , no pun in tended, you are shocked to 

feel h o w slippery we t i t is, from sweat, and also h o w oddly boneless i t 

is; you press and press, but you canno t find any scaffolding in your 

neck . Is this e x p e r i m e n t e r a doc tor? " A r e you a d o c t o r ? " you ask. 

"Are you c o n v i n c e d there wil l be no pe rmanen t tissue damage?" He 

seems so sure of himself , j u s t like a doc tor , w h i c h you're not , even 

though you got g o o d grades in schoo l , he knows wha t he's doing. 

You don't . He wears a wh i t e coat . So you con t inue up the ladder of 

levers, reading word pairs, and someth ing strange has happened to 

you. Y o u concen t ra t e totally on your task. Y o u read each word pair 

carefully, carefully, you press the levers like a pi lot at his panel . Y o u r 



range of vision narrows to the mechan ic s a t hand. Y o u are flying in to 

someth ing . Y o u are flying through someth ing , but wha t i t is you c a n 

no t say.You have a j o b to do. T h i s is n o t about the sky outside. T h i s is 

no t about sun, bones , blinks, flags. Y o u have a j o b to do, and so flesh 

fades away, and Wal lace fades away, and in his place, a g leaming 

mach ine . 

At 3 1 5 volts Wal lace gives o n e last, b lood-curd l ing scream and 

then stops. He falls silent. At 3 4 5 volts you turn to the exper imen te r . 

Y o u feel very odd. Y o u feel hollow, and the exper imen te r , w h e n he 

speaks, seems to fill you up wi th his air. " C o n s i d e r s i lence a w r o n g 

answer," he says, and that seems so funny you start to sneeze and 

laugh.You jus t laugh and laugh and press those levers, because there is 

no way out , no way to say, " N o ! N o ! N o ! " In your head you can say 

it, but in your hands you can't , and you understand n o w h o w great 

the distance b e t w e e n the head and the hands—it i s miles of u n b r o 

ken tundra. W i t h your head you say no and wi th your hands you tap-

dance up and down the shock board, in and around the words—skirt, 

flair, floor, swirl;goose, feather, blanket, star—and all the wh i l e there is j u s t 

this eer ie s i lence punctua ted by e lec t r ic skillet sizzles, and no man . 

T h e r e i s no m a n here. 

IT IS L I K E waking up. It is like falling asleep and dreaming o f loons 

and sharks and then waking up, and the w h o l e thing is over. T h e 

expe r imen te r says, " W e can stop now," and through the door c o m e s 

Wallace, his hat still sideways on his head, no t a hair out of place. He 

looks fine. " B o y , you really shook me up in there," he says, "bu t no 

hard feelings." He pumps your hand. "Wow," he says, "you ' re sweating. 

C a l m down. G e e z I ' m k n o w n for my melodrama, but I ' m fine," and 

the expe r imen te r echoes , "Wal lace is jus t f ine. T h e shocks weren ' t as 

bad as they seemed. T h e danger, lethal level, that's only for small l a b o 

ratory animals, w h i c h is what we usually use the generator for." 

Oh, you th ink. 

Wallace leaves. A spry little m a n n a m e d M i l g r a m enters the r o o m 



and says, " D o you m i n d i f I ask you s o m e ques t ions?" T h e n he shows 

you a picture of a s choo lboy be ing flogged and takes down your edu 

cat ion level and w h e t h e r you 've ever b e e n in the a rmy and wha t 

rel igion you are and you are so n u m b — y o u answer every th ing—and 

you are also so confused. So the shock genera tor was geared for m ice , 

no t m e n ? Are you a m o u s e or a man? If Wal lace really wasn't hurt , 

then why did he scream so loud? W h y did he hol ler about his heart? 

Y o u k n o w about hearts. Y o u k n o w about bones and b lood , w h i c h 

you happen to have on your hands. A rage rises up. Y o u l o o k at this 

n imble little M i l g r a m and you say, "I get it. T h i s wasn't about learn

ing at all. T h i s was an e x p e r i m e n t about obed ience , o b e d i e n c e to 

authority," and M i l g r a m , w h o is on ly twenty-seven years o ld and te r 

ribly young to be p ionee r ing such a controversial , damaging, i l lumi

nating, and finally famous setup, M i l g r a m turns to you . He has g reen 

eyes, the c o l o r of loll ipops, and a little red scr ibble of a m o u t h . " T h i s 

was about obed ience , " you repeat, and M i l g r a m says, "Yes , i t was. I f 

you hadn't guessed it, I wou ld have told you later, in a standard let ter 

I mail to my subjects . Sixty-f ive percent of my subjects behaved jus t 

as you did. It is totally n o r m a l for a person to make the cho ices you 

did in the situation we put you in. Y o u have no th ing to feel badly 

about," but you , you won ' t be taken in. Y o u won ' t be reassured. He 

fooled you o n c e , but he won ' t fool you twice . T h e r e are no reassur

ing words for wha t you 've learned in his lab tonight . Lake. Loon. 

Swan. Song. Y o u have learned you have b l o o d on your hands. A n d a 

body built for the words o f o the r m e n . 

O T H E R M E N . M a y b e that o n e across the street o r i n the house nex t 

door, but n o t you . T h i s is wha t you, the reader, may be th inking. 

Shou ld you have had the outrageous luck to have found yourse l f in 

L ins ly -Chi t t enden Hall at Yale Univers i ty on a l impid J u n e night in 

1 9 6 1 , you wou ld no t have done such a thing. Y o u r name, after all, is 

not Goldfarb or W i n e g a r t e n or W e n t w o r t h . Y o u are, perhaps, a 

Buddhist . A vegetarian. A hospice volunteer .You w o r k wi th t roubled 



youth, o r dona te m o n e y to the Sierra C lub , o r cultivate the mos t 

amazing phlox , purp le -p ink clusters of minia ture f lowers in a ci ty 

garden. N o t you . B u t yes, you. F o r Stanley M i l g r a m proved i t to be 

true, in L ins ly -Ch i t t enden Hall , and then later in a lab in Br idgepo r t , 

and then still later in replications all around the world . S i x t y - t w o to 

sixty-five percent of us, w h e n faced wi th a credible authority, will 

fol low orders to the point of lethally ha rming a person. 

T h i s seems improbable , impossible, especially because you a r e — I 

a m — a humanis t a t heart . 

So were his subjects , many o f t hem. 

"I am a g o o d worker . I provide for my family. . . . T h e on ly bad 

thing about m e , I do get t ied up in my w o r k — I promise the kids to 

do someth ing , take t h e m somewhere , and then have to cance l 

because I get called out on a j o b . " 

" I en joy my j o b . I have an enjoyable family, three children. . . . I 

l ike to g r o w flowers around my yard. I l ike to raise a vegetable garden 

pr imar i ly because I l ike fresh vegetables." 

T h e s e were self-descriptions given by two o f Mi lgram's fully o b e 

dient subjects after the testing. Fresh vegetables. Flowers . T h o s e 

purp le-p ink ph lox in our gardens. 

P r io r to beg inn ing his exper iment , Stanley Mi lg ram, an assistant 

professor at Yale, t o o k a poll. He asked a group of eminen t psychiatrists 

h o w they thought subjects would behave in his simulated situation. He 

also polled Yale undergraduates and a handful of regular N e w Haven 

folks. All c ame up wi th the same prediction. People would no t admin

ister the shocks all the way. T h e y would break o f f at 1 5 0 volts, m a x i 

m u m , save for the pathological fringe of crypto-sadists w h o would play 

every lever as the v ic t im screamed. E v e n today, forty years after the les

son of M i l g r a m has supposedly been learned, people still say, " N o t me." 

Yes you . 

T h e power of M i l g r a m s exper imen t s lies, perhaps, r ight here, in 

the great gap b e t w e e n wha t we th ink about ourselves, and w h o we 

frankly are. 



M I L G R A M WAS C E R T A I N L Y no t the first psychologist t o expe r imen t 

with obed ience , nor the first psychologist to deceive his subjects (the 

shock m a c h i n e was utterly fake, the learner and the expe r imen te r 

paid actors M i l g r a m had hired to do the j o b ) , but he was the f i rs t to 

do so, on b o t h accounts , systematically. However , before Mi lg ram, 

there was a mysterious expe r imen te r by the name of C. Landis, w h o 

in an u n n a m e d laboratory in Wales in 1 9 2 4 found that seventy-one 

percent of his subjects were wil l ing to decapitate a rat at the expe r i 

menter 's insistence. In 1 9 4 4 a psychologist by the name of Dan ie l 

Frank realized that he cou ld get his subjects to pe r fo rm the oddest 

acts jus t because he wore the wh i t e coa t w h e n he made the request: 

"Please stand on your head," "Please walk backward wi th o n e eye 

closed," "Please touch your tongue to the window." 

It is unlikely that M i l g r a m was inf luenced by these peripheral blips 

of research. F o r one thing, Mi lg ram, w h o had aspired to b e c o m e a 

political scientist, had no t taken a single psychology course in his four 

undergraduate years at Q u e e n s Col lege , so he was by no means in t i 

mate wi th the literature of the f ie ld . F o r another, Mi lg ram, a voluble 

little man, gave credit w h e r e credit was due. He points to the social 

scientist S o l o m o n Asch as be ing the man w h o made h im, i f any o n e 

man can make another . W h i l e obta ining his graduate degree, M i l g r a m 

served as Asch's research assistant at P r ince ton . Asch was hard at work 

on an expe r imen t involving group pressure. In a study using lines of 

different lengths, Asch found that his subjects would capitulate to the 

group's percept ions, so if the group said l ine A was clearly longer than 

line B, even w h e n i t obviously wasn't, the baffled subject would say so 

too, abandoning his o w n beliefs in an effort to con fo rm. 

B a c k then, and still now, Asch was a giant in social sc ience research, 

but Mi lg ram, inches shor ter than he and smaller in stature in all sorts 

of o ther ways, would soon outpace his mentor . M i l g r a m admired 

Asch. B u t lines, well, l ines lacked lyrical power, and Mi lg ram, like 

Skinner, was a lyricist at heart. He wro te librettos and children's s to

nes , quo ted Keats and R i l k e . He saw his f i f ty-one-year-old father die 

°f heart failure and always bel ieved he t o o would go early, so he was 



powered by a br ight light. " W h e n we marr ied," says his widow, 

Alexandra Mi lg ram, "Stanley told me he wouldn ' t live past f i f ty-one, 

because he l ooked jus t like his father. He always had a sense of his 

future as very short. T h e n , w h e n Stanley developed heart troubles in 

his thirties, he knew, we bo th knew, his days were numbered." 

A n d perhaps i t was for this reason he didn't want l ines, some th ing 

straight and narrow. He wanted to devise an e x p e r i m e n t that wou ld 

cast such a glow, or a pall, over the earth it would leave s o m e things 

s immer ing for a long, l ong t ime. He wan ted someth ing huge wi th 

heart. " I was t rying to th ink of a way to make Asch's c o n f o r m i t y 

e x p e r i m e n t m o r e humane ly significant," he said in an in te rv iew wi th 

Psychology Today. "I was dissatisfied that the test of c o n f o r m i t y was 

j u d g m e n t s about lines. I wonde red w h e t h e r groups cou ld pressure a 

person in to per forming an act w h o s e human impor t was m o r e read

ily apparent, perhaps behaving aggressively towards ano ther person, 

say by adminis ter ing severe shocks to him." 

M i l g r a m was no stranger to shocks . E v e n before he 'd seen his 

father die, he k n e w about fear. He had spent his ch i ldhood years in 

the S o u t h B r o n x , w h e r e wildflowers g rew in gutters and cock roaches 

scutt led across buck led l ino leum. In his family's l iving r o o m , heavy 

curtains c lamped ou t sunlight and the radio was big and boxy, wi th a 

p iece of bubb led glass pro tec t ing the channe l pad. M i l g r a m was fasci

nated by that radio. He was fascinated by its t iny plastic pores, its ser

rated dials that moved the wh i t e wand up and down, so there was 

music, n o w laughter, n o w weeping , n o w wal tz ing—so many sounds, 

but they always resolved in to this: I t was 1 9 3 9 and Stanley was six. I t 

was 1 9 4 2 and he was jus t on the cusp of a cer tain sort o f deepening . 

T h r o u g h the radio, w h i c h his family l is tened to every day because 

they had relatives in Europe , c a m e the death reports and the sounds 

o f the SS and shovels on ho t conc re t e . He grew in to adolescence 

wi th this as his background m u s i c — b o m b s and bu rns—and m e a n 

whi le his b o d y was doing its o w n detonat ions . H o w confusing: sex 

and terror. We can only guess; i t says so nowhere . 



IN I 9 6 0 M I L G R A M left P r i n c e t o n and his m e n t o r Asch to take an 

assistant professorship at Yale. S o o n after his appo in tment he began 

submit t ing expense reports for switches and electrodes; in the Yale 

archives are m o c k - u p scripts and notes dated around that t ime in 

Milgram's handwri t ing: "audio cable through cei l ing . . . sparks, p rac

t ice e lec t rode application procedure . J a m e s Jus t in M c D o n o u g h , 

exce l len t v ic t im, A+ v ic t im, perfect as v ic t im, mild and submissive." 

R e a d i n g these notes i t is difficult to avoid the sense of M i l g r a m as 

part imp, a little J e w i s h leprechaun, his sc ience soaked in j o k e . In fact, 

M i l g r a m did have a keen sense of comedy, and i t may be he, m o r e 

than any o the r scientist, w h o has shown us h o w small the space 

be tween art and expe r imen t , be tween h u m o r and heartlessness, 

be tween w o r k and play. "S tan ley loved, L O V E D wha t he did," says 

Mrs . M i l g r a m . H o w cou ld he no t have? He used to address letters, 

drop t h e m on the N e w Y o r k C i t y sidewalks, and then observe w h o 

would p ick t h e m up, w h o wou ld mail t hem, h o w and why. He devel

oped a t echn ique called " q u e u e barging," a k ind of guerri l la social 

sc ience in w h i c h Stanley sprung from a hiding place and darted in to 

a queue, all the whi le observ ing the reactions of those he had cut in 

front of. He wen t outside, in to a br ight blue day, po in ted at the sky, 

and t imed h o w long i t t o o k to amass a c rowd, all of w h o m s tood 

there, staring at no th ing . He was ingenious , subversive, absurd. B u t , 

unlike Sartre, o r B e c k e t t , M i l g r a m measured absurdity. " H e bot t led 

it," says psychology professor L e e R o s s o f Stanford University. " H e 

bot t led absurd behaviors in his lab, so we cou ld see them. Study 

them. That ' s wha t makes h i m . . . h im." 

SO M I L G R A M P U T i n orders for electrodes, thir ty switches, black 

belts, and audio equ ipment—al l the props for the dangerous play he 

was about to enact , the play that would , qui te literally, rock the world 

and put such a dent in his career he wou ld never qui te recover. He 

started wi th Yale students, and, m u c h to his surprise, every o n e of 

t hem compl i ed , shock ing their way bli thely up the swi tchboard. 



"Yal ies ," his wife Alexandra told me he said. " W e can' t draw any c o n 

clusions f romYal ies ." 

Says M r s . M i l g r a m , "S tan ley was sure i f he wen t beyond the c o l 

lege c o m m u n i t y he would get a m o r e representative sample, and 

m o r e defiance," so he did. M i l g r a m put an ad in the New Haven 

Register, an ad calling for ab le -bod ied m e n be tween the ages of 

twenty and fifty, " fac tory workers , skilled laborers, professionals, 

cooks . " He recrui ted a young Alan E lms , then a graduate student at 

Yale, to help h i m find and keep a steady supply of volunteers . E lms , 

w h o i s n o w sixty-seven and teaching a t the Univers i ty of Davis , 

clearly r e m e m b e r s his w o r k wi th M i l g r a m . Elms's vo ice is slow, tired. 

I canno t help bu t th ink i t is the v o i c e of a m a n w h o has b e e n 

shocked himself , seen some th ing bad. " A r e you glad you were 

the re?" I ask h i m . " O h yes," E l m s says. He sighs. " I t was a very, very 

powerful thing. I t i s no t someth ing you wou ld forget." He pauses. "I 

will never regret be ing involved." 

A n d so started the exper iments , that s u m m e r o f 1 9 6 1 , the s u m m e r 

o f abnormal ly w a r m weather , o f a bat infestation in the church's b e l 

fry, the s u m m e r you w e n t s tumbl ing down the side streets, ad 

c lu tched in your hand. All together , M i l g r a m recrui ted, wi th Elms's 

help, over a hundred N e w Haven m e n . He tested t h e m almost always 

at night . T h i s gave the w h o l e th ing a ghoul ish air, w h i c h it did no t 

need , for there were m o c k screams and skulls on the generator . 

M i l g r a m alerted the area po l ice : Y o u may hear o f people be ing t o r 

tured. It is no t true. It is an act. 

An act, apparently, that was qui te conv inc ing to the subjects , w h o 

sweated and squ i rmed thei r way through at the exper imenter ' s p rod-

dings. M a n y were visibly upset a t be ing told to con t inue adminis ter

ing the shocks; o n e subject had a laughing convuls ion so severe the 

e x p e r i m e n t had t o be s topped. Laughing? W h y laughing? T h e odd 

thing was, there was a lot of laughter go ing on , a lot of strangled h e e 

haws and be l ly -ach ing bursts. S o m e have said the laughter indicates 

that everyone k n e w M i l g r a m the I m p had struck again, that this was 

ju s t a frivolous j o k e . S o m e say his subjects were laughing at h im, such 



an obvious bit of tr ickery. E lms disagrees. "Peop l e were laughing out 

o f anxiety. We were laughing, M i l g r a m and I , ou t o f discomfort ." 

M i l g r a m and E lms observed the subjects beh ind a o n e - w a y mirror , 

and in be tween f i lming the unbel ievable o b e d i e n c e they themselves 

cou ld no t have predicted, they dabbed at their eyes wi th hankies , for 

someth ing here was horribly, hor r ib ly funny. 

T h a t scholars and wri ters have used the laughter present dur ing 

the e x p e r i m e n t as a sign of its essential frivolousness shows little 

about the e x p e r i m e n t and a lot about the rather simplistic no t ions 

we hold in regards to comedy, tragedy, and the c o n n e c t i o n s be tween 

the two. C o m e d y and tragedy are inext r icably in te r twined , in sign, in 

symbol , in e tymology. M i l g r a m h imse l f laughed o n e m o m e n t , and 

said in ano the r that wha t he had discovered was " terr i fying and 

depressing." Alexandra M i l g r a m reports, " T h e results, w h i c h he did 

N O T e x p e c t t o b e s o high, made h i m cynical about people ." O f 

course they did. M i l g r a m had expec t ed compl i ance , but no t a t the 

astounding rate o f sixty-five percent o f subjects wil l ing to deliver 

what they bel ieved were lethal shocks. N o , he had no t expec t ed that. 

In an a t tempt to c o a x m o r e defiance ou t of his subjects, he varied the 

condi t ions . He moved the learner in to the r o o m wi th the subject , 

removed the m i c r o p h o n e , and had the subject deliver the shocks by 

forcing the learner's hand o n t o a metal plate. C o m p l i a n c e did drop 

then, but no t by m u c h . Terrifying. Depressing, yes. A full thirty pe r 

cen t of subjects were wi l l ing to repeatedly slam the learner's hand 

on to the shock plate, endure the sound of his screams, and watch h i m 

slump over, all under orders from the exper imen te r . 

Milgram's e x p e r i m e n t was funded by the Nat iona l S c i e n c e 

Foundat ion . T h e m o n i e s c a m e in J u n e . J u l y and August passed in a 

sizzle of b lue sparks. In Sep tember , only three m o n t h s in to the e x p e r 

iment , M i l g r a m wro te to his backers , tel l ing t h e m of his results: " In a 

naive m o m e n t some t ime ago, I o n c e wondered w h e t h e r in all of the 

U n i t ed States a v ic ious gove rnmen t cou ld f ind e n o u g h mora l i m b e 

ciles to m e e t the personal requi rements of a national system of death 

camps, of the sort that were main ta ined in Germany . I am n o w 



beg inn ing to th ink that the full c o m p l e m e n t cou ld be recrui ted in 

N e w Haven." 

Imag ine wha t i t must have b e e n l ike for M i l g r a m , as he was m a k 

ing these discoveries. Was he up at nights? D i d he touch his children's 

faces and feel h o w they were n o t so soft, the j u t t i ng r idge of his 

daughter's c h e e k b o n e s , the tiny wh i t e tee th? D i d the n o r m a l N e w 

Haven streets take on shadow and curve? Milgram's discovery was 

no t that people wil l hur t or kill o n e another ; we have always k n o w n 

that to be true. Mi lgram's discovery was that people will do so in the 

absence of aggression; he effectively disentwined murder from rage, 

for his subjects were no t angry; they were quiet g o o d folks wi th 

phlox in their gardens and chi ldren in cr ibs. 

M i l g r a m was a social psychologist , w h i c h means he had to under 

stand his findings pr imari ly in te rms of the situation, for that is social 

psychology's clarion call. In the eyes of social psychology, personal i ty— 

who you are—matters less than place—where you are—and M i l g r a m said 

he was demonst ra t ing this, h o w any n o r m a l person can b e c o m e a 

killer if he finds h imse l f in a place w h e r e kil l ing is called for. He used 

his expe r imen t s , to greater and lesser degrees over the years, to 

explain the appalling behavior a t My Lai in V i e t n a m , and in Nazi 

Germany , w h e r e his w o r k is inext r icably h i t ched to Hannah Arendt 's 

thesis on the banali ty of evil, the beaurocra t ic E i c h m a n n blindly tak

ing orders, propel led by forces ex te rna l to h im. Today, years and years 

after Mi lgram's expe r imen t , social psychologists still sound this bel l , 

p roc la iming that wha t matters is c o n t e x t , no t psyche. Says L e e R o s s , 

coau tho r of The Person and the Situation: Perspectives of Social Psycho

logy, "I wouldn ' t say there are no stable charac ter attributes in a pe r 

son that con t r ibu te to mora l or immora l behavior , but they are far 

ou twe ighed by w h e r e the person is, and at wha t t ime, and wi th 

w h o m . " In o the r words, R o s s and his col leagues c la im that ou r 

behaviors do n o t result so m u c h from a stable set of internal ized pref

erences or beliefs, but rather f rom externa l influences that change , 

like w i n d and weather . 

M i l g r a m ascribed to this general worldview, yet on c loser i n spec -



t ion there are gli tches that suggest he was no t so sure. Fo r instance, i f 

he bel ieved it was all, or mostly, situation that propelled his vo lun

teers, then w h y did he adminis ter a personali ty test at the end of each 

shock session? W h y did he gather data on educat ion , rel igion, mi l i 

tary service, and gender? W h y did he later, as a professor at C i t y 

Co l l ege of N e w Y o r k , chair a doctoral dissertation that t o o k as its 

subject the individual charac ter traits of nonconformis t s , by a young 

Sharon Presley? S o m e t h i n g in the subject must have interested h im. 

N o t l ong after the initial exper imen t s , M i l g r a m and E l m s w e n t on 

a hunt for personali ty traits that correla te wi th obed ien t or defiant 

behavior. T h e y did fo l low-up studies o f their subjects , scrut inizing 

their lives and psyches for clues as to w h o did wha t and why. T h i s , 

understand, is a n o - n o in the field of social psychology. Snor ts R o s s , 

"It 's personali ty stuff, and w e don ' t D O that. M i l g r a m didn't D O 

that." B u t he did. He w e n t w i th E l m s and measured individual men , 

and wro te a paper or two. A n d he cou ld on ly have done this because 

he k n e w the situation was no t a total explanatory factor. Listen, i f i t 

had been , if M i l g r a m had created a situation so all embrac ing and 

solidly persuasive, then he wou ld have achieved o n e hundred percent 

obed ience . B u t he achieved sixty-five percent , w h i c h means that 

thirty-five pe rcen t defied the e x p e r i m e n t e r and the situation. W h y ? 

W H Y ? T h i s is a quest ion no social psychologis t can answer. I t is at 

this cri t ical j u n c t u r e that social psychology breaks down. I t can tell 

you about aggregate behavior , but i t can tell you no th ing about the 

naysayers, the exo t i c tendrils that curl o f f the main frame and give 

sprout to someth ing strange. Here , M i l g r a m had devised a study in 

which thirty-five pe rcen t o f his plants, to ex tend the metaphor , c a m e 

up c r imson , hybr id—it was no t the soil; i t must have b e e n some th ing 

in the seed. 

In the m i d - 1 9 6 0 s , M i l g r a m and E l m s called subjects back to the 

lab and administered bat ter ies of personali ty tests. O n e was called the 

Minneso ta Mul t iphas ic Personali ty Inventory ( M M P I ) , ano the r the 

T h e m a t i c Appercep t ion Test. E l m s did extensive o n e - o n - o n e in te r 

viewing, asking obed ien t and defiant subjects about their chi ldhoods , 



their relationships wi th their mo the r s and fathers, their earliest m e m 

ories . T h e y found very little. 

"Ca tho l i c s were m o r e obed ien t than J e w s . We did f ind that," E lms 

tells m e . " A n d the l o n g e r one 's mi l i ta ry e x p e r i e n c e , the m o r e o b e 

d ien t . We also found that defiant vo lun tee r s measured h i g h e r on 

the M M P I ' s social responsibili ty scale, but," sighs E lms , "that scale 

supposedly measures n o t on ly greater c o n c e r n for social and mora l 

issues, but also a t endency towards c o m p l i a n c e and acqu iescence , so 

wha t do we learn from that? N o t m u c h ? T h a t cou ld descr ibe e i ther 

an obed ien t or a defiant subject ." 

I t was very difficult for E l m s and M i l g r a m to f ind any consis tent 

character traits in defiant versus obed ien t subjects. T h e y did f ind that 

obed ien t subjects repor ted be ing less c lose to thei r fathers dur ing 

ch i ldhood than defiants did. As children, they found obedients 

received e i ther spankings or very little punishment , whereas defiants 

had been punished by severe beat ings o r by s o m e kind o f depriva

t ion—dinner , perhaps. Slightly m o r e obedien ts had served on active 

mil i tary duty. M o s t obedients in the mil i tary admit ted to shoot ing at 

m e n ; mos t defiants denied it. 

W h e n you l o o k a t this in format ion , wha t do you get? N o t a 

w h o l e lot . A defiant is bea ten , an obed ien t is spanked. A defiant is 

c lose to his father, an obed ien t distant. A defiant scores high on a 

social responsibility scale that measures, a m o n g o the r things, acquies 

c e n c e . E i t h e r the scale is wrong , or the defiant and the obed ien t have 

so many strands in t h e m we canno t cleanly sort i t out . 

I , F O R O N E , want to sort i t out . I clearly r e m e m b e r the f irs t t ime I 

heard about the Mi lg ram exper iments . I was at Brandeis University, 

where I did my undergraduate work. I was sitting on the lawn on a 

M a y day and all the cher ry trees were in b l o o m , petals of the palest, 

membranous pink. We were having class in the spring air, and the soc i 

ology professor said, " S o they shocked and shocked," and a shiver went 

through me, because I recognized the situation. I k n e w intuitively, 



immediately, that I would have done it, obedient soul that I am. I could 

understand perfectly h o w you get b o u n d into a situation, h o w you lose 

your o w n eyes, your o w n mind, h o w you empty out and jus t obey, 

obey, because w h o are you anyway? I r emember look ing at my hands, 

then, on the lawn, with the cher ry trees all fluttery above. My hands 

are like your hands, three lifelines and tiny cross hatchings, and I said to 

myself, " W h a t would I need to have within me in order to d isobey?" I 

was skinny then, my hips sharp, my eyes shiny. I did what I could to fit 

in. I always have. Zap zap. I wanted to k n o w what it would take to 

change me, grow me, up, away, an exo t ic tendril curling o f f the main 

frame, no. No. S u c h a simple word. So hard to hold in the mou th . 

T H A T WAS Y E A R S ago, bu t still today I want to understand. E l m s 

says to me over the phone , " W e didn't find any strong stable pe r son

ality traits in e i ther obedients or defiants," and I ask, " A r e there any 

subjects from the M i l g r a m exper imen t s I can speak to, any that are 

still al ive?" He answers, " T h e archives are sealed until 2 0 7 5 . T h e 

names are confidential ." 

I may be obedien t , but that doesn ' t stop me from be ing nosy. I 

called this person, that person, w h o led me to this person and that 

person. Weeks w e n t by. I called priests and rabbis and M i l g r a m s c h o l 

ars, and during this search I read, in s o m e reference I c a n n o t re locate , 

that o n e of the defiant M i l g r a m volunteers later tu rned up a t My Lai 

and refused to shoot . I p ic tured this man, n o w sixty, n o w seventy, l iv

ing in a clean simple house wi th pots of basil by his front door . I had 

to find h im. 

He called. 

P A R T T W O : T H E P E O P L E 

I never saw the basil. I never saw his house. A n d he was no t , it turns 

°u t , the My Lai man . B u t he was, this seventy-e ight -year-o ld n a m e d 

Joshua Chaffin, in the M i l g r a m expe r imen t s way back then , and he 



was, he promises m e , defiant. T h e f i rs t th ing he says to me over the 

p h o n e is, " Y e a h , I was there. I was in that lab, and I only wen t to 1 5 0 

volts. I f I'd g o n e any higher, bel ieve me , I wouldn ' t be talking to you 

r ight now. T h a t wou ld be be tween me and my psychiatrist." 

A defiant subject , and a funny o n e at that! E v e n before I m e e t 

Jo shua in person, I can tell he's affable, a real sweetheart , his vo ice 

wi th a slight yiddishy lilt, his eyes, w h i c h I can jus t imagine , soft and 

sweater-gray. 

Joshua keeps me on the p h o n e for a long, long t ime. It's as though 

he's b e e n jus t wait ing for a reporter to call and ask h i m about his fate

ful role in those long-ago , n o w m u c h - m a l i g n e d exper iments . He says, 

" Y o u young people today jus t don ' t have an appreciation for h o w 

conv inc ing the situation was. I didn't doubt it for a m o m e n t . N e v e r 

crossed my m i n d it was a hoax . T h e generator had a gold plate on it 

that said ' M a d e in Wal tham Massachusetts, ' w h i c h is j u s t the k ind of 

place equ ipmen t like that would be made, i f you see what I mean . 

A n d i f you think the obed ience had to do wi th Yale, like Yale's pres

tige, th ink again because M i l g r a m moved his w h o l e act to a storefront 

in Br idgepor t and people still shocked. I shocked. I feel bad about 

that. I shocked but I only wen t to 1 5 0 , 1 broke o f f at 1 5 0 . " He keeps 

repeating this, as though to reassure himself, and it is strange h o w fresh 

the w h o l e thing is in his m i n d — t h e lab, the blue stutters of sparks, the 

learner's screams, all perfectly preserved in the bot t le of this old man's 

body. He ages; the expe r imen t stays still in t ime. 

We make ar rangements to m e e t . He lives, still, i n N e w Haven, and 

many days he walks by L ins ly -Ch i t t enden Hall . S o m e t i m e s he even 

goes down to the basement , w h e r e i t all t o o k place. " I t was a real 

mess then," J o s h u a says to me , "bu t I can see the scene jus t perfectly 

as it was, this gray door, and pipes. Pipes everywhere ." 

I drive up to see h i m on a beautiful s u m m e r day. T h e air and sky 

are incredibly soft, and the gulls' screams have the saddest sound. 

N e w Haven looks vacant, empt i ed o f co l lege students but li t tered 

wi th mattresses and trunks piled by the c rumbl ing curbs. 

We m e e t at a restaurant. Outs ide the light is b r igh t and bl inding. 



And then there's the close dimness of the interior, where candles flicker 

on tiny tables in a perpetual evening. Everyone here is old, and eating 

fish. Joshua, w h o has described himself for me , waits at a table way in the 

back, where napkins are folded into the shapes of swans. I sit. 

O u r food c o m e s . Joshua forks up a p iece of breaded f ish , pops i t in 

his mou th , and chews vigorously. 

"I was an assistant professor of envi ronmenta l studies," Jo shua says, 

"and I saw this ad, and I thought , why not? B a c k then, four dollars 

was some substantial sum of money , and I needed money. So I did it." 

He proceeds to tell me wha t the " i t " consisted of, the story we n o w 

already k n o w — h o w he rubbed e lec t rode paste o n t o the learner's 

skin, h o w he heard the f i r s t grunt o f pain s o m e w h e r e around 75 

volts, h o w the grunts go t louder, h o w the scream was sharp and c a m e 

crackling through the m i c r o p h o n e , h o w Joshua turned to the e x p e r 

imente r and said, " T h i s isn't r ight," and the damn exper imente r , " T h e 

damn expe r imen te r ! " J o s h u a says, little flakes of f ish flying from his 

mou th , his l iver-spotted hands t rembl ing wi th the m e m o r y of it, 

" T h e damn m a n tells me to cont inue ." 

" A n d y o u ? " I say, leaning forward, a l though toward what I am not 

sure. Mora l i ty? As though that is a single c o n c r e t e cons t ruc t o n e can 

grasp. 

" I said to that exper imente r , ' N o . ' " 

I watch Joshua 's m o u t h as he forms the word no, the word I have 

such trouble ut ter ing, tongue to the p ink palette, spit it out . No. 

"I said," repeats Joshua , "I said, ' I 've b e e n in a few exper imen t s 

before and this isn't right, ' and I was get t ing all w o u n d up, hear ing 

the learner's screams and I was get t ing sweaty and my heart was 

o ing really, really fast, so I s topped and I announced , ' E n o u g h . ' " 

" A n d w h y did you do tha t?" I say. "I mean , wha t enabled you to 

break off, w h e n so many others cou ldn ' t ?" 

I really want to hear his answer. I have driven all these miles to 

hear h o w a m a n makes h i m s e l f a u t o n o m o u s . To hear h o w a man sev-

e r s the strings that make ou r lives a pe r fo rmance of pure puppetry. 

Joshua is no t a puppet. He moves his o w n muscles . 



Joshua dabs his m o u t h wi th the starched whi t e napkin. He pulls at 

the napkin's peak, the swan collapses, and he cleans his lips. He looks 

toward the cei l ing, pauses, and then says, "I was wor r i ed about my 

heart." 

" A b o u t your hear t?" I echo . 

"I was wor r i ed , " Joshua says, lower ing his head and l o o k i n g at me , 

"that the e x p e r i m e n t was causing me so m u c h stress that I migh t 

have a heart at tack, and also," he adds, almost as an afterthought, "and 

also, I didn't want to hurt a guy." 

I nod . I t is impossible no t to no t i ce that " the guy" came second , 

Joshua's heart first, a l though w h o cou ld b lame h im? Still , this was no t 

the answer I was expec t ing from my mora l man. I was expec t ing 

someth ing coa ted wi th J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n gloss, some th ing h igh -

minded like, " T h e r e has always b e e n a deep ethical imperat ive wi th in 

me to do un to my ne ighbor a s . . . " 

No such luck . Joshua , i t turns out , was wor r i ed about his heart , 

and his defiance came from this c o n c e r n , at least in his retrospective 

rendi t ion. He goes on to tell me h o w after the e x p e r i m e n t he was so 

outraged that the nex t day he burst in to Mi lgram's office at Yale and 

found the professor calmly beh ind his desk, grading papers. Joshua 

said, " W h a t y o u are do ing is wrong . W r o n g ! Y o u are upsett ing naive 

subjects. Y o u don ' t screen people for medica l problems. Y o u could 

give s o m e o n e a heart attack, that exper iment ' s so stressful." 

Jo shua recalls M i l g r a m l o o k i n g up a t h im. M i l g r a m seemed 

unper turbed. He said, " I am sure we will no t be giving any subjects 

heart attacks," and Jo shua said, " Y o u almost gave me one ," w h e r e o n 

the two had a long talk. M i l g r a m essentially ca lmed Joshua d o w n and 

praised h i m for his defiant pe r fo rmance , and then, before he left, 

M i l g r a m said, " M r . Chaffin, I'd appreciate i t i f you , you know, kept i t 

quiet ." 

" K e p t wha t qu ie t ?" Jo shua said. 

" T h e exper imen t , " M i l g r a m responded. " W h a t it's really about . 

I ' m still testing subjects and I don ' t want t hem, obviously, to k n o w 

we're l ook ing at obed ience , no t learning." 



"Wel l , " Joshua says to me , "I thought about that o n e for awhile, I 

mean, keeping it quiet . I thought maybe I should go to the pol ice . 

Because I was really, really mad. I thought about it." 

" A n d did y o u ? " I say, " g o to the pol ice , or o therwise b l o w 

Milgram's c o v e r ? " 

Chaffin's eyes flutter oh so briefly. T h e wai ter c o m e s over and 

whisks our plates away, so be tween us n o w there is j u s t a whi t e 

expanse of tablecloth and a candle in a poo l of wax . " N o , " says 

Joshua . 

" N o w h a t ? " I say. 

" N o , I kept the real nature of the exper imen t s a secret," says 

Joshua . "I didn't tell on Mi lg ram." I th ink i t odd, h o w he is so proud 

of defying M i l g r a m , w h e n a t s o m e other , larger level, he obeyed 

Milgram's mos t essential mandate . A n d n o w my eyes flutter, for i t is 

confusing, the mora l cen te r I canno t find. I find, instead, a regular, 

charming, contradictory, c o m p l e x man wi th liver spots on his hands. 

I A S K | O S H U A about his life. T h e surprises keep tumbl ing out. 

T h e r e is absolutely no th ing to suggest that Joshua 's defiant laboratory 

behavior carr ied over in any way to his cho ices outside the lab. A 

corporate man , he spent many years work ing for E x x o n . He calls 

environmentalists " t ree huggers." At age twenty-five he j o i n e d the 

service and was shipped to the Phil ippines. "I was an exce l l en t sol

dier," Joshua says. " W e t o o k those S O B Japs and l o c k e d t h e m up." 

" D i d you kill anybody in the wa r?" I ask. 

" I t was W o r l d War I I , " says Joshua . " I t was a different k ind of war." 

" I know, " I say. B u t the S O B c o m m e n t , the cag ing of Japs , the tree 

buggers, the mil i tary man , the c h o i c e to keep Milgram's cove r—i t 

just doesn't f i t wi th the o therwise low-vol tage behavior Chaffin 

seems so proud of. 

' D i d you kill anybody in the wa r?" I ask again, and as I do, I recall 

Elms's c o m m e n t s , that obedients almost always shot at people dur ing 

military service, defiants hardly ever. 



"I don ' t know," says Joshua . He shifts uncomfor tably . 

" D i d you do anything in the war you wished you hadn ' t?" I ask. 

"I don ' t know," says Joshua . "I . . .Wai t e r ! " he says, " I 'd l ike some 

coffee," and so then c o m e s coffee, and c r e m e brulee, w h i c h he eats 

t o o fast, his m o u t h full of sugar, and si lence. 

I C A L L E L M S . " S o , " I say,"I found a defiant subject and it turns out 

he talks about l ock ing up S O B Japs and be ing a g o o d soldier, and 

overr id ing his o w n values to keep Mi lgram's c o v e r " and E lms , w h o s e 

vo ice today sounds m o r e tired than ever, says, " W e l l , h o w peop le act 

in o n e situation is no t necessarily h o w they act in another ." I speak to 

a few o the r social psychologists w h o repeat that same idea to m e , 

using phrases l ike " l ack o f cross-situational consistency." L e e R o s s 

says, "Chaff in j u s t proves that it's no t personali ty that defines behav 

ior, it's situation," but, frankly, that c o m m e n t seems entirely un i l lumi-

nating. To say that Chaffin behaved defiantly in o n e situation and 

obedien t ly in ano ther simply because peop le are a hodgepodge of 

unpredictable responses is a pretty piss-poor explanatory mode l , and 

I ' m no t go ing to accept it. Chaffin's case in no way proves that there 

are no personali ty traits associated wi th defiance and its opposi te , 

obed i ence , bu t wha t i t does prove, i f a sample size of o n e cou ld ever 

prove anything, is that h o w a subjec t acts in the laboratory does no t 

necessari ly generalize to h o w he or she will act in situations outside 

the laboratory, w h i c h is a w h o l e different issue. 

T h i s issue, called externa l validity in the f ie ld of psychology, and 

be t te r unders tood as generalizability, presents a serious p rob lem for 

laboratory psychology. F o r wha t g o o d does i t do to demonst ra te 

findings that c a n n o t be replicated outside the clean whi t e walls of a 

decidedly small scientific r o o m ? Pic ture a scientist discovering a n e w 

ant ibiot ic that works amazingly wel l on male rats in super-steri l ized 

cages wi th o n e testicle only. T h a t discovery lacks ex te rna l validity, for 

mos t m e n have two testicles and, as a general rule, keep their l iving 

condi t ions less than sterile. 



Ques t ions o f ex te rna l validity have plagued the M i l g r a m e x p e r i 

ments from their very inception. People have criticized the experiments 

for creat ing a situation that lacks any mundane realism, m e a n i n g a sit

uat ion so unl ike the confl icts of real life that the human drama i t 

portrays is, in fact, irrelevant to the world in w h i c h we live. W h i l e the 

general publ ic seized on the findings wi th f e rvor—going so far as to 

publish t h e m in the New York Times, " 6 5 % in Test B l ind ly O b e y 

Orders to Inflict Pain," and to incorpora te t h e m in to an A B C te le 

vised mov ie called The Tenth Level, s tarr ing W i l l i a m Sha tner as the 

wiry-haired, slightly m a d M i l g r a m — t h e smaller c i rc le o f psychology 

looked askance a t the expe r imen t . Scho la r B e r n i e M i x o n c la imed 

that M i l g r a m had no t necessari ly studied o b e d i e n c e at all; rather, he 

had studied trust, for the subjects that had " g o n e all the w a y " had 

every reason to bel ieve in the exper imenter ' s goodwi l l . Still others 

quibble wi th the trust hypothesis, and say, no , it's no t trust that 

M i l g r a m studied; wha t he did is create this entirely staged situation 

that tells us little about the decidedly unstaged lives in w h i c h we find 

ourselves. S o m e say the M i l g r a m e x p e r i m e n t "does no th ing but i l lu

minate itself," w h i c h is harsh cr i t ic ism, essentially casting the c o m 

plex setup as a p iece of solipsistic theater that keeps eyeing its o w n 

machinat ions and m u r m u r i n g , in the words o f Hender ikus Stam, 

"Aren ' t we c lever?" Ian Parker, w h o wro te about the expe r imen t s for 

Granta magazine, eventually dismisses t h e m as a p i ece of t r ag icomic 

theater, a v i ew that the distinguished scholar Edward E . J o n e s upheld 

earlier w h e n he re jec ted Mi lgram's first o b e d i e n c e paper for his j o u r 

nal because " w e are led to no conc lus ions about obed ience , really, but 

rather are e x h o r t e d to be impressed wi th the power o f your situation 

as an inf luence con tex t . " 

O n e o f the mos t vocal M i l g r a m detractors i s Dan ie l J o n a h 

Goldhagen , a fo rmer professor at Harvard Univers i ty and au thor of 

the b o o k Hitler's Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust. 

Goldhagen has serious doubts about b o t h the generalizabil i ty o f 

Milgram's specific o b e d i e n c e e x p e r i m e n t and the resulting o b e d i 

ence paradigm as an explanat ion for w h y genoc ides occur . " T h e 



M i l g r a m e x p e r i m e n t makes m o r e mistaken assumptions about the 

Ho locaus t than jus t about anything else ever published," says 

Go ldhagen . " H i s o b e d i e n c e theor ies ju s t don ' t apply. People disobey 

credible authori t ies all the t ime. T h e A m e r i c a n gove rnmen t says x . 

We do y . E v e n in the medica l wor ld w h e r e people assume ben ign 

mot ives on the parts of the i r physicians, patients still all the t ime n e g 

lec t to fol low orders. F u r t h e r m o r e , the situation M i l g r a m set up, 

w h e r e subjects didn't have anyt ime to reflect on wha t they were 

doing, is no t h o w the real wor ld works . In the real world , SS officers 

were kil l ing dur ing the day and go ing h o m e to their families at 

night. In the real world, people have plenty of opportuni t ies to alter 

their course o f behavior . W h e n they don' t , it's no t because they're 

scared o f authority, but because they c h o o s e no t to. T h e M i l g r a m 

exper imen t s illustrate no th ing about this fac tor o f cho i ce . " 

Wel l , this is a mouthful . A n d m u c h of i t was hard for M i l g r a m to 

take, on the o n e hand, but on the o the r hand, i t was fun. He go t a lot 

o f a t tent ion. Scholars puzzled over the m e a n i n g o f his dark-hear ted 

whi te -wal led lab whi le Pe te r Gab r i e l c o m p o s e d a song for M i l g r a m 

called " W e D o W h a t We ' r e Told." 

N O O N E , H O W E V E R , cou ld tell j u s t wha t the M i l g r a m exper imen t s 

meant , wha t they measured o r predicted, o r h o w m u c h m e a n i n g to 

ascribe to their findings. Was i t obed i ence , trust, ex te rna l compuls ion , 

o r some th ing else? "Rea l ly , " says L e e R o s s , " the m e a n i n g o f the 

exper imen t s , what , exactly, they i l luminate about human beings is 

profoundly myster ious." 

M e a n w h i l e , alongside the m e t h o d o l o g i c a l cr i t iques that were 

tumbl ing in, another sort of fervor was brewing. M i l g r a m published 

his findings in 1 9 6 3 . In 1 9 6 4 Diana B a u m r i n d , a child psychologist , 

published in the f ie ld 's leading j o u r n a l a severe repr imand of M i l g r a m 

on ethical grounds; he had dece ived his subjects, failed to get 

i n fo rmed consen t , and caused trauma. A col league at Yale t ipped o f f 

the A m e r i c a n Psychologica l Associa t ion and Mi lgram's member sh ip 



application was upheld for a year, whi le he was investigated. " Y o u 

have to understand," says L e e R o s s , " this w h o l e ethical th ing was 

happening in the 1 9 6 0 s , the 1 9 6 0 s , " he repeats, " w h e n peop le were 

p r imed f o r it. T h e Tuskegee e x p e r i m e n t o f wi thho ld ing t rea tment 

for syphilitic b lack m e n had jus t c o m e to press, and the hor r ib le Nazi 

exper iments , and the general ant i -scient ism; it was in this l ight that 

M i l g r a m was investigated." 

Investigated he was. He ld under the br ight laboratory lights of his 

colleagues and found wanting. He squi rmed and struggled. At parties, 

people recoi led w h e n they heard w h o he was. B r u n o B e t t e l h e i m , 

paragon o f humanism, called Mi lgram's w o r k vile. W h e n i t c ame 

t ime for tenure, M i l g r a m was denied the ivy halls of Yale and 

Harvard; " W h o wou ld have h i m ? " says his w i d o w M r s . M i l g r a m . " I n 

those days you needed to have unan imous approval for a tenure c a n 

didate and Stanley was so controversial ." 

Stanley, i t seems, wanted i t b o t h ways: he wanted to be a maver ick 

and he wanted accep tance ; he wanted to shock the wor ld and then 

be taken in to its forgiving embrace . Univers i ty after university 

turned h i m down. H e — n o t his subjects , no t Joshua , but he , Stanley 

M i l g r a m — b e g a n to have heart troubles. T h e th ick blue aortal s tem 

got c logged wi th grease; the flap muscles faltered. At t h i r ty -one he 

was hired by the C i t y C o l l e g e of N e w Y o r k as a full professor, no t a 

bad move for such a y o u n g man, but at th i r ty-e ight he had already 

suffered the f i rs t of f ive myocardial infarctions, his hand go ing up to 

his closing throat, a shoo t ing ache in the shoulder, knees buck l ing 

under, revived, revived again, each t ime the pump a little weaker. 

W h a t killed Stanley M i l g r a m is wha t kills all of us: life itself. T h e 

wear and tear, the tamp of t ime, the inevitable decay egged on by t o o 

many eggs, t o o m u c h mea t and fear and loss. He had a lot of loss: the 

loss of his father at a y o u n g age, a man w h o l o o k e d j u s t like h i m and 

as a baker and every m o r n i n g c a m e h o m e wi th two challas, their 

'ps braided and but tered. He lost his father, and then he lost the 

prestige of Ivy League tenure, and then he lost an unvarnished repu

tation as he was at tacked, and at tacked again, for his i n h u m a n e l a b o -



ratory pract ices. " I t was awful for Stanley. Jus t awful," says M r s . 

M i l g r a m . I press her to say more , but she won ' t . In 1 9 8 4 , w h e n he 

was f if ty-one years old, he felt a wave of nausea whi le l istening to a 

student's dissertation defense. " H e hadn't eaten lunch that day," says 

M r s . M i l g r a m , " I ' m jus t sure of it, and he had a real women ' s l ibber 

for an office assistant. S h e wouldn ' t even get h i m a glass of water i f he 

asked," and so he sat there, parched and nauseous. His g o o d friend 

Irwin Katz a c c o m p a n i e d h i m h o m e on the subway, and M i l g r a m 

must have felt h o w the steady rhy thm of the rails contras ted wi th the 

flopping of his o w n starving heart . Alexandra M i l g r a m p icked her 

husband up at the train station and drove h i m right to the e m e r g e n c y 

r o o m . He was still walking at that poin t . He was pale in the face, and 

his hands shook . He w e n t straight to the nurse's station and said, " M y 

n a m e is Stanley M i l g r a m and I am having my fifth heart attack," 

and then he dropped to his knees . " H e was gone," Mrs . M i l g r a m 

explained to m e , taken to another r o o m , where his shirt was r ipped 

open and suckers, electrodes, and paste were pressed o n t o his chest . 

The experiment requires that you continue, continue, continue. T h e y shocked 

h i m o n c e , twice , w h o knows h o w often his body rose in to the air, 

flailing like a fish's, shock shock, the black cardiac cuffs beat ing down. 

B u t he was gone , and could no t be shocked back in to being. 

HIS N A M E IS not J a c o b Plumfield; he does not have b lue eyes or live 

in a part of B o s t o n called J ama ica Plain. He is no t seventy-nine , but 

he is s o m e w h e r e near there. I wil l give h i m a beard, I th ink, silver-

whi t e stubble, and I wil l say, for the sake of the story, that his lover's 

name is J i m . 

J a c o b Plumfield will speak wi th m e o n the cond i t ion o f o n e h u n 

dred percent anonymity. He was in the M i l g r a m exper imen t s and, 

unlike Joshua , was obed ien t to the end of the shock board. He says 

his hands still hur t wi th wha t he did. 

Peop le quest ion wha t M i l g r a m created: a false situation, an u n e t h 

ical situation. O n e thing is for sure: his situation made some powerful 



m e m o r i e s , for bo th Jo shua and J a c o b speak of i t as though i t were 

yesterday, their eyes ignited. If the laboratory is no t a real situation, as 

many M i l g r a m cri t ics have ci ted, then w h y or h o w has i t managed to 

stamp i tself so solidly in to these men 's undeniably real lives, to take 

up residence alongside anniversaries, children's bir ths, first sex? 

" I was twenty- three ," says J a c o b , "a postdoc." He goes on to tell me 

a tale wi th O s c a r W i l d e flourishes. He was having a secret affair wi th 

a roommate , struggling wi th a bu rgeon ing homosexua l identity. " I n 

high schoo l and co l l ege I'd done everything to fit in," says J a c o b . 

"Everyth ing! I was the golden boy. I go t great grades. I had a g o r 

geous girlfriend. All the whi le , though , I kept l o o k i n g at boys ' backs 

when we w e n t swimming , their backs . I don ' t k n o w why." 

Finally, in his pos tdoc year, J a c o b ac ted on his impulse, falling in 

love wi th and c o n s u m m a t i n g a relationship wi th his r o o m m a t e , w h o , 

i t tu rned out , was ju s t expe r i men t i ng wi th homosexua l i ty and soon 

left h i m for a girl. B u t J a c o b r e m e m b e r s those nights of lovemaking, 

the r o o m hot , the sucking sounds o f their puddled chests c o m i n g 

together, the unbearable e x c i t e m e n t . A n d then, the suite ma te left 

h im for a girl , and J a c o b was devastated. "I felt i t in my body, the 

shame of be ing gay. W h y couldn ' t I l ike a g i r l?" He masturbated 

compulsively, p ic tur ing "awful things." A n d then he saw the ad. He 

answered it. " G o d knows why," he says to m e . He w e n t to Milgram's 

lab three days after the breakup, his appendages hur t ing and bruised, 

semen-s t icky hands, and w h e n the e x p e r i m e n t e r said, " T h e r e will be 

no pe rmanen t tissue damage, please con t inue . . . " 

"Wel l , " says J a c o b , "I j u s t con t inued . I was so depressed I almost 

didn't care, and I was t h i n k i n g , ' N o p e r m a n e n t tissue damage, he's got 

be right, I pray he's r ight , I don ' t want any pe rmanen t tissue d a m -

e, do / have pe rmanen t tissue d a m a g e ? ' " He describes a scene 

here the screams of the learner m e r g e d wi th his o w n self-loathing, 

a j o i n t pain, and up he went , utterly w i thou t a center , having spurted 

it all out in secret shames. 

"Afterwards," said J a c o b , " w h e n I was debriefed afterwards, 

explained wha t had happened, I was horr if ied. Real ly , really h o r r i -



f ied . T h e y kept saying, ' Y o u didn't hur t anyone, don ' t worry, you 

didn't hur t anyone, ' but it's t o o late for that. Y o u can never," says 

J a c o b , "really d e b r i e f a subject after an e x p e r i m e n t like that. You 've 

given shocks .You thought you were really giving shocks , and no th ing 

can take away from you the knowledge o f h o w you acted. There ' s no 

turning back ." 

I recall, whi le speaking wi th J a c o b , the words of B o s t o n C o l l e g e 

soc io logy professor David Karp, w h o said to m e , "Just imag ine wha t 

i t must be like for those subjects, to have to live their w h o l e lives 

k n o w i n g wha t they were capable o f . . . " 

" S o , " I say to J a c o b , "I would guess you th ink the expe r imen t s 

were essentially unethical , that they caused you harm." 

J a c o b pauses. He strokes his dog. " N o , " he says. " N o t a t all. I f any

thing, j u s t the opposi te ." 

I l o o k at h im. 

" T h e exper iments , " he cont inues , "caused me to reevaluate my 

life. T h e y caused me to confront my o w n c o m p l i a n c e and really 

struggle wi th it. I began to see c loseted homosexual i ty , w h i c h is j u s t 

ano the r fo rm of compl i ance , as a mora l issue. I c a m e out . I saw h o w 

essential it was to develop a strong mora l center . I felt my o w n mora l 

weakness and I was appalled, so I wen t to the ethical gym, if you see 

what I mean." 

I nod . I see wha t he means . "I c a m e out ," he says, "and that t o o k a 

lot of strength and built a lot of strength, and I saw h o w pathetically 

vulnerable I was to authority, so I kept a strict eye on myse l f and 

learned to b u c k expecta t ions . I w e n t f rom be ing a g o o d y - t w o - s h o e s 

golden boy wi th a deep secret headed straight for medica l s choo l , to 

a gay activist t eaching inner -c i ty kids. A n d I credit M i l g r a m wi th gal

vanizing this." 

Argot , the dog, has laid his we t nose in Jacob ' s lap. J a c o b strokes 

and strokes the snout. T h e r o o m we are in has a bay window, a maple 

floor, a bui l t - in hu tch wi th a silver clasp. It's a lovely, peaceful r o o m . I 

cou ld sleep in a r o o m like this. So m u c h has b e e n settled, stilled, in a 

r o o m like this. It is painted whi te , wi th wh i t e sailcloth curtains and a 



passionflower plant on the windowsil l . J a c o b lives simply. N e a r i n g the 

end of his life, he has min ima l m o n e y saved, a l though his l o n g - t e r m 

partner, J i m , a lawyer, has more . J a c o b shows me the first p ink tr ian

gle he ever proudly wore . 

E v e r y w h e r e you l o o k in this c o n d o m i n i u m , you can see signs of 

Jacob ' s alternative l i f e—the inner -c i ty teaching awards, the active 

resistance to mater ial goods . H e , the obed ien t one , has lived by far 

the m o r e defiant lifestyle than Joshua , the defiant one , w h o worked as 

a top officer for E x x o n , and then the army. 

So wha t are we left wi th? Again, quest ions of validity, for i f the 

expe r imen t does little to predict h o w a man's cho ices in the lab will 

translate in to cho ices outside the lab, and i f we accept predic t ion, and 

generalizability, as o n e of the main goals of a scientific expe r imen t , 

then, indeed, are no t Mi lgram's cri t ics r ight? 

Douglas M o o k , a social scientist, wro te an article called " I n 

Defense o f E x t e r n a l Invalidity," in w h i c h he quest ions the w h o l e 

no t ion of using generalizabil i ty as an indicator of an exper iment ' s 

worthiness. "Un les s a researcher's purpose is of a specifically applied 

nature . . . the representativeness of the laboratory in te rms of m u n 

dane realism may be irrelevant." In o the r words, i f you don' t plan on 

using your findings in the real world , then w h o cares w h e t h e r or no t 

the findings are relevant to it. Wel l , I guess that's okay. B u t where , in 

terms of the myster ious M i l g r a m exper imen t s , does an a rgument like 

M o o k ' s actually leave us? A person, say, a cr i t ic , c o m e s to an e x p e r i 

men t the same way a reader c o m e s to a novel; there are similar aes

thetic demands in te rms of structure, pacing, revelation, lesson 

learned. Y o u canno t c lose The Brothers Karamazov and say, "Very 

interesting, a l though I've no idea wha t i t was about ," because you jus t 

can't. A p iece of literature makes its way in to canon based largely on 

the mean ing i t imparts in our lives. Mi lgram's exper iments are indis

putably in the canon . A n d yet , no o n e can agree on the t h e m e — a 

story o f obed i ence? N o . A story o f trust? N o . A p iece o f t r ag icomic 

theater? N o . A n example o f ethical wrongdo ing? N o . W h a t message 

has M i l g r a m sent us, in wha t sort of bot t le , on w h i c h sea? 



Perhaps the best th ing to do, then, is to turn to the subjects t h e m 

selves, for they are, m o r e than even M i l g r a m , the bearers of his bad or 

g o o d news. A n d w h e n you do that, w h e n you turn to the subjects 

and ask, " W h a t was this all about for y o u ? " you start to hear a similar 

story that may finally pull the conf l ic t ing threads together : D i d he 

measure o b e d i e n c e or trust? Was his situation real or false? D i d his 

subjects k n o w i t was a h o a x or were they fooled? Was this the w o r k 

of an imp or a scientist? D o e s generalizabil i ty mat ter or no t? 

Says J a c o b , " T h e e x p e r i m e n t changed my life, caused me to live 

less accord ing to authority." Harold Takooshian , a fo rmer student of 

Mi lgram's and a professor at Fordham University, recalls a b inder of 

letters on Mi lgram's desk: " I t was a b ig b lack b inder filled wi th h u n 

dreds of letters from subjects, and many, many of the letters said h o w 

m u c h the o b e d i e n c e exper imen t s had taught t h e m about life, and 

h o w to live it." Subjec ts c la imed the e x p e r i m e n t caused t h e m to 

rethink their relationship to author i ty and responsibility; o n e young 

man even said that as a result of his part icipat ion in the M i l g r a m 

exper imen t s , he b e c a m e a consc ien t ious o b j e c t o r in the war. 

So this, perhaps, is wha t we're left with: an e x p e r i m e n t that derives 

its significance n o t from its quantifiable findings, but from its peda

gogical power. Mi lgram's o b e d i e n c e exper imen t s had the i ronic 

effect o f mak ing his subjects, a t least s o m e of them, less obed ien t . 

A n d that is pretty s tunning—an e x p e r i m e n t so po ten t i t does no t 

descr ibe or demonstrate , so m u c h as detonate , a k ind of social psy

cho logy equivalent o f the a tom b o m b , only this t ime in the service o f 

creat ion, no t destruct ion, for as M i l g r a m h i m s e l f said, " F r o m these 

exper imen t s c o m e s awareness and that may be the first step towards 

change." 

As for the personali ty variables associated wi th o b e d i e n c e and 

defiance, I canno t loca te t hem, m u c h , I ' m sure, to the social p sycho l 

ogists ' glee. Never theless , I bel ieve they are there, for we are no t s im

ply the situations in w h i c h we find ourselves. M i l g r a m , h i m s e l f a 

great bel iever in the power of the situation, w e n t l o o k i n g for t rai ts— 

so h o w great a bel iever was h e ? — a n d he wro te in an often over -



l ooked s ta tement , "I am certain there is a c o m p l e x personali ty basis 

to o b e d i e n c e and d isobedience . B u t I k n o w we have no t found it." 

B u t I r e m e m b e r on that late spring day at Brandeis , w h e n I first 

heard of the M i l g r a m exper imen t s , h o w I felt a shock of recogni t ion , 

and the immedia te knowledge that I cou ld do such a thing, unsteady 

as I am. A n d I k n e w I cou ld do such a thing, no t because some 

strange set o f c i rcumstances propel led me to, no . T h e impetus lay 

wi th in m e , like a little ho t spot. It was no t external . It was internal . A 

little ho t spot. Up the shock board. H o w often had I , have you, heard 

a racial slur and said no th ing in order to keep the peace? H o w often 

have I, have you, seen some th ing w r o n g at work , maybe a mistreated 

col league, and done no th ing so your o w n j o b stays steady? T h e little 

ho t spot travels inside us. Ce r t a in situations may make i t g low 

brighter , and others d immer , but the mora l failing that lies at the 

heart of so many humans , well , there i t lies, a t the heart , w h i c h can 

not , after i t has failed o n e t o o many t imes, be shocked b a c k in to 

being. I feel my o w n heart , c l ippety clop, and I see my o w n hands, 

and I'd like to think, n o w that I 've made such an in t imate acqua in

tance wi th M r . M i l g r a m , wi th J o s h u a and J a c o b and you, yes you, I'd 

like to th ink I'd do the dance a little differently w h e n my n u m b e r is 

called. I l o o k at my hands, here, on this m i d s u m m e r day, and I see 

h o w the lines go every w h i c h way, up and down, g o o d and b a d — 

there is no way to k n o w for sure. Sixty-f ive percent did. Thi r ty- f ive 

percent didn't. A n d then the g o o d are bad and the bad are good . It's 

all m i x e d up. My hands hurt , and are huge wi th possibility. N o w i t is 

evening. My two-yea r -o ld daughter has learned a n e w word in 

Spanish. "Obscura! Obscura!" she keeps shout ing, w h i c h she says 

means "darker! darker!" S h e c o m e s up to me , and wi th my hands, my 

hugely possible hands, I ho ld her. 
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On Being Sane in Insane Places 

E X P E R I M E N T I N G W I T H 

P S Y C H I A T R I C D I A G N O S I S 

In the early 1970s, David Rosenhan decided to test how well psy

chiatrists were able to distinguish the "sane" from the "insane." 

Psychiatry as a field is, of course, predicated on the belief that its own 

professionals know how to reliably diagnose aberrant mental conditions 

and to make judgments based on those diagnoses about a person's 

social suitability—performance as a parent, parolee's flight risk, pris

oner's ability to be reformed. Rosenhan was conscious and critical of 

the huge amount of social control psychiatrists had, so he devised an 

experiment to test whether their actual skills were on par with their 

power. He recruited eight other people, and together they faked their 

way into various mental institutions, and then once in the ward, they 

acted completely normally. The goal: to see whether the psychiatrists 

would detect their sanity, or whether the psychiatrists' judgments 

would be clouded by presuppositions (i.e., if the patient is there, 

labeled a patient, then he must be crazy). Rosenhan's experiment ele

gantly explores the way the world is always warped by the lens we are 

looking through. His experiment implies we are inextricably imma

nent, suffused with subjectivity, and as such, it adds as much to the lit

erature of philosophy as it does to psychology and psychiatry. 



He lost his wife. He lost his daughter. He lost his m i n d to a 

series o f small strokes and n o w Dav id R o s e n h a n , Stanford 

professor emer i tus o f law and psychology, n o w he can barely breathe. 

He was standing a few m o n t h s ago in his Palo Al to k i t chen w h e n he 

first felt it, a rising numbness in his legs. By the t ime he got to the 

e m e r g e n c y r o o m , his legs were gone , and then his arms, and then his 

torso, and then , at last, his lungs. D o c t o r s , confused, cou ld no t de ter 

mine exact ly what was ailing this renegade researcher, o n e w h o 

devoted the be t te r part o f his career to the dismantling of psychiatric 

diagnosis. N o w here he was, a diagnostic quest ion himself. Rosenhan ' s 

face froze. As of this wr i t ing , he still c anno t say many words. His 

si lence is a ho le in the story that follows, a story i tself about holes and 

how, in a series of s tunning exper imen t s , R o s e n h a n found t h e m in 

what we though t was the f irm field of psychiatry. 

IT WAS 1972. Spiro A g n e w had jus t resigned. T h o m a s Sasz had 

wr i t ten The Myth of Mental Illness. R. D. Lang had chal lenged psych i 

atrists to re think schizophrenia as a f o r m of possible poetry. O n l y 

recently, flags had waved on the snouts of guns, signaling cease-fire in 

V ie tnam. R o s e n h a n , a newly min ted psychologis t wi th a j o i n t degree 

in law, did n o t go to V i e t n a m , but according to o n e col league, he had 

observed h o w many m e n used menta l illness as a way of avoiding the 

draft. It was fairly easy to fake some s y m p t o m s — h o w easy, exactly, was 

it? R o s e n h a n , w h o loved adventure, decided to try someth ing out. 

In the early 1 9 7 0 s he was no t yet a famous social scientist. He was 

no t at his prestigious post at Stanford, bu t teaching in s o m e smaller 

col lege, studying he ro ic altruism. There fo re , wha t follows was a 

rather sudden swerve. A lmos t on impulse he called eight friends and 

said someth ing like, " A r e you busy n e x t m o n t h ? W o u l d y o u have 

t ime to fake your way in to a menta l hospital and see wha t happens, 

see if they can tell you 're really sane?" Surprisingly, so the story goes , 

all eight were no t busy n e x t m o n t h , and all e igh t—three p s y c h o l o -



gists, o n e graduate student, a pediatr ician, a psychiatrist, a painter, and 

a housewi fe—agreed to take the t ime to try this t reacherous t r ick , 

a long wi th R o s e n h a n himself , w h o could hardly wait to get started. 

Says pseudopat ient Mar t i n Se l igman, "Dav id ju s t called me up and 

sa id , 'Are you busy nex t O c t o b e r ? ' " and I s a i d , ' O f course I ' m busy 

nex t Oc tobe r , ' bu t by the end o f the conversat ion, he had me laugh

ing and saying yes. I gave h i m all of O c t o b e r , w h i c h is h o w long the 

e x p e r i m e n t t ook . " 

In fact, i t t o o k longer than that. First, there was training. R o s e n h a n 

instructed his confederates very, very carefully. F o r five days p r io r to 

the appointed date, they were to stop shower ing , shaving, and brush

ing thei r teeth. A n d then they were , on the appointed date, to dis

perse to different parts of the country , east to west, and present 

themselves a t various psychiatr ic e m e r g e n c y rooms. S o m e o f the 

hospitals R o s e n h a n had chosen were posh and built o f wh i t e b r i ck ; 

others were state-run gigs wi th u r ine - scen ted cor r idors and graffiti-

scratched walls. T h e pseudopatients were to present themselves and 

say words a long these lines: "I am hear ing a vo ice . It is saying thud." 

R o s e n h a n specifically chose this compla in t because n o w h e r e in the 

psychiatr ic literature are there any reports of any person hear ing a 

vo ice that conta ins such obvious ca r toon angst. 

U p o n further quest ioning, the e ight pseudopatients were to 

answer comple t e ly honestly, save for name and occupa t ion . T h e y 

were to feign no o the r symptoms. O n c e on the ward, i f admit ted, 

they were to immedia te ly say that the vo ice had disappeared and they 

n o w felt f ine. R o s e n h a n then gave his confederates a lesson in m a n 

aging medica t ion , h o w to avoid swallowing i t by slipping i t under the 

t ongue so i t cou ld later be blur ted back to the toi let bowl . " I t t o o k 

me awhile," recalls Mar t i n Se l igman, " i t t o o k me awhile to get the 

pill th ing right , and I was so nervous. I was nervous I'd accidental ly 

swallow a pill i f they forced o n e on me , but I was m o r e nervous 

about homosexua l rape." 

T h e pseudopatients pract iced for a few days. M u c h of the pract ice 

was, admittedly, passive, let t ing entropy and o d o r w e n d their way in. 



T h e i r hair g r ew ou t and c lumped . T h e i r breath go t a greenish t inge. 

T h e y learned to tuck fat pills and pea-sized pills in the cavern 

beneath the tongue , and then to turn the head sideways and surrepti

tiously spit. It was au tumn then, and a fat harvest m o o n h u n g in the 

sky. Gobl ins in br ight capes drifted down the streets, wi tches car ry ing 

f l ickering pumpkins . T r i c k ? Or treat? 

T H E A C T U A L DAY that R o s e n h a n departed for o n e o f P e n n 

sylvania's state hospitals was bril l iant. T h e sky was a frosty p re -win te r 

blue, the trees like brushes dipped in pots of paint, tu rned upward 

and wet wi th color . 

R o s e n h a n pulled in to the parking lot. T h e menta l hospital had 

G o t h i c buildings, every w i n d o w caged. Order l ies in pale blue smocks 

floated on the grounds. 

O n c e in the admissions unit , R o s e n h a n was led to a small wh i t e 

room. " W h a t is the p r o b l e m ? " a psychiatrist asked. 

" I ' m hearing a v o i c e , " R o s e n h a n said, and then he said noth ing else. 

" A n d wha t is the vo ice saying?" the psychiatrist ques t ioned, 

falling, unbeknowns t to h im, straight in to R o s e n h a n ' s rabbit hole . 

" T h u d , " R o s e n h a n said. I imag ine he said it a little smugly. 

" T h u d ? " T h e psychiatrist asked. " D i d you say thud?" 

" T h u d , " R o s e n h a n said again. 

T h e psychiatrist probably scratched his head. He cou ld have been 

confused, bemused . He cou ld have put down his pen, his pad of 

paper, and stared for a s econd at the cei l ing. T h e p rob lem is, we don' t 

k n o w what exact ly happened in any o f the admit t ing rooms , because 

R o s e n h a n has neg lec ted to give any detailed reports . We do k n o w 

each pseudopatient , R o s e n h a n included, said the vo ice was of the 

same sex as he or she, that i t had been b o t h e r i n g the pseudopat ient to 

some ex ten t , that he o r she had c o m e to the unit on the advice o f 

friends w h o had heard "this was a g o o d hospital." 

R o b e r t Spitzer, o n e o f the twent ie th century's mos t p rominen t 

Psychiatrists, and a severe cr i t ic of R o s e n h a n , wro te in a 1 9 7 5 article 



in the Journal of Abnormal Psychology in retort to R o s e n h a n ' s findings, 

" S o m e foods taste delicious but leave a bad aftertaste. So it is wi th 

Rosenhan ' s study." He goes on to state, " W e k n o w very little about 

h o w the pseudopatients presented themselves. W h a t did the pseudopa

tient say." In a footnote to the article, Spitzer writes, " R o s e n h a n has no t 

identified the hospitals used in this study because of his c o n c e r n wi th 

confidential i ty and the potential for ad h o m i n u m attack. However , 

this does make i t impossible for anyone at these hospitals to c o r r o b o 

rate o r chal lenge his a c c o u n t o f h o w the pseudopatients ac ted and 

h o w they were perceived." Spi tzer later says, in a p h o n e conversat ion 

wi th m e , " A n d this w h o l e business of thud. R o s e n h a n uses that as 

p r o o f o f h o w r idiculous psychiatrists are because there had never 

b e e n any reports before of ' thud ' as an audi tory hal lucinat ion. So 

what? As I wrote , o n c e I had a patient w h o s e c h i e f present ing c o m 

plaint was a vo ice saying, 'It 's okay, it's okay ' I k n o w of no such report 

in the literature. T h i s doesn ' t m e a n there isn't real distress." I don ' t 

want to chal lenge Spitzer, but a vo ice saying, "It 's okay," sounds pretty 

okay to m e . 

Spi tzer pauses. " S o h o w is D a v i d ? " he f inal ly asks. 

"Actual ly no t so good ," I say. "He ' s lost his wife to cancer , his 

daughter N i n a in a car crash. He's had several strokes and is n o w suf

fering from a disease they can' t qui te diagnose. He's paralyzed." 

T h a t Spi tzer doesn' t say or m u c h sound sorry w h e n he hears this 

reveals the depths to w h i c h R o s e n h a n ' s study is still hated in the 

field, even after forty years. "Tha t ' s wha t you get," Spitzer says, " fo r 

conduc t i ng such an inquiry." 

R O S E N H A N WAS L E D down a l ong hallway. All across the country, 

unbeknowns t to h im, the eight o the r pseudopatients were also be ing 

admit ted. R o s e n h a n must have b e e n scared, exhilarated. He was a 

journal is t , a scientist at the apex, put t ing his b o d y on the l ine for 

knowledge . He wasn't l o o k i n g through s o m e mic roscope , s o m e t e l e 

scope; he was in actual orbit , damn it, he was walking on the m o o n . 



A n d the m o o n it was, the ward was a sterile place w h e r e sailors and 

m o c k professors and w o m e n wi th b lo tchy mou ths floated in the 

weightless wor ld of the i r visions. R o s e n h a n was taken to a r o o m and 

told to undress. D i d he no t e h o w his b o d y was no longe r his? 

S o m e o n e inserted a t h e r m o m e t e r in to his m o u t h , wrapped a black 

c u f f around his a rm, pressed on his pulse and read it: no rmal , no rmal , 

normal . Eve ry th ing was normal , but no o n e seemed to see. He said, 

" Y o u know, the vo ice isn't b o t h e r i n g me anymore ," and the doctors 

ju s t smiled. " W h e n wil l I get o u t ? " we can imag ine R o s e n h a n asked, 

his vo ice perhaps rising now, s o m e panic h e r e — w h a t had he done , 

my god. " W h e n will I get o u t ? " 

" W h e n y o u are well ," a d o c t o r answered, or some th ing to this 

effect. B u t he was well : no rmal , no rmal , normal , 1 1 0 over 8 0 , a pulse 

o f seventy- two, a t e m p that hovered in the m i d z o n e of modera te , 

homeos ta t ic , a m a c h i n e well greased. It didn't matter. It didn't mat ter 

that he was totally lucid. He was diagnosed wi th paranoid s ch i zo 

phrenia and kept for many days. 

T H E R E WAS A glassed-in office, w h i c h R o s e n h a n c a m e to call the 

"bull pen." Inside nurses flurried about , busy as a blizzard, pour ing 

cher ry- red medic ines in to plastic cups. Pills abounded , pills as p lent i 

ful as candy, as fat as fireballs, as pet i te as the sugary p ink dots on 

strips o f l ong whi t e paper. R o s e n h a n coope ra t ed absolutely. He 

" t o o k " the pills three t imes a day and then rushed to the b a t h r o o m to 

spit t hem back out. He c o m m e n t s on h o w all the o the r patients were 

doing this too , be ing fed their medica t ion and heading en masse to 

the toilets, and h o w no o n e m u c h cared so long as they were well 

behaved. 

Men ta l patients are "invisible . . . unwor thy of account ," R o s e n h a n 

writes. He describes a nurse c o m i n g in to the dayroom, unbut ton ing 

her shirt, and fixing her bra. " O n e did no t have the sense that she was 

being seductive," R o s e n h a n reports. " R a t h e r , she didn't no t i ce us." He 

saw patients be ing beaten. He describes h o w o n e patient was severely 



punished simply because he said to a nurse, "I like you." R o s e n h a n 

does no t descr ibe the nights, w h i c h must have been long, lying in that 

narrow b e d whi le orderlies with flashlights did f if teen-minute checks , 

their gold beams i l luminating noth ing , absolutely nothing. W h a t did 

he th ink o f then? D i d he miss his wife, M o l l y ? D i d he w o n d e r h o w 

his two toddlers were get t ing on? T h a t wor ld must have seemed so far 

away, even though it was no m o r e than a hundred miles away; this is 

what sc ience teaches us. Osmos is is an illusion in the social world. 

M e m b r a n e s are no t semipermeable ; they are solid sheaths separating 

spaces—you there, me here. M a y b e in t ime only a second separates us, 

but in bias, in label, the distance is forever. 

R o s e n h a n and confederates were given s o m e therapy, and w h e n 

they told o f the j o y s and satisfactions and disappointments o f an ord i 

nary l i f e — r e m e m b e r , they were mak ing no th ing up save the or iginal 

present ing compla in t—al l o f t h e m found that their pasts were r e c o n 

f igu red to f i t the diagnosis: " T h i s wh i t e 39 year old male . . . manifests 

a l ong history of considerable ambiva lence in close relationships . . . 

affective stability is absent . . . and wh i l e he says he has several g o o d 

friends, o n e senses considerable ambiva lence in those relationships." 

W r o t e R o s e n h a n in Science, o n e o f the field's mos t prestigious j o u r 

nals, in 1 9 7 3 , "Clear ly, the m e a n i n g ascr ibed to his verbalizations . . . 

was de t e rmined by the diagnosis, schizophrenia . An entirely different 

m e a n i n g wou ld have b e e n ascr ibed i f i t were k n o w n that the man 

was ' n o r m a l . ' " 

T h e strange thing was, the o the r patients s e e m e d to k n o w 

R o s e n h a n was normal , even whi le the doctors did not . A n u m b e r of 

the o the r confederates undergo ing similar incarcerat ions all across 

the coun t ry also had this eer ie expe r i ence , that the insane cou ld 

de tec t the sane be t te r than the insane's treaters could . Said o n e young 

man, c o m i n g up to R o s e n h a n in the dayroom, "You ' r e no t crazy. 

You ' re a journa l i s t or a professor." Said another , "You ' re c h e c k i n g up 

on the hospital." 

W h i l e in the hospital, R o s e n h a n fol lowed all orders, asked for 

privileges, he lped o the r patients deal wi th their problems, offered 



legal advice, probably played his fair share of P i n g - P o n g , and t o o k 

copious notes , w h i c h the staff labeled as "wr i t i ng behav io r " and saw 

as a part of his paranoid schizophrenic diagnosis. A n d then o n e day 

for a reason as arbitrary as his admission, he was discharged. T h e air 

was bu rn ing wi th co ld . He had learned some th ing severe: he had 

learned abou t inhumani ty in asylums; he had learned psychiatry was 

psychiatrically sick. He wondered , in h o w many hospitals all across 

this coun t ry were peop le be ing similarly misdiagnosed, medica ted , 

and held against their wills. D i d the label of madness bege t madness, 

so that the diagnosis sculpts the brain, and no t the o the r way around? 

O u r brains do not , perhaps, make us. M a y b e we make ou r brains. 

M a y b e we are made by the tags affixed to our flesh. I t was near ing 

winter , and I imag ine all sorts of snow was falling, obscur ing the sup

posedly f ixed outl ines o f houses and cars and buildings. T h e grounds 

of the hospital were go ing fast, wh i t e as light, w i thou t substance. 

IN 1966 , Y E A R S p r i o r to R o s e n h a n ' s adventure, t w o researchers , 

R. Rosen tha l and L . Jacobson , did an exper iment in which they admin

istered to children in Grades 1 through 6 an IQ test wi th a bogus name: 

" T h e Harvard Test of Inflected Acquisit ion." T h e test was said to be an 

indicator of academic b looming , or "spurting," w h e n in fact the test 

measured only some nonverbal skills. Teachers were told that students 

w h o did well on the test were expected to make unprecedented gains 

within the nex t year. In truth, the test could predict no such thing. 

Meaningless results were released to the teachers , and in o n e year's 

t ime R o s e n t h a l and J a c o b s o n e x a m i n e d the chi ldren. T h e y found 

that those assigned to the "spur t ing" group had, in fact, made larger 

academic gains than those no t assigned. M o r e w o r r i s o m e , the spurt

ing group had a significant rise in IQ scores, especially in Grades 1 

and 2, indicat ing that one's " in te l l igence q u o t i e n t " has as m u c h to do 

with oppor tuni ty and expec ta t ion as it does wi th fixed capacity. 

Even earlier, a t the turn o f the century, ano the r " e x p e r i m e n t " o f 

this sort revealed the power of expec ta t ions in interpretat ion. T h i s is, 



indeed, a very strange story that involves a horse named Hans , w h o 

everyone bel ieved cou ld do mathemat ics . I f you gave Hans a math 

prob lem, this horse, w h o soon c a m e to be called Clever Hans , would 

tap out the answer wi th his hoof! People paid m o n e y to m e e t Hans 

and to test h im, e x p e r i m e n t i n g over and over again wi th wha t is, 

undoubtedly, the largest lab animal k n o w n to psychology. 

However , o n e skeptic i n 1 9 1 1 , a m a n by the n a m e o f Oska r 

Pfungst, wen t to Hans and put h im through his paces. He observed 

h i m wi th his spectacles and sticks over many days and nights, and 

found that the horse, indeed, did no t k n o w math but had simply 

learned to tap his foot based on subtle cues from the observers . F o r 

instance, as the horse reached the co r r ec t n u m b e r of taps, the 

observers wou ld give very subtle signals that the horse had learned to 

take in; an unconsc ious rise of the eyebrows, a tilt of the head, and 

Hans would stop. Lo and beho ld , i t had no th ing to do wi th k n o w l 

edge of math; i t had on ly to do wi th subterranean signals sent by the 

env i ronment , absorbed by the oh so absorbent animal that bo th 

horses and humans are, and then in terpre ted to fit the exist ing 

schema, w h i c h in this case was so absurd it only underscores h o w far 

we will go to con f i rm whatever i t is we want . 

R o s e n h a n k n e w o f R o s e n t h a l and J a c o b s o n . H e k n e w o f Hans the 

C leve r H o r s e and O. Pfungst, the skeptic and savior o f sanity. B u t he 

k n e w someth ing else too . W h i l e all o f these exper imen t s showed the 

power of bias and c o n t e x t in de t e rmin ing reality, n o n e had done so 

in reference to med ic ine , o f w h i c h psychiatry so proudly c la imed 

i tself a part. T h e s e were genu ine M . D . s at the Pennsylvania state h o s 

pital, and they had made very bad mistakes, but worse than that, they 

had made dumb mistakes. U p o n m e e t i n g up wi th his confederates 

after the w h o l e e x p e r i m e n t had b e e n conduc ted , east to west, 

R o s e n h a n discovered that all but o n e of t h e m had b e e n diagnosed as 

schizophrenic , based on a single silly s y m p t o m (the excep t i on had 

b e e n given the diagnosis of " m a n i c depressive psychosis," an equally 

weighty label) . R o s e n h a n found that the mean hospital stay was 

n ine teen days, wi th the longest be ing f i f ty- two and the shortest 



seven. He found that all confederates had e x p e r i e n c e d a real r educ 

t ion in status. And , lastly, R o s e n h a n found that all were released wi th 

their disease in remission, w h i c h means , of course , that their essential 

sanity was never de tec ted and that their present sanity was under 

s tood as a t emporary blip, to remit and remit again. 

R o s e n h a n was a bald b o x y man in his thirties w h e n all this hap

pened. He was k n o w n as an entertainer , hold ing at his house seders 

for as many as fifty people . He loved lavish parties and eventually 

installed two dishwashers in his k i t chen to a c c o m m o d a t e the plates 

for all those knishes. Says g o o d friend and Stanford col league 

F lo rence Keller , "David 's the on ly man I k n o w w h o enlarged his 

house after his kids left for co l lege , so he cou ld have m o r e revelers 

over." T h e n Kel le r pauses. " H e had a way wi th words," she says. " B u t 

you also never felt you really k n e w h im. He had a mask on ." 

Indeed he did. 

And, indeed, we are often eager to reveal in o thers the very t en 

dencies we sense in ourselves. The re fo re , i t migh t have b e e n wi th 

some glee that in the early 1 9 7 0 s R o s e n h a n t o o k up his pen and 

wrote the paper that wou ld burst like a b o m b in the wor ld of psychi 

atry, denuding i t of its status, the paper descr ib ing his findings of the 

pseudopatient expe r imen t . " O n B e i n g Sane in Insane P laces" was 

published in the prestigious j o u r n a l Science, w h i c h is i ronic because 

R o s e n h a n was calling in to quest ion the very validity of sc ience , a t 

least as it applies to psychiatry. At o n e po in t early in the art icle, 

R o s e n h a n jus t lays i t on the l ine. He claims that diagnosis is no t ca r 

ried wi th in the person, but wi th in the c o n t e x t , and that any diagnos

tic process that lends i tself so readily to massive errors of this sort 

cannot be a very reliable one . 

SCIENCE, A M A G A Z I N E still published today, has a circulat ion o f 

about sixty thousand. In general , from what I can see, having perused 

many issues of i t now, a lead article generates maybe a handful of 



however , genera ted a f lood of f luorescent missives e n o r m o u s l y fun to 

read, the arguments incisively stated. R o s e n h a n dissed psychiatry as 

sc ience , and in do ing so, he egged many of Amer ica ' s psychiatrists to 

put their best foot forward and show the keen in te l l igence that runs 

benea th their often quest ionable claims: 

Mos t physicians do not assume that patients who seek help are liars; 

they can therefore, of course, be m i s l e d . . . . I t would be quite possi

ble to conduct a study in which patients trained to simulate histories 

of myocardial infarction would receive treatment on the basis of his

tory alone (since a negative electrocardiogram is not diagnostic) but 

it would be preposterous to conclude from such a study that physical 

illness does not exist, that medical diagnoses are fallacious labels, and 

that "illness," and "health" reside only in doctor's heads. 

T h e pseudopatients did not behave normally in the hospital. Had 

their behavior been normal they would have walked to the nurse's 

station and said, " L o o k , I am a normal person w h o tried to see if I 

could get into the hospital by behaving in a crazy way or saying 

crazy things. It worked and I was admitted to the hospital, but n o w 

I would like to be discharged from the hospital. 

A n d my favorite: 

If I were to drink a quart of b lood and, concealing what I had 

done, c o m e to the emergency room of any hospital vomit ing 

blood, the behavior of the staff would be quite predictable. I f they 

labeled and treated me as having a peptic ulcer, I doubt that I 

could argue convincingly that medical science does not know h o w 

to diagnose that condit ion. 

R o b e r t Spitzer, that spry psychiatrist trained in psychoanalysis, 

w h o held his o w n prestigious post at the Institute for B i o m e t r i c s at 

C o l u m b i a University, was by far the mos t distressed. He didn't wr i t e 



a letter. He wro te two ent ire papers devoted to dismantl ing 

R o s e n h a n ' s findings, total ing thi r ty- three pages of dense, ex t remely 

cogen t prose. " D i d you read my responses to R o s e n h a n ? " Spi tzer asks 

w h e n I p h o n e h im. " T h e y ' r e pretty bril l iant, aren't t hey?" 

Spi tzer argues many, many things. At roo t he is arguing for the 

validity of psychiatry, and its diagnostic practices, as sound scientific, 

medical procedures. " I bel ieve in the medica l m o d e l of psychiatry," he 

says to me , w h i c h means he believes psychiatr ic disorders are gene r 

ally the same as disorders of the lungs or liver and can be v iewed as 

such, and wil l someday be unders tood in terms of tissue and synapse, 

things that squirt in the brain's black b o x . W r i t e s Spi tzer in his 

response to R o s e n h a n : " W h a t were the results? A c c o r d i n g to 

R o s e n h a n , all the patients were diagnosed at discharge as ' in remis 

sion.' A remission is clear. It means w i thou t signs of illness. T h u s , all 

o f the psychiatrists apparently recognized that all o f the pseudopa

tients were, to use R o s e n h a n ' s term, ' sane . ' " 

Spitzer goes on to make a case for the credibility of psychiatry as a 

medical profession. R e a d i n g Spitzer's articles and the letters following 

Rosenhan 's publication, I find mysel f swayed, as in a tennis match. On 

the one hand the study was flawed. If I drank a quart of b lood and if I 

vomited i t in the ER . . . , wh ich must mean psychiatry really i s no dif

ferent from its supposedly more medical kin. B u t wait a minute, in the 

blood scenario, I wouldn' t be held for fifty-two days, and besides, b lood 

is not thud. I mean, b lood is far more compel l ing a presentat ion— 

swayed, swayed, sanity and insanity, valid and invalid, here is where I am. 

It is 1 9 7 6 and / am the patient. T h i s , by the way, is no t a s imula

t ion. Jus t two years after R o s e n h a n presented his findings, I , a m a w k 

ish four teen-year-old , en tered an East Coas t menta l insti tution wi th 

all sorts of symptoms that definitely did no t inc lude hal lucinat ions. I 

was doing things four teen-year-olds do, and then some . I l iked drama 

and fancied myse l f a bu rgeon ing Virg in ia W o o l f . On the o the r hand, 

I wasn't all act. My o w n symptoms aside, in the " b i n " — a s I c a m e to 

call the hospital almost af fect ionate ly—I saw s o m e things. I saw the 

glassed-in nurse's station, the candy stripers pushing c h r o m e carts, 



the lunatic m a n i c wi th sweat runnel l ing down his face, the w o m a n 

named R o s a , found in the ba th room, n e c k b u n c h e d in a noose . I saw 

s o m e things. I saw things that were definitely no t in the doctor 's 

heads, like that n e c k in the noose . F o r m e , therefore, psychiatr ic i l l 

ness is absolutely real. However , all of us patients used to gather in the 

dayroom, w h e r e the smoke was th ick as yarn, and trade ou r d o c t o r -

given diagnoses like kids trade marbles: "bo rde r l i ne" was br ight and 

blue; " sch izophren ia" was scarlet wi th a smear of whi te ; "depress ion" 

was a dull t inny green, c loudy as a cataract, no t well respected. O n e 

suicide at tempt was pretty piss poor , three gave you s o m e status, any

thing over ten gave you grave respect. L ike cr iminals in a prison, we 

swapped tr icks of the trade, egged on, no doubt , by the labels and 

medical at tention we were given, so that at some point i t b e c a m e d im-

cult to k n o w whe the r we preexisted the labels, or the labels c o n 

structed us. I, for one, got sicker in the bin , the same way staph 

infections spread in a hospital. A n d as for the claim that the pseudopa-

tients did no t act normally, because the normal thing would have been 

to go up and cop to the exper iment , well, I witnessed a lovely young 

girl named Sarah, a Smi th Co l l ege student, m e e k and quiet and by all 

accounts middle of the road, w h o every day asked gently to be 

released, and every day she was denied. So who's to say? In R o s e n h a n s 

study, the staff beat patients and woke them with, " Y o u motherfucking 

son of a bitch," and this in private as well as public facilities. I was in a 

semipublic facility and no staff ever swore at me . It is true that the psy

chiatrist in charge of my case spent very little t ime with me , but ac tu

ally I r e m e m b e r h im in crisp detail, because I liked h im so much . His 

name was Dr . Su , and he came from another country, and he had a lit

tle b r o o m of a mustache, and for some odd reason he often had a base

ball mit t wi th h im. We used to mee t in a small office and he would lean 

forward, l ook at the cuts on my arms, like little Hps these cuts were, 

because I kept t hem fresh and open with stolen shards. He would look 

at the cuts and say with true feelings, "It 's such a shame, Lauren. It's 

such a shame you have to hurt yourself." 



R O S E N H A N ' S E X P E R I M E N T , L I K E , perhaps, any piece o f good art, 

is prismatic, powerful, and flawed. You can argue with it, as in all of the 

above. As in Dr . Su and his unquestioningly kind words: it's such a shame. 

Nevertheless, there are, i t seems to me , some essential truths in 

Rosenhan ' s findings. Labels do de te rmine h o w we v iew what we 

view. Psychiatry is a fledgling science, if a sc ience at all, because to this 

day i t lacks firm knowledge of practically any physiological substrates 

to mental illness, and sc ience is based on the body, on measurable matter. 

Psychiatrists do j u m p to j u d g m e n t , no t all of t h e m but a lot of them, 

and they can be pompous , probably because they're insecure. In any 

case, Rosenhan ' s study did no t help this insecurity. T h e expe r imen t 

was greeted wi th outrage, and then, at last, a challenge. "Al l right," said 

one hospital, its institutional chest all puffed up. " Y o u think we don't 

k n o w what we're doing? Here's a dare. In the nex t three mon ths send 

as many pseudopatients as you like to our e m e r g e n c y room, and we' l l 

detect them. Go ahead." H e r e was the gauntlet, thrown down. 

N o w R o s e n h a n , built like a boxer , l iked a fight. So he said sure. He 

said in the n e x t three m o n t h s he would send an undisclosed n u m b e r 

of pseudopatients to this particular hospital, and the staff were to 

judge , in a sort of exper imen ta l reversal, no t w h o was insane, but 

w h o was sane. O n e m o n t h passed. T w o mon ths passed. A t the end o f 

three mon ths the hospital staff repor ted to R o s e n h a n that they had 

detected wi th a high degree o f conf idence fo r ty -one o f R o s e n h a n ' s 

pseudopatients. R o s e n h a n had, in fact, sent none . Case c losed. M a t c h 

over. Psychiatry hung its head. 

WE O N C E B E L I E V E D in psychiatry as a fo rm of deity; those were 

the golden days, the 1 9 3 0 s , ' 4 0 s , ' 5 0 s , w h e n psychoanalysis c a m e to 

dominate the discipline wi th answers for pretty m u c h everything. 

Your history cou ld heal you; curl up and cry ; mania was v iewed as "a 

wish to eat, a wish to be eaten and a wish to go to sleep." 

T h e strange thing was, psychoanalysis, w h i c h b e c a m e o n e and the 

same as psychiatry so totally did it domina te the field, cared very l i t -



tie for the actual r igors of diagnosis itself. T h e r e was a manual; there 

still is. It's called the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual on Mental 

Disorders," DSM" for short . T h e first edi t ion was wr i t t en in 1 9 5 2 , the 

second in 1 9 6 8 . T h e second was in use a t the t ime of the pseudopa

tients ' admission. In DSM II, the symptoms for schizophrenia are 

hazy, based on things like " reac t ion neurosis" and "a t t achmen t diffi

culties," and, as R o s e n h a n points out , the m o r e ambiguous the lan

guage, the m o r e r o o m for error. I t was in this c o n t e x t that p rominen t 

psychiatrists such as Adolph M e y e r said, "I feel but rarely the urge to 

go far ahead of the attitude o f inqui ry to a n e e d of finality w h i c h will 

take care o f its o w n lack o f necessity." 

Desp i te such obvious obfuscatory language, psychiatry enjoyed a 

span of golden years w h e n people bel ieved in i t deeply, and spent 

thousands upon thousands of dollars do ing that be l ieving on their 

backs. "Dav id R o s e n h a n , " says F l o r e n c e Keller , R o s e n h a n ' s c lose 

friend, "was really o n e of the first o f that era to announce , 'Guess 

what guys? T h e empero r has no clothes. ' I t migh t be fair to say he 

s ingle-handedly dismantled psychiatry, and it's never recovered 

since." Kel le r pauses. S h e is c h i e f psychologis t at a Palo Al to inpat ient 

unit. " I mean , l o o k around you. W h o ' s go ing into psychiatry today? 

Y o u can' t find a psychiatrist for you r units anymore . T h e r e are no 

m o r e psychiatrists because psychiatry as a field is pret ty m u c h dead, 

and i t won ' t be revitalized until there's hard-core p r o o f of pa thogen

esis, of the role neurons and chemis t ry play in all this. T h e n , maybe , i t 

will make a c o m e b a c k . " 

Spi tzer disagrees. He has to. He 's a psychiatrist . Spi tzer disagrees 

n o w — " I th ink there are a lo t o f exc i t i ng things go ing on in o u r 

f i e ld"—and he disagreed in 1 9 7 3 , w h e n the pseudopat ient e x p e r i 

m e n t was publ ished. I f R o s e n h a n s ingle-handedly set ou t to dis

mant le psychiatry, Spitzer, b a c k then , s ingle-handedly set ou t to 

restore it. T o g e t h e r wi th a group of e s t eemed col leagues , he t o o k 

that flimsy little diagnost ic and statistical manual , the o n e that c o n 

ta ined e n o u g h ambigui ty to a l low R o s e n h a n and confederates to 



get admit ted , and gave i t a g o o d go ing-over . He p lucked every 

ephemera l , subject ive th ing that he cou ld . He scoured i t for signs o f 

psychobabble . He t igh tened diagnost ic c r i te r ia so that each and 

every o n e of t h e m was measurable , and in order to qualify for any 

diagnosis, there were very str ict guidelines abou t w h i c h symptoms , 

for h o w long, for h o w often. 

DSM III includes a lot of language like the following: "Pat ient must 

display at least four of the following symptoms from cri teria A for at 

least two weeks, three of the following symptoms f rom criteria B, and 

one from criteria C." DSM II had no such guidelines. T h e r e were 

phrases like, " T h e c h i e f characteristics of disorders is anxiety, wh ich 

may be directly felt or expressed or wh ich may be unconsciously and 

automatically control led by the utilization of various defense m e c h a 

nisms." Wel l , no more . Spitzer argued that the innovation of DSM III, 

two hundred some pages longer than DSM II, was "a defense of the 

medical mode l as applied to psychiatry." If patients m e t the extensive 

criteria, they had an illness. If they didn't, they were well. Ambivalence , 

potty training, ephemeral , untenable anxieties mattered no t a whit . 

P S Y C H I A T R Y S I N C E R O S E N H A N has t r ied admirably to loca te the 

physiological or igins o f menta l disease—mostly, a l though no t t h o r 

oughly, in vain. In the 1 9 8 0 s there was a promis ing n e w diagnostic 

test for depression called the dexamethasone suppression test in 

wh ich a cer tain me tabo l i t e was isolated in the u r ine of s o m e sad 

folks. T h i s discovery was gree ted wi th great enthusiasm. S o o n , very 

soon, we cou ld diagnose depression l ike we diagnosed anemia: squat 

over this cup, three a m b e r drops on a prepared slide, and voila! Y o u 

were or you weren ' t , and there would be no argument . 

T h a t test proved n o t very foolproof, so i t w e n t straight in to the 

trash heap of history. S i n c e then, psychiatrists have tr ied to develop 

other tests for diagnoses and failed. R e c e n t l y the w o r k of Char les 

Nemeroff , at E m o r y University, has taken the field a step forward by 



showing that the b ra ins h ippocampus is s o m e 15 percent smaller in 

depressed peop le and that rat pups deprived of their mo the r s develop 

a surplus of stress neurotransmit ters . T h i s is exc i t ing stuff, but 

w h e t h e r i t i l luminates cause or cor re la t ion is unclear . 

I f all this seems far afield o f R o s e n h a n ' s study, i t isn't. M u c h o f 

the current -day research is a k n o w i n g or u n k n o w i n g response to 

R o s e n h a n ' s cha l lenge and the inhe ren t anxiet ies i t raises in " sof t " 

scientists. Says Spitzer, " T h e n e w classification system of the DSM i s 

s t r ingent and scientific." Says R o s e n h a n , " N o t h i n g underscores the 

consensual nature o f psychiatr ic disorders m o r e than the recen t 

ac t ion by the A m e r i c a n Psychiat r ic Associa t ion to delete h o m o s e x u 

ality from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual on Mental Disorders 

( D S M - I I , 1 9 6 8 ) . W h a t e v e r one's op in ion regarding the nature o f 

homosexual i ty , the fact that a professional association cou ld vote on 

w h e t h e r or no t homosexua l i ty should be considered a disorder surely 

underscores b o t h the differences b e t w e e n psych ia t r i c /men ta l disor

ders and the context -suscept ib i l i ty of psychiatr ic ones . Changes in 

in fo rmed publ ic attitudes toward homosexua l i ty have b rought about 

cor responding changes in psychiatr ic percep t ion of it." 

To w h i c h Spi tzer replies, "All diagnoses are m a n m a d e classifica

tions, so that c r i t ic i sm is r idiculous. I ' m tell ing you , wi th the n e w 

diagnostic system in place, R o s e n h a n ' s e x p e r i m e n t cou ld never hap

pen today. I t w o u l d never work . Y o u wou ld no t be admit ted and in 

the ER they w o u l d diagnose you a s deferred." "Defe r red , " by the 

way, is a special ca tegory that allows cl inicians to do jus t that, offi

cially put o f f a diagnosis due to lack of in format ion . " N o , " repeats 

Spitzer, " that e x p e r i m e n t cou ld never be successfully repeated. N o t 

in this day and age." 

I decide to try. 

M A N Y T H I N G S A R E the s a m e . T h e sky i s a po ignant b l u e . T h e trees 

are turning, each scarlet l e a f like a little hand falling down on our 

green au tumn lawn. In the stores there wil l soon be plastic p u m p -



kins, and fresh pumpkins children will buy and carve wi th knives t o o 

huge for their hands, open ing the circle of the skull, s coop ing out the 

innards, so many seeds in there, so many tangled dendri t ic fibers, and 

such a mois t smell . My o w n chi ld is t o o young for pumpkins ; she has 

jus t turned two, and perhaps because of R o s e n h a n and all the 

research he has spawned in to "e t io logy and pathogenesis ," I often 

wor ry about he r brain, w h i c h I picture p ink-red and rumpled in its 

casement . 

"You ' re W H A T ? " my husband says t o m e . 

" I ' m go ing to try it," I say. " R e p e a t the e x p e r i m e n t exact ly as 

R o s e n h a n and his confederates did i t and see if I get admitted." 

" E x c u s e me , " he says, "don ' t you th ink you have your family to 

cons ider?" 

" I t ' l l never work ," I say, th ink ing of Spitzer. " I ' l l be back in an 

hour." 

" A n d suppose you're n o t ? " 

" C o m e get me ," I say. 

He touches his beard, w h i c h is get t ing a little long . He is wear ing 

a geek shirt, c loser to plastic than c o t t o n in its con ten ts , wi th a 

R o r s c h a c h ink splotch from an uncapped pen on the chest pocke t . 

" C o m e get you? Y o u th ink they ' l l bel ieve m e ? T h e y ' l l l o c k me up 

too," he says, almost hopefully. My husband was b o r n t o o late to 

enjoy the sixties, w h i c h is some th ing he sorely regrets. He pauses, f in

gering his beard. A m o t h flies in through the open w i n d o w and beats 

insanely against the lit o rb in the cen te r o f our dusky r o o m . On the 

wall the moth ' s shadow is as b ig as a bird. We watch the m o t h . We 

smell the season. " I ' m c o m i n g too ," he f inal ly says. 

N O , HE IS N O T . S o m e o n e has to watch the baby. I do my prepara

tions. I don' t shower or shave for five days. I call a friend wi th a r e n e 

gade streak and ask i f I can use he r n a m e in lieu of my o w n , w h i c h 

"ugh t be recognized . T h e plan is to use he r name and then have her, 

later, wi th he r l icense, get the records so I can see j u s t wha t has b e e n 



said. T h i s friend, Lucy, says yes. She should probably be l ocked up. 

" T h i s is so funny," she says. 

I spend a considerable por t ion of t ime practicing in front of my mi r 

ror. " T h u d , " I say, and crack up, no pun intended. " I ' m , I 'm here . . ." 

— a n d n o w I feign a wor r i ed expression, c r ink led crow's-feet at my 

e y e s — " I ' m here because I ' m hear ing a vo ice and it's saying thud," 

and then each t ime, standing in front of this full-length mirror , smelly 

and wear ing a floppy black velvet hat, I start to laugh. 

I f I laugh, I ' l l obviously b l o w my cover . T h e n again, i f I don ' t 

laugh, and if I tell the w h o l e truth about my history save for this o n e 

little symptom, as R o s e n h a n and c o m p a n y did in the or ig ina l e x p e r 

iment , well , then I migh t really go the way of the ward. T h e r e is o n e 

significant difference in my retest setup. N o n e of R o s e n h a n ' s folks 

had any psychiatr ic history. I, however , have a formidable psychiatr ic 

his tory that includes lots of lockups , a l though, really, I ' m fine now. I 

decide I ' l l fake my history, deny any psychiatr ic involvement in the 

past, and this lie, I know, is a radical departure from the or ig inal p ro 

toco l . Thud. 

I kiss the baby good-bye. I kiss my husband goodbye. I haven't 

showered for five days. My teeth are smeary. I am wearing paint-

splattered black leggings and a T-shirt that says, "I hate my generation." 

" H o w do I l o o k ? " I say. 

" T h e same," my husband says. 

I D R I V E T H E R E . T h e r e is n o t h i n g like a road trip in early autumn. 

Outs ide the city, the air is fragrant wi th feed and leaves. A red barn 

sits serenely in a field benea th a sky wi th scudding clouds and clear 

shots of sunlight. To my left a r iver boils , wh i t e wi th foam from the 

recen t rains. It rears up, smashes i tsel f hysterically o n t o the flat backs 

of rocks , like a w o m a n fl inging he rse l f down, let t ing everything 

loose, al luvium, silt, pebbles from a m u r k y anc ien t history. 

I have chosen a hospital miles out of t own wi th an e m e r g e n c y 

r o o m set up specifically for psychiatr ic issues. I have also chosen a 



hospital wi th an exce l l en t reputation, so factor that in. It is on a hill. 

It has a wind ing drive. 

In order to en ter the psych E R , you must stand in front of a for

midable bank of doors in a bustl ing whi t e hallway and press a buzzer, 

at w h i c h po in t a vo ice over an i n t e r c o m calls out , " C a n I help y o u ? " 

A n d you say, " Y e s . " I say, " Y e s . " 

T h e doors open . T h e y appear t o part w i thou t any ev idence o f 

human effort to reveal a t r io of p o l i c e m e n sitting in the shadows, 

their silver badges tossing light. On a TV m o u n t e d high in o n e c o r 

ner, s o m e o n e shoots a h o r s e — b a n g — t h e bullet explodes a star in the 

fine forehead, b l o o d on b lack fur. 

" N a m e ? " a nurse says, b r ing ing me to a registration desk. 

" L u c y Sche l lman ," I say. 

" A n d h o w do you spell S c h e l l m a n ? " she asks. 

I 'm a terr ible speller and I hadn't c o u n t e d on this little phone t i c 

hurdle; I do my best. " S - H - E - L - M - E - N , " I say. 

T h e nurse wri tes i t down, studying the idiosyncrat ic spelling. 

"That ' s an odd name," she says. "It 's plural." 

"Wel l , " I say, " i t was an Ellis Island thing. It happened at Ellis Island." 

She looks up at me and then scribbles some th ing I canno t see on 

the paper. I ' m wor r i ed she's go ing to th ink I have a delusion that 

involves Ellis Island so I say,"I 've never b e e n to Ellis Island; it's a fam

ily story." 

" R a c e , " she says. 

"Jewish," I say. I w o n d e r if I should have said Protestant. T h e fact is 

I am Jewish , but I ' m also pa rano id—not as a general rule, of course , 

but at this particular p o i n t — a n d I don' t want the Jewish th ing used 

against m e . 

O f wha t a m I s o scared? N o o n e can c o m m i t m e . S i n c e 

R o s e n h a n s study, in part because of R o s e n h a n s study, c o m m i t m e n t 

laws are far m o r e s tr ingent , and so long as I deny homic ida l or su ic i 

dal urges, I ' m a free w o m a n . "You ' r e a free w o m a n , Lauren," I tell 

m y s e l f , whi le in the back of my mind i s that rushing hysterical river 

W l t h its bur ied al luvium and s t ink—smash smash. 



I am in con t ro l . I tell this to myse l f whi le the rivers rush. I don' t 

feel in cont ro l though. At any m o m e n t s o m e o n e migh t recognize my 

gig. As soon as I say, " T h u d , " any wel l - read psychiatrist cou ld say, 

"You ' r e a tr ickster. I k n o w the expe r imen t . " I pray the psychiatrists 

are no t well read. I am bank ing on this. 

T h i s e m e r g e n c y r o o m is eeri ly familiar to me . T h e nurse takes the 

name that is n o t my n a m e and the address that does no t exist; I make 

up a street w i th a lovely sound to it: R u m R o w , 33 R u m R o w , a 

place w h e r e pirates g row green things in thei r gardens. T h e e m e r 

gency r o o m is similar because in my past I have b e e n in many that 

were ju s t like this for undeniably real psychiatr ic symptoms, bu t that 

was a l ong t ime ago. Still , the smells b r ing me back: sweat and fresh 

c o t t o n and blankness. I feel no sense of t r iumph, j u s t sadness, for 

there is real suffering s o m e w h e r e here, and a horse crumples in to hay 

wi th a scarlet star on his forehead, and the smell is the smell and the 

nurse is the nurse; no th ing changes. 

I am b rough t to a small r o o m that has a s tretcher wi th b lack straps 

at tached to it. "S i t , " the ER nurse tells m e , and then in walks a man, 

c losing the d o o r beh ind h i m — c l i c k c l i ck . 

" I ' m M r . Graver," he says,"a cl inical nurse specialist, and I ' m go ing 

to take your pulse." 

A hundred beats per minute . "That ' s a little fast," says M r . Graver. 

"I 'd say it's on the very high side o f normal . B u t o f course, w h o 

wouldn ' t be nervous, given w h e r e you are and all. I mean , it's a psych 

E R . T h a t would make anyone nervous." A n d he shoots me a kind, 

soft smile. 

"Say," he says, " can I offer you a glass of spring wa te r?" A n d before 

I can answer, he's j u m p e d up, disappeared, only to r eemerge wi th a 

tall flared glass, almost elegant, and a single l e m o n slice of the palest 

whi te-yel low. T h e l e m o n slice seems suddenly so beautiful to m e , the 

way i t flirts wi th c o l o r but canno t qui te assume it, the way its w h i t e 

ness is tentative, h o w it c o m e s to the cusp, always. 

He hands me the glass. T h i s , also, I had no t e x p e c t e d — s u c h k ind

ness, such service . R o s e n h a n wri tes abou t be ing dehumanized . So 



far, i f anyone's dehumanized here, it's M r . Graver, w h o is fast b e c o m 

ing my o w n personal butler. 

I take a sip. " T h a n k you so much , " I say. 

" Is there anything else I can get you? Are you h u n g r y ? " 

" O h no no," I say. " I ' m fine really." 

"Wel l , no offense bu t you're obviously no t fine," says M r . Graver. 

" O r you wouldn ' t be here. So what 's go ing on, L u c y ? " he asks. 

" I ' m hear ing a vo ice ," I say. 

He wri tes that down on his intake sheet , nods knowingly. 

" A n d the vo ice is saying?" 

" T h u d . " 

T h e k n o w i n g n o d stops. " T h u d ? " he says. T h i s , after all, i s no t 

what psychot ic voices usually report . T h e y usually send o m i n o u s 

messages about stars and snakes and tiny hidden mic rophones . 

" T h u d , " I repeat. 

" Is that I T ? " he says. 

"Tha t ' s it," I say. 

" D i d the vo ice start slowly, or did i t j u s t c o m e o n ? " 

" O u t of the blue," I say, and I picture, for s o m e reason, a plane 

falling ou t of the blue, its nose diving downward , s o m e o n e screams. I 

am starting, actually, to feel a little crazy. H o w hard it is to separate 

role from reality, a p h e n o m e n o n social psychologists have long 

pointed ou t to us. I rub my temples . 

" S o w h e n did the vo ice c o m e o n ? " M r . Graver asks. 

" T h r e e weeks ago," I say, j u s t as R o s e n h a n and his confederates 

reported. 

He asks me w h e t h e r I am eat ing and sleeping okay, w h e t h e r there 

have been any precipi tat ing life stressors, w h e t h e r I have a his tory of 

trauma. I answer a definitive no to all of these things; my appeti te is 

good, sleep no rma l , my w o r k proceeds as usual. 

"Are you sure?" he says. 

"Wel l , " I say, "as far as the t rauma goes , I guess w h e n I was in the 

third grade a n e i g h b o r n a m e d M r . B l a u e r fell in to his p o o l and died. 

I didn't see it, bu t i t was sort of t raumatic to hear about ." 



M r . Graver chews on his pen. He 's th ink ing hard. I r e m e m b e r Mr . 

Blauer , an O r t h o d o x Jewish man . He died on Shabbat , his yarmulke 

floating to the top of the pool , a deep velvet blue, j u s t b o b b i n g there. 

" T h u d , " M r . Graver says. " Y o u r n e i g h b o r wen t thud in to his pool . 

You ' re hear ing 'thud.' We might be l o o k i n g a t post - t raumat ic stress 

disorder. T h e hal lucinat ion cou ld be your m e m o r y trying to process 

the trauma." 

" B u t it really wasn't a b ig deal," I say. " I t was ju s t . . . " 

" I ' d say," he says, his vo ice ga in ing con f idence now, " that having a 

n e i g h b o r d rown const i tutes a t raumat ic loss. I ' m g o i n g to get the 

psychiatrist to evaluate you , but I really suspect we're l o o k i n g at 

pos t - t raumat ic stress disorder w i th a rule ou t of o rganic brain d a m 

age, bu t the brain damage is way far down the l ine. I wouldn ' t w o r r y 

abou t that." 

He disappears. He i s go ing to get the psychiatrist. My pulse goes 

from 1 0 0 to 1 5 0 at leas t—I can feel i t—for surely the psychiatrist 

will see r ight through m e , or worse , he wil l w ind up be ing s o m e o n e 

I know, from high school , and h o w wil l I explain myself? 

T h e psychiatrist enters the little l ocked r o o m . He i s wear ing baby -

blue scrubs and has no ch in . He looks hard at me . I l o o k away. He sits 

down, and then he sighs. " S o you're hear ing ' thud , ' " he says, scra tch

ing the chinless ch in . " W h a t can we do for you about tha t?" 

"I c a m e here because I'd l ike the vo ice to go away." 

" Is the vo ice c o m i n g from inside or outside your head?" he asks. 

"Outs ide . " 

" D o e s i t ever say anything o the r than thud, like, maybe , kill s o m e 

one , o r your se l f ? " 

"I don ' t want to kill anyone or myself," I say. 

" W h a t day of the w e e k i s i t ? " he asks. 

N o w , here I run in to ano the r p rob lem. It's actually a holiday 

weekend , so my sense of t ime is a little th rown off. Sense of t ime is 

o n e way psychiatrists j u d g e w h e t h e r a person is n o r m a l or abnormal . 

"It 's Saturday," I say, I pray. 

He wri tes someth ing down. "Okay ," he says. " S o you're e x p e r i e n c -



ing this vo ice i n the absence o f A N Y O T H E R psychiatr ic symp

toms." 

" D o I have post- t raumat ic stress disorder," I ask, " l ike M r . Graver 

suggested?" 

" T h e r e ' s a lot we don ' t k n o w in psychiatry," the d o c t o r says, and 

suddenly he looks so sad. He rubs the br idge of his nose, his eyes 

momen ta r i l y closed. W i t h his head bowed , I can see a small bald spot, 

the size of M r . Blauer 's yarmulke on the d o m e of his scalp, and I want 

to say, "Hey . It's okay. The re ' s a lo t we don ' t k n o w in the world." B u t 

instead I say no th ing and the psychiatrist looks sad, and baffled, and 

then says, " B u t the v o i c e is b o t h e r i n g you." 

" S o r t of, yeah." 

" I ' m go ing to give you an ant ipsychot ic ," he says, and as soon as he 

says this, the sadness goes away. His v o i c e assumes an authori tat ive 

tone; there is some th ing he can do. A pill is so m u c h m o r e than a pill. 

It's a po in t of punctua t ion . I t breaks up the blurry l ong lines be tween 

this and that. S top here. Start here. B e g i n . 

" I ' m go ing to give you Risperdal ," he says. " T h a t should quiet the 

auditory centers in you r brain." 

" S o you th ink I ' m psycho t i c? " I ask. 

"I th ink you have a t o u c h of psychosis," he says, but I get the fee l 

ing he has to say this, n o w that he's prescr ibing Risperdal . Y o u can't 

prescribe an ant ipsychot ic unless your diagnosis supports that. It 

b e c o m e s fairly clear to me that med ica t ion drives the decisions, and 

not the o the r way around. In R o s e n h a n ' s day i t was preexis t ing psy

choanalyt ic s chema that d e t e r m i n e d wha t was wrong ; in ou r days, 

it's the preexis t ing pharmaco log ica l schema, the pill. E i t he r way, 

Rosenhan ' s po in t that diagnosis does no t reside in the person seems 

to stand. 

" B u t do I appear p s y c h o t i c ? " I ask. 

He looks a t m e . He looks for a long long t ime. "A little," he finally 

says. 

"You ' re kidding me ," I say, reaching up to adjust my hat. 

" Y o u look , " he says, "a little psychot ic and qui te depressed. A n d 



depression can have psychot ic features, so I ' m go ing to prescr ibe you 

an antidepressant as well ." 

" I l o o k depressed?" I echo . T h i s actually worr ies me because 

depression hits c loser to h o m e . I 've had i t before and, w h o knows , 

maybe I ' m get t ing it again, and he sees i t before I do. M a y b e this 

e x p e r i m e n t is m a k i n g me depressed, driving me crazy, or maybe I 

chose to do this e x p e r i m e n t as a way of unconsc ious ly reaching ou t 

for help. T h e wor ld is all haze. 

He wri tes ou t my prescript ions. T h e ent ire in te rv iew takes less 

than ten minutes . I am ou t of there in t ime to eat C h i n e s e wi th the 

real L u c y Sche l lman , w h o says, " Y o u should 've said, ' t hwack ' instead 

of ' thud , ' or ' b a m bam.' It's even funnier." 

Later on , I fill my prescript ions at the al l-night pharmacy. A n d 

then, in the spirit of expe r imen ta t ion , I take the ant ipsychot ic 

Risperdal , j u s t o n e little pill, and I fall in to such a deep charcoal sleep 

that n o t a sound c o m e s through, and I float, weightless, in ano the r 

world, seeing vague shapes—trees, rabbits, angels, ships—but as hard 

as I peer, I can on ly w o n d e r wha t is what . 

I T ' S A L I T T L E fun, go ing in to E R s and playing this game, so over 

the n e x t eight days I do i t e ight m o r e t imes, nearly the n u m b e r of 

admissions R o s e n h a n arranged. E a c h t ime, o f course , I am denied 

admiss ion—I deny I am a threat and I assure people I am able to do 

my w o r k and take care o f my ch i ld—but strangely enough , mos t 

t imes I am given a diagnosis of depression wi th psychot ic features, 

even though , I am n o w sure, after a thorough self- inventory and the 

sol ici ted op in ions of my friends and my physician brother , I am really 

no t depressed. As an aside, but an impor tan t one , a psychot ic depres

sion is never mild; in the DSM it is listed in the severe category, 

a c c o m p a n i e d by gross and unmistakable m o t o r and intellectual 

impai rments . " N o , you don ' t s eem depressed like that, or a t all," my 

friends and b ro the r tell m e . Never theless , in the E R s I am seen as 

such, this despite my denying all symptoms of the disorder—and I 



am prescr ibed a total of twenty-f ive ant ipsychotics and sixty ant i 

depressants. At no po in t does an in te rv iew last longer than twelve 

and a ha l f minutes , a l though at mos t places I needed to wait an aver

age of two and a ha l f hours in the wai t ing rooms . No o n e ever asks 

me , beyond a cursory re l ig ious-or ien ta t ion quest ion, about my cu l 

tural background; no o n e asks me i f the vo ice i s o f the same gender 

as I ; no o n e gives me a full menta l status exam, w h i c h includes m o r e 

detailed and easily administered tests to indicate the gross disorgani

zation of th ink ing that a lmost always accompan ies psychosis. 

Eve ryone , however, takes my pulse. 

I C A L L B A C K R o b e r t Spi tzer a t Co lumbia ' s Insti tute for B i o m e t r i c s . 

" S o what do you predict wou ld happen i f a researcher were to 

repeat the R o s e n h a n e x p e r i m e n t in this day and a g e ? " I ask. 

" T h e researcher wouldn ' t be admitted," he says. 

" B u t wou ld they be diagnosed? W h a t wou ld the doctors do about 

that?" 

" I f they only said what R o s e n h a n and his confederates said?" he asks. 

"Yeah , " I say 

" T h u d , hollow, or empty as the only s y m p t o m s ? " he says. 

"Yeah , " I say. 

" T h e y wou ld be given a diagnosis of deferred. That ' s wha t I p re 

dict would happen, because thud, hollow, and empty as isolated 

symptoms don ' t yield e n o u g h informat ion ." 

"Okay ," I say. " L e t me tell you, I t r ied this expe r imen t . I actually 

did it." 

" Y o u ? " he says, and pauses. "You ' r e kidding me ." 

I w o n d e r if I hear defensiveness edg ing in to his vo ice . " A n d wha t 

happened?" he says. 

I tell h im. I tell h i m I was n o t given a deferred diagnosis, but that 

almost every t ime I was given a diagnosis of psychot ic depression 

plus a pouch of pills. 

" W h a t k ind o f pills?" he asks. 



"Antidepressants, ant ipsychotics ." 

" W h a t kind o f ant ipsychot ics?" he asks. 

"Risperda l , " I say. 

"Wel l , " he says, and I picture h i m tapping his pen against the side 

of his skull, "that's a very light ant ipsychot ic you know." 

"Ligh t , " I say. " T h e pharmaco log ica l rendi t ion of low fat?" 

" Y o u have an attitude," he tells m e , " l ike R o s e n h a n d id .You wen t 

in wi th a bias and you found wha t you were l o o k i n g for." 

"I w e n t in," I say, "wi th a thud, and from that o n e word a w h o l e 

schema was woven and pills were given despite the fact that no o n e 

really knows h o w or w h y the pills w o r k or really what their safety is." 

Spitzer, in his b iome t r i c s lab at C o l u m b i a , doesn' t say anything. I 

w o n d e r what a b iome t r i c s lab really is. I t hadn' t o c c u r r e d to me until 

n o w to quest ion that title, or quest ion wha t in the world a psychia

trist was do ing there. Bio metric. T h e measuremen t of life. I see h im, 

now, surrounded by bot t les , test tubes, each o n e filled wi th a c h e m i 

cal c o l o r — A t l a n t i c b lue for depression, e lec t r ic g reen for mania , 

plain old happiness a lavender mist. 

A n d still Spi tzer is silent. I want to ask, " W h a t exact ly is it that you 

do, on a day-to-day basis?" but then , he clears his throat. " I ' m disap

pointed," he says, and I th ink I hear real defeat, the s lumping of 

shoulders, the pen put down. 

"I think," Spi tzer says slowly, and there is a raw hones ty in his 

vo ice now, "I th ink doctors ju s t don ' t l ike to say ' I don ' t know.' " 

"Tha t ' s true," I say, "and I also th ink the zeal to prescr ibe drives 

diagnosis in ou r day, m u c h like the zeal to pa thologize drove d iagno

sis in R o s e n h a n ' s day, but e i ther way, it does seem to be m o r e a p rod

uct o f fashion, o r fad." 

I am th inking this: In the 1 9 7 0 s A m e r i c a n doctors diagnosed 

schizophrenia in their patients many t imes m o r e than Bri t i sh doctors 

did. Sch izophren ia was in vogue this side of the sea. A n d now, in the 

twenty-f i rs t century , diagnosis of depression has r isen dramatically, 

as have those of post- t raumat ic stress disorder and a t tent ion-def ic i t 

hyperactivi ty disorder. I t appears, therefore, that no t on ly do the i n c i -



dences of cer tain diagnoses rise and fall depending on publ ic pe rcep 

t ion, but also the doc to r s w h o are g iving these labels are still do ing 

so wi th perhaps t o o little regard for the DSM cr i ter ia the field d i c 

ta tes—the cr i ter ia to ensure against sloppy guesswork, the cr i ter ia 

out o f w h i c h grow the t rea tment plan, the prognosis, the c o n s t r u c 

t ion of the person's past, the future, folding toward them. 

H E R E ' S W H A T ' S D I F F E R E N T : I was not admi t t ed .Th i s is a very sig

nificant difference. No o n e even thought about admit t ing m e . I was 

mislabeled bu t no t l o c k e d up. Here 's ano the r th ing that's different: 

every single medica l professional was n ice to m e . R o s e n h a n and his 

confederates felt d iminished by their diagnoses; I , for whatever rea

son, was treated wi th palpable kindness. O n e psychiatrist t o u c h e d my 

arm. O n e psychiatrist said, " L o o k , I k n o w it's scary for you , i t must 

be, hear ing a vo ice l ike that, bu t I really have a feeling that the 

Risperdal will take care of this immediately." In his words, I heard my 

words, the ones I, as a psychologis t , often use wi th patients: You have 

this. The medication will do this- A n d I speak such words no t to p r o m e 

nade my power, but j u s t to do someth ing , to b r ing a balm, somehow. 

If we can on ly fix a mystery in space—Atlan t ic blue depression, the 

haziness o f happiness and w h e r e on the c o n t i n u u m i t l i e s — i f we can 

only pin these things down for ju s t the t ime it takes a neuron to 

pulse, well t hen maybe we cou ld get our hands and heads around 

emot ion , sculpt it to b r ing s o m e solace. I bel ieve this is wha t drove 

the psychiatrists I saw, no t pigheadedness. O n e psychiatrist, upon 

handing me my prescr ipt ion, said, " D o n ' t fall through the cracks, 

Lucy. We want to see you back here in two days for a fol low-up. A n d 

k n o w we're here twenty- four hours a day, for anything you need . I 

mean that. A N Y T H I N G . " 

I felt so guilty then, so t ouched . " T h a n k you so much , " I said. "I 

can't tell you h o w m u c h your kindness means." 

" B e well ," he said. 

T h e n he disappeared through the swinging glass doors, and I went 



out into the night, where the stars were numerous and accusing, like 

cold coins pressed against black tin, and w h e n I turned back to l o o k at 

the E R , its windows were blazing, and there was a sharp sc ream— 

human pain in so many forms, and one person's desire to keep another 

company, to keep kin, to break bread, and br ing lemons in water. Th i s 

is the human side of psychiatry, and it should be celebrated. 

N O W , T H R E E W E E K S have passed since m y last E R debacle, and out 

of the blue, my daughter has developed an obsession wi th Band-Aids . 

H e r dolls have many hurts no t visible to the human eye. I c o m e h o m e 

at the end of the day and f ind Band-Aids applied to the exposed f loor 

jois ts , the k i t chen cabinets, the walls, as though the walls themselves 

are wounded . O u r house hurts, and i t is old. In the night i t creaks. 

My daughter cr ies . S o m e t i m e s she cr ies for no reason at all, excep t , I 

th ink, that there are thuds we canno t capture, and w h e n this k n o w l 

edge dawns on her, she throws herse l f to the f loor and screams, " I jus t 

want to go to the z o o ! " I c o m f o r t her, then, wi th Band-Aids . O n e for 

you, o n e for m e , until we are wrapped. S h e loves to see me slide the 

Band-Aids ou t o f their con ta ined cardboard boxes , lift the paper 

wrapper to my teeth, tear a slit, and then, m o m e n t s later, peel back the 

plastic layers to reveal the sticky tabs, the plump co t ton pad smack in 

the tape's taupe center . I lay it on her skin. T h e Band-Aids soothe, 

even though we don't k n o w jus t wha t or where her w o u n d is. 

R O S E N H A N U S E D T H E results o f his study to discredit psychiatry as 

a medica l specialty. B u t are there n o t many, many diseases or wounds 

in ou r country 's pain cl inics, o n c o l o g y centers , pediatr ic wards, 

where etiology, pathogenesis , even label itself, are hazy? D o e s the 

w o m a n have f ib romyalg ia o r E p s t e i n - B a r r virus? D o e s the person 

have epilepsy or a brain t u m o r t o o small to be detected? F o r a t ime 

R o s e n h a n h i m s e l f was suffering from a myster ious disease that could 

be given many names, depending on the practi t ioner. W h a t we 



knew: He cou ld no t speak. He cou ld no t breathe wi thou t his e x t e 

r ior lung. W h a t we don' t k n o w : why, how, the mil l ions of ways a 

body goes bad, h o w to heal or even help. 

I'd like very m u c h to help R o s e n h a n , w h o as of this wr i t ing is still 

in a West Coas t hospital, paralyzed, even his vocal cords. His friend 

F lo rence Kel le r says to me , "He ' s had so many tragedies. T h r e e years 

ago his wife M o l l y died of lung cancer . T h e n two years ago his 

daughter N i n a died in a car crash in England . It's b e e n t o o m u c h for 

him." There fo re , I'd like to tell h i m I redid his study and had a grand 

old t ime, because I th ink i t wou ld please h i m to k n o w this. He is, 

now, at seventy-nine-years old, at the eve of his life and will soon 

perform the greatest e x p e r i m e n t of all, the stepping over in to 

another world , from w h e r e the results are never ever re turned. 

I would like to go visit R o s e n h a n . "I don ' t th ink n o w wou ld be a 

g o o d t ime," J a c k , his son, says. " H e still can' t talk and he's very tired." 

B u t it's no t talking I ' m after. I'd jus t l ike to see h im. I picture, r ight 

now, a nurse bath ing h im. I picture wha t I wou ld b r ing to h im, this 

essay, perhaps, my copy of his or ig inal article, all under l ined and 

starred, to show h i m h o w we last, h o w our words fold in to the 

future. I don' t even k n o w the man, but I have an unreasonable fond

ness for h im. I ' m partial to jokes te r s , to adventures, to people in pain. 

As an ex -men ta l patient, I ' m impressed wi th anyone w h o cares to 

understand the intr icacies of that distant world . So I wou ld b r ing 

R o s e n h a n gifts, this essay, an apple, a watch wi th a face large enough 

to see the swirl o f t ime, and from my daughter, boxes and boxes of 

Band-Aids . 
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In the Unlikely Event of a Water Landing 

D A R L E Y A N D L A T A N E ' S T R A I N I N G 

M A N U A L — A F I V E - S T A G E A P P R O A C H 

In 1964 there occurred a bizarre crime in New York City that cat

alyzed two young psychologists to investigate uHtness behavior. 

Although John Darley and Bibb Latane were not Jewish, and never 

explicitly or implicitly tied their work to Nazi Germany, the results of 

their experiments in human helping behavior have been used in the 

service of a particular twentieth-century Western obsession: compre

hending the Holocaust. Darley and Latane devised a series of experi

ments wherein they tested the conditions necessary for people to ignore 

one another's cries for aid, and the conditions wherein compassion 

holds sway. In some ways similar to Milgram's experiment on the sur

face, Darley and Latane's work has deeper significant differences. 

Milgram was looking at obedience to a single authority. Darley and 

Latane were looking at the opposite: what happens when, in a group 

crisis, there is no authority to take charge. 

I. YOU, THE POTENTIAL HELPER., MUST NOTICE 

AN EVENT IS OCCURRING 

Yesterday I ordered my gas masks, o n e for the baby, o n e for me. 

My husband thinks this is crazy and refuses to be included. I t 



i s S e p t e m b e r 2 6 , 2 0 0 1 , early fall, lyrical light, the Twin Towers down 

but still smolder ing . N o t l ong ago I received an email that read: 

Warning: G e r m Warfare 

Do not open any blue envelope from T h e Klingerman 

Foundation if it comes to you in the mail. These supposed "gifts" 

contain small sponges loaded with the Klingerman virus, which 

has so far killed twenty Americans . . . 

Probably a hoax, but still. In a congressional whi te paper of far more 

authority I recently read h o w easy it would be to disseminate anthrax: 

put the virus in an aerosol bottle, depress the plastic nozzle, and watch 

the whi te mist rise into the air. My husband says, "Let 's focus on the 

real emergency, wh ich is the decl ine of civil liberties and the buildup 

of troops in the Persian Gulf." B u t what is the real emergency? T h e sit

uation in this count ry is suddenly so ambiguous, difficult to decipher. 

Therefore , I have ordered my gas masks—it has c o m e to this—from a 

military supply store in Virginia . T h e y arrive at my door in a swift 

twenty-four hours, and n o w I unpack them. I am surprised to see that 

beneath the plain cardboard carton, the masks are delicately, even lov

ingly wrapped, the way some soaps are, in pale green tissue paper that 

emits a soft lavender scent. I unwrap the tissue paper, layer after lus

cious crumpled layer, until I get to the source, until I see the shock of 

black rubber, the canisters shaped like snouts, the straps with big b u c k 

les, and the shield for the eyes. Here they are. Perhaps I have over

reacted. J o h n M. Darley and B i b b Latane, two psychologists w h o have 

studied the human propensity to deny emergencies , might say no. 

"Given the work of Darley and Latane," says psychiatrist Susan Mahler , 

"we should n o w k n o w that the best way to respond to possible crisis is 

to err on the side of caution." N o w I pick up my gas mask and try i t 

on. It fi ts to my face with a loud sucking sound. T h e gas mask for my 

daughter is really unbearable. It is so small, such a dense miniaturization 

of horror. I hold it in my hand. I call her over and try to put it on her, 

but she backs away, cries out, of course. Help is so hard to give. 



2. YOU MUST INTERPRET THE EVENT AS ONE 

IN WHICH HELP IS NEEDED 

In 1 9 6 4 , J o h n Dar ley and B i b b Latane had little interest in studying 

styles o f crisis managemen t . T h e y were t w o young psychologists , 

assistant professors t rying to rise through the ranks of academia . T h e n 

someth ing happened. I offer the details here no t for their obvious 

shock value, bu t because they underscore h o w bizarre were the 

responses of the th i r ty-e ight witnesses w h o saw the scene and offered 

no assistance. 

I t was M a r c h 1 3 , Friday the th i r teenth actually, in the year 1 9 6 4 . 

T h e early predawn hours i n Q u e e n s , N e w York , were c o o l and 

moist , breezes car ry ing the scent o f snow. C a t h e r i n e Genovese , c o m 

m o n l y called Kitty, was c o m i n g h o m e from h e r la te-night shift a t the 

bar w h e r e she worked as a manager . Genovese , twenty-e igh t , was a 

slender w o m a n wi th punkish b lack hair and a delicate p ixy face. H e r 

eyes were g e m - g r e e n . S h e drove he r car in to a parking lot adjacent to 

her apar tment , w h e r e she lived a lone. 

S h e pulled h e r car in to a space and stepped out. I t was 3 A . M . S h e 

no t iced , j u s t after her first strides toward he r building, a h u n c h e d fig

ure in the distance, a suspic ious- looking man, so she quickly veered 

right , toward the pol ice call b o x on the co rne r . 

C a t h e r i n e Genovese never made i t to the call b o x . T h e man, later 

identified as W i n s t o n Moseley, screwed a knife deep in to he r back , 

and then, w h e n she turned to face him, deep into her gut as well, and 

there was b lood. She screamed. She said, specifically, these words: " O h 

my god! He stabbed me! Please help me! Please help m e ! " Immediately, 

lights fl ickered on in the c rowded urban n e i g h b o r h o o d . M o s e l e y saw 

them. In his trial he said he saw the lights but he "didn't feel these 

people were c o m i n g d o w n the stairs." Instead o f c o m i n g down 

s o m e o n e yelled, " L e t that girl a lone," and so M o s e l e y ran o f f and 

Ca the r ine , s tabbed in several places, dragged herse l f in to the shadow 

of a books to r e door , w h e r e she lay. 

T h e apar tment bui lding lights w e n t o f f then . T h e street was silent. 



Moseley , headed toward his car, heard the silent streets, saw the w i n 

dows darken, and dec ided to turn back to finish his j o b . First, h o w 

ever, he opened his car d o o r and exchanged his s tock ing cap for a 

fedora. T h e n he prowled down the street again, found the w o m a n 

curled and red and wet , and started to stab w h e r e he 'd left off, s lot

t ing open he r body at the throat and genitals. Again, she screamed. 

A n d screamed. Minu t e s passed. Again, lights c a m e on in apar tment 

w i n d o w s — i m a g i n e t h e m — d a b s o f yel low b o t h C a t h e r i n e and 

W i n s t o n must have seen, so there and yet so absent. Again, M o s e l e y 

retreated, and n o w C a t h e r i n e managed , somehow, to s tumble in to 

the hall o f he r building, where , o n c e again, minutes later, M o s e l e y 

found her and set ou t to f in ish the j o b . She c r ied for help and then 

stopped crying. S h e m o a n e d . He lifted her skirt, cut o f f he r under 

clothes , and repor ted in his trial, " S h e was menstruat ing." T h e n , no t 

k n o w i n g w h e t h e r she was dead or alive, he pulled ou t his penis, but 

was unable to achieve an e rec t ion . So he lay down on top of her 

body and had an orgasm then. 

T h i s c r i m e o c c u r r e d over a th i r ty-f ive-minute per iod , be tween 

3 :15 and 3 : 5 0 A . M . I t o c c u r r e d in a series of three separate attacks, all 

of t h e m drawn ou t and punctured wi th screams for help. People , the 

witnesses, those w h o flicked on their lights, cou ld b o t h hear and see. 

T h e y did no th ing . T h e r e were th i r ty-e ight witnesses in all, wa tch ing 

from their w indows as a w o m a n was stabbed and snuffed. O n l y w h e n 

i t was over did o n e of t h e m call the pol ice , but by then she was dead, 

and the ambulance c a m e to cart her away, and it was four in the 

morn ing , and those w h o saw w e n t back to sleep. 

At f i r s t , the murder was repor ted like any o the r murder of any 

o ther working-class w o m a n in Q u e e n s . I t received a four- l ine m e n 

tion in the Met ropo l i t an sect ion of the New York Times. S o o n , h o w 

ever, the edi tor o f that sect ion, A . M. R o s e n t h a l , w h o has since 

wri t ten a b o o k called Thirty-Eight Witnesses: The Kitty Genovese Case, 

learned that there had, indeed, been a sizable group of people wa tch -

l r i g the murder and do ing absolutely no th ing to help. Th i r t y - e igh t 

people, R o s e n t h a l reports, s tood by windows, no rma l m e n and 



w o m e n , w h o "heard her scream her last ha l f hou r away and did n o t h 

ing, no th ing at all to give her succo r or even c ry alarm." 

W h e n the Times repor ted no t the murder, but , later, in a series of 

separate articles, the bizarre behav io r of the bystanders, the nat ion 

wen t in to mora l overdrive. Let ters from readers poured in. "I feel i t is 

the duty of The New York Times to try to obtain the names of the w i t 

nesses involved and to publish the list," o n e reader wro te . " T h e s e 

people should be held up for publ ic r id icule since they c a n n o t be 

held responsible for their inact ion." A n o t h e r w o m a n , the wife of a 

professor wrote , " T h e implicat ions o f their s i l ence—and o f the c o w 

ardice and indifference i t revealed—are staggering. I f the laws of 

N e w Y o r k State d o no t prescr ibe s o m e fo rm o f punishment , then w e 

bel ieve your newspaper should pressure the state legislature for an 

a m e n d m e n t to these laws. A n d s ince these people do no t c h o o s e to 

recognize their mora l responsibili ty we feel i t wou ld be appropriate, 

as a f o r m of censure, for the Times to publish, preferably on page 1, 

the names and addresses of all thir ty-seven people involved." 

J o h n Dar ley o f N e w Y o r k Univers i ty and B i b b Latane o f 

C o l u m b i a University, like so many o the r N e w Yorkers , read these le t 

ters. They , like everyone else, wonde red w h y no o n e had helped. Was 

i t apathy, or were there o the r psychologica l forces at work? Dar ley 

recalls hunke r ing down for a wh i l e to focus on this singular, qui te 

cur rent event. Exper t s from all co rne r s offered hypotheses to explain 

why the witnesses did wha t they did. R e n e e Cla i re F o x o f Barna rd 

Col lege ' s soc io logy depar tment said the witnesses ' behav io r was a 

product o f "affect denial" ; they had been , in o ther words, shocked 

in to inac t ion o r numbness . R a l p h S . Banay hypothesized that TV was 

to b lame; Amer i cans , he said, are so subjec t to an endless stream of 

v io l ence from the television that they can no longer separate real life 

from the screen. T h e same Dr . B a n a y also offered up the proverbial 

psychoanalyt ic explanat ions, the sort of th ing that, a decade later, 

R o s e n h a n w o u l d so discredit in his pseudopat ient study. Banay said, 

" T h e y [the witnesses] were deaf, paralyzed, hypnot ized with exc i t a 

t ion. Persons wi th mature, well in tegra ted personalit ies wou ld no t 



have acted this way." Kar l M e n n i n g e r wrote , "Pub l i c apathy is i tself a 

manifestation o f aggressiveness." 

Dar ley and Latane were n o t happy wi th these explanat ions, in part 

because, like Mi lg ram, they were exper imenta l social psychologists 

w h o bel ieved less in the power o f personali ty than in the power o f 

situation, and in part because the explanat ions defied intuitive sense. 

H o w does an ordinary person stand by whi le a young w o m a n is 

raped and murdered in a c r i m e that s t retched ou t over ha l f an hour? 

It would have been so easy to seek help, so easy to mere ly p ick up the 

p h o n e and call in. T h e r e was no risk to life or l imb for the witnesses. 

T h e r e cou ld have b e e n no damaging legal implicat ions for "ge t t ing 

involved." A por t ion of the witnesses, we can be sure, had children, 

and some were in the he lp ing professions, so these people were no 

strangers to compass ion . S o m e t h i n g myster ious was at w o r k that 

night, the night Ki t ty Genovese was killed, the night spring was 

careening around the c o r n e r of wha t had b e e n a mi ld winter , green 

buds c o m i n g early to all the trees, tiny nippled branches , open ing up. 

3. YOU MUST ASSUME PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY 

S o m e exper imen t s start wi th a hypothesis, o thers wi th ju s t a ques 

t ion. M i l g r a m , for instance, did no t have a hypothesis as to h o w his 

subjects wou ld react; he ju s t wanted to see. T h e same for R o s e n h a n , 

w h o k n e w some th ing wou ld happen bu t was no t sure what . Dar ley 

and Latane, on the o the r hand, had b e e n fol lowing b o t h the c r i m e 

and the nation's responses, and someth ing didn't fit. T h e y may have 

thought about o the r similar incidents , for instance, how, if you're in a 

building and the fire alarm goes off, and no o n e seems wor r i ed , you 

too might decide it's okay; or i f you're walking down the street, and 

s o m e o n e falls, and no o n e offers to help, you t o o migh t keep walking 

on. F o r the two psychologists , these mundane examples cou ld have 

held clues as to wha t really happened that early spring night , beh ind 

the windows . 

So they set about cons t ruc t ing an expe r imen t . F o r obvious reasons 



they cou ld no t replicate a murder, so instead they replicated a seizure. 

T h e y recrui ted naive subjects a t N e w York Univers i ty ( N Y U ) to 

participate in wha t appeared to be a study of student adaptation to 

urban col lege life. A student sat in a separate r o o m and spoke in to a 

m i c r o p h o n e for two minutes about the challenges at N Y U . In a series 

of separate but audio-wired rooms were tape recorders carrying o ther 

students' stories, but the naive subject didn't k n o w the voices were 

pre-recorded; the subject bel ieved there were actual neighbors . T h e 

instructions were very specific. T h e naive subject was to wait in turn 

whi le each pre-recorded voice carr ied on about its t roub les .When the 

subject's turn came , he or she cou ld speak for two minutes . W h e n i t 

was no t the subject's turn, the m i c r o p h o n e would be off, and the sub

j e c t was to listen in a sort of tag- team group therapy. In the original 

exper imen t , fifty-nine w o m e n and thir teen m e n participated. 

T h e first vo ice to speak was the p re - recorded vo ice o f the suppos

edly "ep i l ep t i c " student. He confessed to the " g r o u p " that he was 

prone to seizures. He spoke wi th a halt ing embarrassment . He said 

the seizures were especially bad w h e n studying for exams. He said 

N e w Y o r k was a tough place to live and N Y U a tough co l l ege to 

master. T h e n his vo ice b l inked off. A n o t h e r vo ice c a m e on . T h e 

naive subject , understandably, thought this was ano ther live person, 

no t a tape recorder wh i r r ing in an adjacent r o o m . T h i s vo ice spoke. 

I t was robust and hearty. T h e n the naive subjec t spoke, and the dis

e m b o d i e d voices wen t round and round, until at last this happened. A 

seizure started. T h e naive subject , o f course , cou ld no t see the seizure, 

because he or she was in a separate r o o m , n o r cou ld the subjec t see 

or hear the react ions of the o the r supposed subjects, because they 

were supposedly in separate rooms , a l though really they were all on a 

tape nex t door . T h e epileptic ac tor began speaking in a n o r m a l voice , 

w h i c h b e c a m e increasingly scrambled, louder, m o r e insistent, until i t 

reached a c rescendo of pleas: " I - e r - u m - I th ink I - I n e e d - e r - i f - i f 

cou ld -e r - e r s o m e b o d y e r - e r - e r - e r - e r - e r give me a l i t t le-er-give me a 

little help here b e c a u s e - e r - I - e r I ' m e r - e r - h-having a-a-a- real p rob -

l em-e r - r i gh t n o w and I - e r - i f s o m e b o d y cou ld help me ou t i t 



would—i t wou ld -e r - e r - e r s-s-sure be g o o d . . . because I've go t a-a 

o n e of the-er -se i e r -e r things c o m i n g on and-and-and I could 

really use-er-use some help so i f s o m e b o d y would-e r -g ive me a little 

h - h e l p - u h - e r - e r - e r - e r - e r c - c o u l d s o m e b o d y e r - e r -he lp - e r -uh-uh 

uh ( chok ing sounds) . . . I ' m gonna d i e - e r - e r - I ' m . . . gonna d ie -e r -

help-er -er -se izure-e ," and then a final choke , and si lence. 

N o w the o n e live listener, w h o o f course thought there were a t 

least one , or two, or f ive o the r live listeners, could , at any point , get 

up and go down the hall and ask the e x p e r i m e n t e r for help. B e f o r e 

leaving the group to their discussion, the e x p e r i m e n t e r said, in the 

interest o f privacy, he wou ld exempt h i m s e l f and would get the sub

jec t ' s react ions later, by m i c r o p h o n e . However , the e x a m i n e r had also 

told the subject to please fol low p ro toco l and speak in order. 

Darley and Latane had been careful to set up their exper imental 

condit ions so they m i m i c k e d the Genovese murder. In the Genovese 

murder, the witnesses had seen the o ther witnesses but were unable to 

communica t e with them, separated as they were by panes of glass. In 

this exper iment , the witness was able to hear o ther confederates, but 

was prevented from seeing or communica t ing with t hem due to the 

separate rooms and the microphones , wh ich were only on w h e n i t was 

a particular "person's" chance to speak. So w h e n the seizure happened, 

the subject k n e w others could hear, and also k n e w he or she could not 

confer with the others, because the sound system was off. 

T h e c o n c o c t e d seizure in Dar ley and Latane's e x p e r i m e n t lasted 

for a full six minutes , similar to the Genovese murder, w h i c h was no t 

a single stab but a series over the arc of a night . T h e students had a 

chance to think, and then to act . H e r e are the results: very few 

ac ted—th i r ty -one percent to be exact , similar to Mi lgram's th i r ty-

two to thirty-five percent d i sobedience rate. 

B u t then i t gets m o r e compl ica ted . 

Dar ley and Latane varied the size of the "groups." W h e n a subject 

believed he or she was in a group of four or more , the subjec t was 

unlikely to seek help for the v ic t im. On the o the r hand, eighty-five 

percent of subjects w h o bel ieved they were in a dyad wi th the 



epileptic student, wi th no o the r bystanders, sought help and did so 

wi th in the first three minutes of the crisis. Dar ley and Latane also 

found that i f subjects in any size group did no t report the e m e r g e n c y 

within the first three minutes , they were highly unlikely to do so at 

any point . So , i f you are on a plane w h e n i t is hi jacked, and you do 

no t act wi th in the first 1 8 0 seconds, you are unlikely to act at all. In 

the case o f emergenc ies , t ime i s never on your side. T h e longe r you 

wait, the m o r e paralyzed you b e c o m e . K e e p that in mind , and body. 

M o r e interesting, however , than the relationship be tween t ime and 

helping behavior is the relationship b e t w e e n group size and helping 

behavior . Y o u wou ld think that the larger the group, the m o r e 

e m b o l d e n e d you would b e c o m e , the less fearful, the m o r e likely you 

would be to reach out across danger. After all, do we no t feel mos t 

in t imidated alone, in the dark, in the back ally, where no light shines 

down? Are we not , as animals, mos t afraid and hesitant w h e n we s in

gularly roam the P le i s tocene plains, our predators everywhere , the 

protect ive herd dispersed? Latane and Darley's e x p e r i m e n t chal lenges 

the evolut ionary adage of safety in numbers . T h e r e i s some th ing 

about a c rowd of bystanders that inhibits helping behavior . I f you 

have the un lucky e x p e r i e n c e of, say, falling o f f a Ferris whee l at a ca r 

nival, you migh t j u s t be ignored, as Icarus was ignored w h e n he fell 

through the blue skies whi le the c i ty t e e m e d benea th h i m and p e o 

ple tu rned so casually away. However , i f you find yourse l f in the 

desert wi th o n e o the r person, and a sandstorm c o m e s , you can c o u n t 

on his help, eighty-five percent of the t ime, a t least accord ing to these 

findings. 

W h e n subjects first heard the p h o n y fit, they b e c a m e scared. N o t 

o n e subject displayed the kind of apathy so many hypothesized was at 

work wi th in the Genovese witnesses. T h e e x a m i n e r heard over the 

m i c r o p h o n e subjects saying, " M y god, he's having a fit." O t h e r s 

gasped or simply said, " O h . " S o m e said, " O h god , wha t should I do." 

Subjec ts were sweaty and t rembl ing w h e n the e x a m i n e r finally 

entered the r o o m , after six minutes of seizure had resulted in no call 

for help. " Is he all r ight, is he b e i n g taken care o f ? " the bystanders 



asked, clearly upset. We don' t k n o w w h o they are, but the Genovese 

witnesses were probably upset too , m o r e frozen in fear or indecis ion, 

than in the syrupy urban lassitude people suspected. 

W h e n pol ice asked the Genovese witnesses w h y they did no t help, 

they were at a loss for words. "I didn't want to get involved," they 

said, but n o n e cou ld really give a cohe ren t report of their internal 

m o n o l o g u e dur ing those thirty-five minutes o f horror . Dar ley and 

Latane's subjects also had no idea w h y they hadn't acted, and these 

were N Y U col lege students wi th advanced verbal skills. 

Dar ley and Latane surmise that, far from feeling apathy, subjects 

"had no t dec ided no t to respond. R a t h e r , they were still in a state of 

indecis ion and confl ic t c o n c e r n i n g w h e t h e r to respond o r not . T h e 

emot iona l behavior o f these nonresponding subjects was a sign of 

their con t inu ing confl ic t , a confl ic t that o the r subjects resolved by 

responding." 

Because response rates were so consistently tied to group size, 

Darley and Latane unders tood what no o n e else yet had: a p h e n o m e 

non they came to call "diffusion of responsibility." T h e m o r e people 

witnessing an event, the less responsible any one individual feels and, 

indeed, is, because responsibility is evenly distributed a m o n g the 

crowd. Diffusion of responsibility is further c o m p o u n d e d by social 

et iquette so strong it overrides even life-and-death situations; it would 

be terrible, after all, to be the only one to make a fuss, and perhaps for 

noth ing as well . W h o is to say what's a real and what's a false e m e r 

gency. " W e thought i t was a lover's quarrel," said o n e Genovese wi t 

ness. "I didn't k n o w exactly wha t was happening," said several Darley 

and Latane subjects. I understand this. So , probably, do you. A poorly 

clad man falls on the street. Is he having a heart attack or did he jus t 

trip? Is he a "bum," w h o is drunk and might cop a feel if you reach 

out? Supposing he doesn' t want your help, your bleeding-heart- l iberal 

help, and he yells at you, and you are shamed in the marketplace, the 

public square, your politics and tendencies revealed for wha t they 

truly are, self-righteous and discriminatory. We doubt ourselves. Do 

we ever doubt ourselves! Feminis t psychologists like Caro l Gilligan 



have wri t ten at length about h o w girls in this culture lose their 

" v o i c e " and their perceptions o n c e they turn the treacherous c o r n e r 

into adolescence, but exper iments like Darley and Latane s suggest this 

loss of conf idence is spurious. We never had it. We are animals cursed 

with a c o r t e x that has b l o o m e d so big above our snake brains that 

instinct and i t c o r o l l a r y — c o m m o n sense—get squelched. 

4. YOU MUST DECIDE WHAT ACTION TO TAKE 

T h e story is no t over. I t gets still stranger. We are unlikely to help 

others , Dar ley and Latane discovered, m o r e because o f the presence 

o f o the r observers than because o f ingrained apathy. W h a t happens, 

however, w h e n the " o t h e r " in need of help i s n o w us? W h a t happens 

i f we f ind ourselves in a social sett ing, and in possible danger? W i l l we 

act on b e h a l f o f ou r o w n bodies , a t the very least? 

T h e critical phrase here is "possible danger." In clear danger, as in 

conflagrations, the snake brain uncoils and hisses its directives. B u t 

most of life, and most emergenc ies , reside in some m o r e nuanced 

place, in twil ight t imes where interpretat ion is difficult. Y o u feel a 

lump on your breast: what is it? T h e house smells like gas, or is it tea? 

Dar ley and Latane's work shows us that even someth ing as supposedly 

stark as a crisis is really malleable narrative; emergenc ies are no t fact, 

but consc ious cons t ruc t ion , and this may be w h y we fail. O u r stories, 

writes psychiatrist R o b e r t C o l e s in his b o o k The Call of Stories: 

Teaching and the Moral Imagination, give mean ing to our lives. T h e flip 

side of the story about stories is this: they lead us absurdly astray. 

A second e x p e r i m e n t c o n d u c t e d by Dar ley and Latane o c c u r r e d 

in a r o o m wi th a vent. T h e two psychologists recrui ted two col lege 

students as actors . O n e co l lege student was the naive subject . All 

were to sit in a r o o m together and fill out a quest ionnaire on col lege 

life. Several minutes into the expe r imen t , the psychologists , c r o u c h e d 

deep in the building's duc twork , released a fo rm of nonhazardous but 

entirely c o n v i n c i n g s m o k e through the room's vent. P ic ture it. At 

f irst the smoke wisped up slowly, but no t so slowly that i t wasn't 



immedia te ly recognized by the naive subject . T h e confederates were 

instructed to keep filling ou t their forms, to display no fear. T h e y did. 

T h e smoke started pour ing like cream, c o m i n g faster, heavier, smear 

ing the air and blot t ing out figures, faces. T h e s m o k e was an irr i tant 

and caused o n e to cough . E a c h t ime, the subject l ooked alarmed, 

l ooked at the smoke go ing from wisp to waft, l o o k e d at the ca lm 

confederates, and then, clearly confused, wen t back to f i l l ing ou t the 

quest ionnaire . A few subjects w e n t over to the vent and inspected it, 

and then l o o k e d at the confederates, w h o did no t seem to care, and 

then w e n t back to f i l l ing ou t the fo rm. H o w odd! A few of the sub

j e c t s asked w h e t h e r i t was unusual, smoke pour ing from the vent , but 

the confederates ju s t shrugged the quest ion off. In the entire e x p e r i 

men t , on ly o n e subjec t repor ted the smoke to the e x p e r i m e n t e r 

down the hall wi th in four minutes , only three repor ted the smoke 

wi th in the entire exper imen ta l pe r iod , and the rest no t a t all. T h e y 

decided, based on the social cues of the confederates, rather than the 

material ev idence , to interpret the e m e r g e n c y as a harmless failure of 

the a i r -condi t ion ing system, and under the spell of that story, they 

jus t hacked away until many minutes had passed, and there was a fine 

whi te f i lm in their hair and on their lips, and the e x a m i n e r c a m e in 

and called it off. 

Now, this is funny. T h i s perhaps m o r e than any o the r e x p e r i m e n t 

shows the pure folly that lives at the heart of human beings; i t runs so 

coun te r to c o m m o n sense that we would rather risk our lives than 

break rank, that we value social e t iquet te over survival. I t puts E m i l y 

Post in a w h o l e n e w place. M a n n e r s are no t frivolous; they are m o r e 

forceful than lust, than fear, m o r e p r imal—tha t deep preening. W h e n 

Daley and Latane varied the e x p e r i m e n t so the naive subject was 

alone in the r o o m , he or she almost always cons t ruc ted the story of 

smoke as an e m e r g e n c y and repor ted it immediately. 

S O C I A L C U I N G . T h e bystander effect. Pluralistic ignorance . T h e 

scient i f ic-sounding phrases bel ie the absurdities they descr ibe . Across 



the street from me is a beautiful church wi th emerald moss tamped 

be tween the stones. S o m e t i m e s I go to this church , for the singing. 

After Sunday se rmons , a co l l ec t ion basket gets passed around. O n e 

day, whi le in the midst of reading the stories of smoke and stabbing, I 

no t i ced that the basket, before reaching the first person in the first 

pew, was already mysteriously plied wi th a f lurry of folded dollar 

bills. A few weeks later, my sister, a bar tender , confessed to me h o w 

she "salts" he r tip cup at the beg inn ing of each evening wi th a few 

fives and tens: "I get a lot m o r e tips that way," she told me . "Peop l e 

th ink people before t h e m have given. A n d so they do too." We are 

driven by imi ta t ion . 

T h e Dar ley and Latane exper imen t s galvanized ethologists to l o o k 

for similar tendencies in " the wild." Do giraffes, for instance, give a 

lot o f sideway glances before eat ing from the top o f that tree? Do 

primates depend on the react ions o f the pack before figuring ou t 

h o w to proceed? Here 's a tale abou t turkeys: Turkey mothe r s k n o w 

to care for the i r young only w h e n they hear the babies make a very 

particular ch i rp ing sound. I f the ch icks fail to make that sound, the 

m o t h e r is suboptimally cued, and the ch icks die. So strong is the 

inf luence of that particular social cue that scientists have b e e n able to 

attach tape recordings of the ch i cks ' cr ies o n t o polecats , the turkey's 

p r ime predator, and thus fool the m o t h e r in to matern i ty whi le she is 

murdered by the wired beast. Ethologis ts c la im social cuing, or fixed 

patterns of behavior , in animals l ike birds is instinctual, a part of the 

brain's paste and circuits, whi le in humans it exists in ano the r plane, a 

product o f learning. Scientists doub t we have any particular " c u i n g " 

gene . I , for one , th ink we might . I r e m e m b e r be ing pregnant and 

h o w shocked I was that my b o d y cou ld make a baby, a w h o l e sepa

rate other , w i th no consc ious inst ruct ion from m e . H o w did i t k n o w 

what to do? Cel l s , i t turns out , are engaged in con t inuous conversa

t ion wi th o n e another , sending each o the r chemica l cues to then set 

o f f a l oop ing cascade of events that, over t ime, b e c o m e particular 

human parts and then the c o m p l e x w h o l e . T h e human heart i s made 

w h e n o n e single cell cues another , and then that cells nudges yet 



another , and so here is the hand, the tongue , the bones , w h i c h are 

fine wh i t e wires eventually sheathed wi th the silk of flesh. In my 

case, the cues were all co r r ec t and so I have my girl, and she is good . 

IN A W O R L D where ever c o m p l e x signals—cellular, chemica l , cu l 

tural—cascade through us and around us wi th amazing alacrity, we 

simply don' t have t ime to sift through all the ev idence and take c o n 

sidered act ion. We would be paralyzed i f we did. T h a n k s to social 

cuing, and its chemica l c o m p o n e n t s , we can build babies and sit 

silently w h e n si lence i s called for. B e c a u s e of social cu ing we k n o w 

w h e n to waltz, w h e n to break bread, w h e n to make love. On the 

o ther hand, as Dar ley and Latane have demonstra ted, our interpretive 

gear, l ike the turkey mother ' s , is far from foolproof . Based on the 

smoke exper iments , Dav id Phillips, a sociologis t a t the Univers i ty of 

California, has discovered a particularly bizarre side to the story. Da ta 

from the F B I and state law en fo rcemen t agencies clearly show that 

after any wel l -publ ic ized suicide, the n u m b e r of fatalities from plane 

and car crashes rise. Phillips has dubbed this p h e n o m e n o n " the 

Wer the r effect," because after G o e t h e published The Sorrows of Young 

Werther, about an overwrought fictional character w h o killed h imse l f 

for unrequi ted love, a rash of suicides rippled through e igh teen th -

century Germany . Phillips e x a m i n e d the suicide statistics in the 

Un i t ed States b e t w e e n 1 9 4 7 and 1 9 6 8 . He found that wi th in two 

months after every front-page suicide story, an average of fifty-eight 

more people than usual killed themselves. M o r e disturbing is the data 

that shows the rise in car and plane wrecks fol lowing such we l l -

publicized suicides. W r i t e s R o b e r t Cialdini , a social scientist at the 

Universi ty of Ar izona , " I cons ider this insight bril l iant. First [the 

Wer ther effect] explains the data beautifully. If these wrecks really are 

instances of imitative suicide, i t makes sense that we should see an 

increase in the wrecks after suicide stories appear . . . . F o r several rea

sons—to protect their reputations, to spare their families the shame 

a n d hurt, to al low their dependents to co l lec t on insurance p o l i c i e s — 



they do no t want to appear to have kil led themselves. . . . So p u r p o -

sively, furtively, they cause the w r e c k of a car or a plane they are 

operat ing . . . a c o m m e r c i a l airline pi lot cou ld dip the nose of an air

craft . . . the driver of a car cou ld suddenly swerve in to a tree." 

T h i s is hard for me to bel ieve. Imitat ive single suicides I can 

understand, but is the W e r t h e r effect, or social cuing, so strong that i t 

would really cause a rise in c o m m e r c i a l plane crashes fol lowing, say, 

Kur t Coba in ' s death? W o u l d pilots o f planes o r trains w h o have har

bored suicidal impulses, but never b e e n able to act on them, be so 

l iberated in to imita t ion by a front-page story that they would b r ing 

down o the r lives as well? Dar ley says, in a p h o n e conversat ion, " W e l l , 

there are cer ta inly a lot o f instances of peop le be ing cued in to sui

cide, bu t maybe the plane crash th ing is an exaggerat ion." On the 

o the r hand, Cialdini , o n e o f the mos t c i ted l iving social psychologists , 

swears by the accuracy of the data. "Tru ly fr ightening," he wri tes in 

his b o o k on inf luence, "are the n u m b e r o f i n n o c e n t people w h o die 

in the bargain. . . . I have b e e n sufficiently effected by these statistics 

to beg in to take no t e of front page suicide stories and to change my 

behavior in the pe r iod after their initial appearance. I am especially 

cautious beh ind the w h e e l of a car. I am reluctant to take ex tended 

trips requi r ing a lot of air travel. If I must fly dur ing such a pe r iod I 

purchase substantially m o r e flight insurance than I normal ly would . 

Dr . Phillips has done us a service by demonst ra t ing the odds for sur

vival w h e n we travel change measurably for a t ime fol lowing the 

publ icat ion of cer ta in kinds o f front page stories. I t wou ld seem only 

prudent to play those odds." 

How, I wonder , is Cialdini p lanning to play the odds n o w that 

suicide stories have b e e n in the front page for well over a m o n t h , and 

show no signs of dispersing? He must be hiding in a hand-bui l t 

bunker somewhere . I call h i m up. A w o m a n named B o b e t t e tells me 

he's in G e r m a n y and won ' t be b a c k for qui te s o m e t ime. "Is he afraid 

to fly b a c k ? " I ask her. " O h , " she says, " these are scary, scary t imes. Of 

course Dr . Cia ldini knows there will be m o r e attacks, the pr inciple o f 

cu ing makes i t inevitable." 



" W o u l d he think it's strange that I purchased a gas mask?" I ask her. 

" O f course not," she says. " B u t he wou ld also say to you that in 

l ight of wha t happened, you have to live your life and live i t bet ter ." 

" D o e s he have a gas mask?" I ask. 

She doesn ' t answer. 

IT A L L A P P E A R S g r im . T h e s e are glorious autumn days, a sudden 

Indian summer, the air smelling of warmed frui t pulp from the apple 

trees, where every orb is flush. I p ick apples with my daughter, holding 

her high in my arms so she can pluck the fruit from its tentative tether 

on the tree, ho ld it in her hand, bi te i t open, her tiny teeth punctur ing 

the skin—sweet j u i c e and bees. T h e bees drive us inside. T h e mosqu i 

toes are having a renaissance, their nosy noses bur rowing in to our 

exposed skin, and welts swell. I spray D E E T and o ther chemica l things, 

but the bugs are of some strange, strong strain; they go on humming , 

higher and higher. T h e s e are glorious days but for the bugs and the 

D E E T and the dead mouse I f ind beneath the stove, jus t its furred husk 

and the debris of decay here and there—its last breath was long ago. 

W h o could feel happy in such times? T h e D o w slides, the dogs are 

restless, and then the Cialdinis and Darleys and Wer thers of the world 

are claiming h o w bad builds on bad, stupidity begets stupidity, publicity 

drives the day until we are all wrapped in a media movie where the 

reel won ' t stop. W h a t hope for us is there, really? Y o u read about M i l -

gram and feel badly. Y o u read of Sk inner and feel confused. Y o u read 

Rosenhan ' s findings and feel our folly, but you read these exper iments 

and you feel someth ing far m o r e lethal than even the lethal shocks: 

You feel contagion. Y o u feel h o w we infect one another with our 

immobility, our diffusions, our confusions. Is there a gas mask for that? 

5. YOU MUST THEN TAKE ACTION 

His name is Ar thur B e a m a n and he's no t famous, a l though maybe he 

should be . B e a m a n , a social scientist a t the Univers i ty of M o n t a n a , 



made an interest ing discovery that he and his coauthors repor ted in 

1 9 7 9 in The Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin. I wen t in search 

of the actual study and found i t in the expec ted , dusty library t o m e , 

the paper ex t remely short , dense wi th corre la t ion coefficients and 

two- ta i led tests and quantitative symbols like A , # , + , - , and —, w h i c h 

may be w h y no o n e knows o f their findings. An expe r imen t , i n order 

to break b e y o n d the con ta ine r o f sc ience , needs to have s o m e poe t ry 

in its presentat ion, s o m e smoke , s o m e shock , a verbal trill or two. 

B u t let's try to shuck our way through Beaman ' s weighty wr i t ing 

style and try to f ind the fruits of the work , w h i c h are this: i f you edu

cate a group of people about the concep t s of social cuing, pluralistic 

ignorance , the bystander effect, then you in s o m e sense inocula te 

t h e m against these behaviors in the future. T h u s , wha t you have jus t 

read, these twenty or s o m e odd pages, these eight thousand words, is 

as m u c h a p iece of pedagogy as it is descr ipt ion or report . A c c o r d i n g 

to Beaman ' s findings, n o w that you k n o w h o w prone you are to miss 

the crucial beat , you are far less l ikely to fall v ic t im to interpretative 

mishaps. I t migh t even be fair to say that I b o u g h t o n e k ind of gas 

mask and wove another , wi th words, to pro tec t against a different sort 

o f threat. 

B e a m a n t o o k a group o f co l lege students. He showed t h e m f i lms 

of Dar ley and Latane's seizure and s m o k e exper imen t s , f i lms that 

clearly art iculated for the v iewer wha t Dar ley and Latane developed 

as the f ive stages of helping behavior : 

1. Y o u , the potent ial helper, must no t i ce an event is o c c u r r i n g . 

2. Y o u must interpret the event as o n e in w h i c h help is needed . 

3. Y o u must assume personal responsibility. 

4 . Y o u must decide wha t ac t ion to take. 

5 . Y o u must then take ac t ion. 

T h e students w h o saw the f i lms and learned the necessary stages 

that cu lmina ted in g o o d ci t izenship were nearly tw ice as likely to 

offer help than those w i thou t such educat ion . Students so exposed, 



or inocula ted , held ou t their hands to ladies w h o slipped on the ice , 

to people in fender benders , to the epileptic with a sudden se izure— 

accidents are everywhere , these water landings. O n e has to w o n d e r 

why, i f educat ion is so effective in chang ing the rates of helping 

behavior and p romot ing effective crisis managemen t , it isn't a p e r m a 

nent part of our national pedagogy. I t wou ld be so easy to slip i t in to 

the manda tory course on first aid, o r C P R cert i f icat ion, o r even pub

lic service billboards. Five s imple things you need to do. Especial ly 

now, as our nat ion appears to be rounding s o m e cri t ical bend , we 

need to know. I f the bus blows up, we need to know. 

N o w that I know, I feel I am bet ter prepared. We are instructed by 

politicians to go about our business, but to be alert for strange signs. I 

decide i t is t ime, and go downtown . O n e week has passed since this 

country's largest terrorist attack, and there are rumblings that another 

one is c o m i n g this weekend . " Y o u must go about your business," 

everyone says, and, really, what else can you do? So I go downtown , 

despite the fact that crowds n o w put me on edge. B o s t o n in the 

autumn is lovely, gi lded wi th w a r m sunlight, the grass in the city 

graveyard a teal Atlantic green. T h e city, however, is oddly quiet , and 

what sounds there are have a he ightened significance, everything satu

rated with meaning. A child screams as his swing arcs high in to the 

air. A newspaper left on a park b e n c h twitches in the wind . Up on 

B e a c o n Hill I see my favorite B o s t o n site, the o n e I have loved since I 

was a little girl, the statehouse's gold dome , benea th w h i c h I used to 

imagine all manne r of strange winged creatures convened , and I was 

right. Now, the politicians are nowhere to be seen, but what I do find, 

by the iron gate, is a bad - look ing boy, of about e ighteen, wi th an 

aggressively bald head sport ing an e tched blue cross. He is in his un i 

form, those lace-up b lack boots , the Aryan hair on his arms giving o f f 

a glint. He looks very suspicious. A knife handle, or what appears to 

be a knife handle, ju t s from his pocket . He is hunched in a corner , 

clearly trying no t to be seen, and sketching someth ing fast—a route 

into the statehouse, a route out , w h o knows. We heard, jus t the o ther 

day, that sketches of embassies and airports, a long with crop-dust ing 



manuals, were p lucked from dens in Det ro i t . T h e boy is mut te r ing 

someth ing to himself. He says, "Air ." He says, "Swallow." Despi te all I 

have read and studied about be ing a bystander, I am still no t at all sure 

what to do. T h e safest thing would be to report h im, but h o w really 

r idiculous that wou ld be! Th i s is the p rob lem wi th educat ion. Step 

n u m b e r one . Y o u have to recognize that help is needed. In a wor ld 

m o r e shadow than sun, this is no t easy to do. Instead, I go a little closer 

to the bad- look ing boy, the n e o - N a z i , or someone ' s k ind rebell ious 

son, and then all of a sudden, sensing my prying presence, he whips his 

head toward me , and I see his eyes are a cut-glass green, in liquid. 

I smile at h im, a little shaky smile. 

He ponders me up and down and then smiles back . 

We say no t a word, bu t he k n o w s wha t I am thinking: the fast, 

furious sketches, the mil i tary c rouch , the baldness, the badness, every

where . 

T h e penc i l he is using is short , wi th a t h i ck charcoal nose, and i t 

gives o f f lush fuzzy lines of design. 

T h i s I k n o w because the boy now, understanding my thoughts (that 

we can hear each o the r somet imes w i thou t any words exchanged , yet 

at o the r t imes no t even a scream helps us make s e n s e — h o w odd this 

is, h o w confusing the mult iple languages of l ife) , turns his sketch pad 

toward me so I can see wha t he is up to, and on i t there are no ex i t or 

egress routes or anything suspicious. T h e r e is jus t a drawing of the 

single tree on the statehouse lawn, its leaves in the picture so in t r i 

cately rendered, so mult iply veined. A n d then I see it, h o w inside 

every l e a f there is the slightest suggest ion of a human face, life at the 

very beg inn ing or at the very end . I t is no t clear. B u t the pic ture is 

lovely. N o w the b o y rips i t from his sketch pad and gives i t to m e . I 

take it h o m e . I hang it here, above my desk, and somet imes as I type 

these words, I stop to stare in to the branches w h e r e those ha l f -born 

human faces hover, the leaves' w e b w o r k so loaded wi th message and 

mystery and mult iple meanings . I k n o w the five stages, and still the 

story swerves. 



Quieting the Mind 

T H E E X P E R I M E N T S O F 

L E O N F E S T I N C E R 

Leon Festinger was bom May 8, 1919, to parents of Russian descent. 

He studied psychology at City College of NewYork, and then pursued 

a graduate degree at the University of Iowa, where he was mentored by 

the well-known German psychologist Kurt Lewin. Eventually Lewin 

and Festinger moved to MIT, and in 1957, Festinger published his 

best-known work, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, in which he 

writes, "The psychological opposition of irreconcilable ideas (cognitions) 

held simultaneously by one individual, created a motivating force that 

would lead, under proper conditions, to the adjustment of one's belief to 

fit one's behavior—instead of changing one's behavior to fit one's belief 

(the sequence conventionally assumed)." 

Festinger was a rigorous researcher and experimentalist. In order to 

test his theory of "irreconcilable ideas," better known now as "cognitive 

dissonance," he constructed a series of small, strategically complex, and 

surprising experiments that were the first of their kind to illuminate 

the rationalizing machinations of the human mind. 



Her n a m e was M a r i o n K e e c h . His n a m e was Dr . Armst rong . 

T h e y lived in Lake City, Minneapo l i s , a co ld windy place 

w h e r e the winters were all whi te , w h e r e snow fell from smeared 

clouds, each flake like a little message, a design to be decoded . 

A n d in this vast landscape M a r i o n K e e c h , an ordinary housewife , 

received o n e day a let ter from a be ing named Sananda. It c a m e no t in 

an envelope, bu t in a high-densi ty vibrat ion that caused her hand to 

shiver across the n o t e b o o k page, and the words said this: " T h e upris

ing o f the Atlant ic b o t t o m will submerge the land o f the At lant ic 

seaboard; F rance will s i nk . . . . Russ ia will b e c o m e o n e great sea . . . a 

great wave rushes in to the R o c k y M o u n t a i n s . . . for the purpose of 

purifying i t o f the earthlings, and creat ing the n e w order." T h e m e s 

sages, after that, c ame to M a r i o n K e e c h fast and furious. T h e y 

warned o f an impend ing flood, on midnight , D e c e m b e r 2 1 . B u t all 

w h o bel ieved in a god named Sananda wou ld be saved. 

M a r i o n K e e c h bel ieved. Dr . Arms t rong , a physician w h o held a 

prestigious post at a nearby col lege , and w h o m e t M r s . K e e c h at a fly

ing saucer club, also c a m e to bel ieve. So did B e r t h a and D o n and 

Andrew and qui te a few others . T h e y b e c a m e a cult and made their 

preparations. It was N o v e m b e r and nights fell fast, darkness s lamming 

down, as tactile as tar. T h e group put out a single press release to a 

news agency, bu t o the r than that they shunned publicity, for on ly a 

few were chosen by Sananda, and to spread panic s eemed cruel . 

Nevertheless , word got out , and midwesterners from Idaho to Iowa 

were cur ious , bemused . L e o n Festinger, a th i r ty -one-year -o ld psy

chologis t a t the nearby Univers i ty of Minneso t a , heard about the cult 

and dec ided to infiltrate it. W h a t wou ld happen, he wondered , w h e n 

midnight on D e c e m b e r 21 c a m e around and no spaceship landed, no 

rains came? W o u l d the group lose faith? H o w do human beings react, 

Fest inger wanted to know, w h e n p rophecy fails? 

Fest inger organized a few cohor t s to go under cover, posing as 

believers and gaining ent ry in to the cult . T h e y observed the m e m 

bers ' intense preparation for the solstice event . Kitty, a cult m e m b e r , 



quit her j o b , sold he r h o m e , and left wi th he r infant daughter to take 

up residence wi th M r s . K e e c h . Dr . Armst rong, too , was so c o n v i n c e d 

of the i m m i n e n t f lood that he j eopard ized his j o b as a d o c t o r by 

preaching in the examin ing r o o m , and so was summari ly fired, left 

high and dry wi th a simple s te thoscope and a reflex h a m m e r — i t 

didn't matter. World ly goods , prestigious titles, they were irrelevant to 

the savior Sananda, and to the n e w planet w h e r e these people were 

going, far, far from here, invisible in the sky excep t for an occas ional 

flash of light, l ike a red rent open ing up and then sucked back in to 

blackness. 

On the eve o f the actual f lood, believers and the i ncogn i to 

researchers gathered in M a r i o n Keech ' s l iving r o o m for instruct ions, 

w h i c h c a m e in the f o r m of au tomat ic wri t ings and p h o n e calls from 

spacemen posing as people playing practical j o k e s , but w h o really had 

coded messages to deliver. F o r instance, o n e caller said, "Hey , there's a 

flood in my ba th room, wanna c o m e over and ce lebra te?" and this was 

so obviously a secret signal from Sananda's special assistant that the 

group expressed delight. A message c a m e in the fo rm of a myster ious 

p iece of tin found in the weave of the l iving r o o m rug. T h e tin was a 

warn ing that group m e m b e r s must r emove all metal from their 

c lo th ing before en te r ing the spaceship, w h i c h would park at the 

street curb in ju s t ten m o r e minutes! Frantically, the w o m e n began 

tearing the eyelets and clasps from their brassieres; the m e n plucked 

out buttons; o n e of the researchers, w h o had a metal zipper in his 

pants, was hastily removed to a b e d r o o m , where Dr . Armst rong , in a 

surge of panic, brea th ing heavily and eyeing the c lock , cut ou t the 

crotch so there was a great gash w h e r e the midwestern w i n d seeped 

through. 

I t was 1 1 : 5 0 P.M. then, ten minutes to touch down. People had quit 

j obs , sold homes , alienated family m e m b e r s — t h e y were heavily 

invested. T h e two c locks in Mrs . Keech 's house c l icked loudly, first a 

sound as steady as a heart and then a sound m o r e and more ominous as 

midnight came, and went . C l i ck c l ick went the c lock , the tsking of a 

tongue, no t a drop falling from the frozen sky, the land outside as 



parched as Canaan, as dense in its darkness. S o m e cult members , visibly 

shocked, wept into their hands. Othe r s jus t lay on couches , staring 

blankly into the empty air. Still others peered be tween the curtains at 

the great spotlights sweeping the yard, spotlights not from a spaceship, 

as they had so hoped, but from news stations, c o m e to have some fun. 

P R I O R TO T H E Great Even t , the cult m e m b e r s had eschewed almost 

all publicity, save for a single warn ing in a press release, this despite 

the fact that news of the c o m i n g catastrophe had spread across the 

Midwes t and m e m b e r s received many requests to speak on camera . 

Now, however, as the night wore on and the sky stayed dry, Fest inger 

observed a strange thing starting to happen. T h e cult m e m b e r s swept 

open the curtains to the camera crews. T h e y invited t h e m in, gal

lantly, manically, offering t h e m tea and cook i e s . M a r i o n K e e c h , sitting 

in the l iving r o o m chair, received an urgent message from a h igh -

density be ing that said, o n c e she had scr ibbled i t out , to con t ac t as 

many media stations as possible and report that the f lood did no t 

c o m e because " the little group sitting all n ight l ong had spread so 

m u c h l ight that god saved the wor ld from destruct ion." Mrs . K e e c h 

called A B C , C B S , and the New York Times, and this was a c o m p l e t e 

about - face ; now, she wanted to talk. A r o u n d 4 A.M. a newsman 

phoned . He had p h o n e d jus t a few days earlier and asked, wi th m u c h 

sarcasm, i f M r s . K e e c h would like to c o m e on his show and celebrate 

an end -o f - the -wor ld party, to w h i c h she had responded by s lamming 

down the receiver, heated, furious. Now, w h e n he called back to bait 

he r over the failure o f the prophecy, she said, " C o m e r ight out! T h i s 

minu te !" Cu l t m e m b e r s p h o n e d Life, Time, and Newsweek, and in the 

ensuing days gave dozens of interviews to reporters, all in an at tempt 

to c o n v i n c e the public that their act ions and beliefs were no t in vain. 

T h e y greeted news o f a D e c e m b e r 21 ear thquake in Italy wi th j o y 

and dancing. " T h e earth's skin [is] slipping." 

Dissonance . A mil l ion rationalizations, fault lines in the earth, in 

the brain, and all sorts of ways to sew t h e m up. We can only imagine 



Festinger's fun, and also his sorrow, as he saw the way people leap to 

lies, over look, sift through, sort out , tamp down. To Festinger, the 

dramatic increase in publ ic proselytizing fol lowing such an obvious 

failure was comple te ly counter in tu i t ive and b e c a m e the basis for a 

theory and a set of expe r imen t s he designed to test the theory: c o g 

nitive dissonance. W h a t Fest inger found, in his infiltration of the cult 

and in his readings of the history, was that i t is precisely w h e n a b e l i e f 

is d isconf i rmed that rel igious groups beg in to proselytize, a sort of 

desperate defense mechan i sm. T h e dis junct ion be tween wha t one 

believes and the factual ev idence is highly uncomfor tab le , like 

scratching on slate. S o o t h i n g can c o m e on ly i f m o r e and m o r e people 

sign o n t o the spaceship, so to speak, because if we are all f lying this 

thing together , then surely we must be right. 

IT S E E M S F I T T I N G that a man l ike Fest inger would discover c o g n i 

tive dissonance. Fest inger had a g rumpy manner , and dandruff on his 

lapels, and wherever he went , he grated. 

E l l io t Aronson was o n e of Festinger's graduate students way back 

in the 1 9 5 0 s , w h e n behav ior i sm still domina ted the day. "Fes t inger 

was an ugly little man," says Aronson , "and mos t students were so 

afraid of h i m they wouldn ' t take his seminars. B u t he had a certain 

warmth about h im. He was also the on ly genius I have ever met . 

That 's it. I won ' t say more . " 

After the cult study, Fest inger and his col leagues set out to explore 

cognit ive dissonance in all its d imensions . In o n e expe r imen t , they 

paid s o m e people twenty dollars to lie and o the r people on ly o n e 

dollar to lie. W h a t they found is that those w h o had l ied for o n e do l 

lar were far m o r e likely to c la im, after the fact, that they really 

believed the lie, than those w h o ' d ea rned the twenty dollars. W h y 

would that be? Fest inger hypothesized that i t is m u c h harder to j u s 

tify lying for a dollar; you are a good , smart person, after all, and 

good, smart people don ' t do bad things for no real reason. The re fo re , 

because you can ' t take back the lie, and you 've already p o c k e t e d the 



measly money , you b r ing your beliefs in to a l ignment wi th your 

act ions, so as to reduce the dissonance b e t w e e n your se l f -concep t and 

your quest ionable behavior . However , those folks w h o were paid 

twenty dollars to lie, they didn't change their beliefs; in effect, they 

said, " Y e a h , I l ied, I didn't bel ieve a word of wha t I said, but I go t paid 

well ." T h e twenty-dol lar subjects e x p e r i e n c e d less dissonance; they 

could find a compe l l i ng jus t i f icat ion for their fibs, and that jus t i f ica

t ion had double digits and a crisp snap. 

Dissonance theory t o o k A m e r i c a n psychology by s torm. " B y 

storm," says Aronson. " I t was T H E T H I N G . I t was so elegant. I t offered 

such elegant explanations for such mysterious behavior." Dissonance 

theory explained, for instance, the long baffling fact that during the 

Korean War, the Chinese had been eerily efficient at getting Amer i can 

P O W s to espouse c o m m u n i s m . T h e Ch inese did this, no t through tor 

ture or through big gilded bribes, but merely by offering the prisoners 

a bit of r ice or candies for wri t ing an an t i -Amer ican essay. Subsequent 

to wri t ing the essay and getting the prize, many soldiers c ame to c o n 

vert to c o m m u n i s m . Th i s is odd, especially because we tend to believe 

brainwashing is accomplished through a series of fierce scrubbings 

with caustic soap, or piles of glittering prizes. B u t dissonance theory 

predicts that the more paltry the reward for engaging in behavior that is 

inconsistent with one's beliefs, the more likely the person is to change 

his or her beliefs. I t makes a kind of c rooked sense. If you sell yourself 

for a p iece of candy, or a single cigarette, or a scatter of r ice, you had 

bet ter c o m e up with some conv inc ing reason why you did this, lest 

you feel you are, jus t simply, a schmuck . If you can't take back the essay, 

or the lie, then you change your beliefs so they no longer scrape and 

scratch and you are saved from schmuckdem. T h e Chinese were mas

ters at intuitively understanding cognit ive dissonance; they held tiny 

trinkets in their palms and, from the force of these, got grown m e n to 

open and change their very moldable minds. 

Fes t inger and his students discovered several different fo rms of 

dissonance. W h a t he observed in the cult , he cal led the B e l i e f / 

D i s c o n f i r m a t i o n Paradigm. W h a t he observed wi th the lying for 



money, he called the Insufficient Rewards Paradigm. A n o t h e r type, 

the Induced C o m p l i a n c e Paradigm, is best illustrated by an e x p e r i 

m e n t in w h i c h col lege freshman, a t tempt ing to get in to a fraternity, 

went through severe o r mi ld hazing rites. T h o s e w h o w e n t through 

the severe hazing rites c la imed m u c h m o r e al legiance to the group 

than those w h o hadn't . W i t h these simple exper imen t s , Fest inger 

turned all of psychology on its head. He turned S k i n n e r hard on his 

head. After all, Sk inne r had said rewards reinforce and pun ishment 

extinguishes, but this little man L e o n , this shedding sloppy scholar, 

had, wi th a few swift strokes, shown behavior i sm was wrong . W r o n g ! 

We are driven by pun ishment and paltriness; a t the cen te r of the 

human universe sits n o t a b ig c h u n k of cheese but a t iny scrap of 

someth ing , and there are no pigeons, no rats, no boxes . T h e r e are 

only human beings mot iva ted by minds that must be made c o m f o r t 

able. Sk inne r t o o k mental ism right out of the picture, leaving us wi th 

jus t our mechanis t ic cond i t i oned responses, and then a long c a m e 

L e o n , cranky, acerbic L e o n , and he handed us back ou r c o m p l e x 

brains, and he said, in effect, human behavior cannot be explained by 

reward theory alone. Human beings THINK. They engage in the most 

amazing mental gymnastics, all just to justify their hypocrisy. 

Fest inger did no t have a happy v iew of human nature. He smoked 

two packs of unfiltered C a m e l s a day and died of liver c ance r a t age 

s ixty-nine. It is no surprise that Festinger's tastes ran to the ex is ten

tialists: Sartre with his ho l lowed universe; Camus , w h o bel ieved man 

spends his entire life t rying to conv ince h imse l f that he is no t absurd. 

M a n , thought Festinger, was no t a rational be ing , but a rationalizing 

being. He lived wi th his s econd wife, Trudy, in a village apartment , 

where , I imagine , his cigarette glit tered orange in the l o w light, 

where b o o k s l ined the study walls, w h e r e a single mezuzah was 

pinned to the doo r frame, a t iny silver scroll, inside, s o m e story. 

I K N O W A story. It's o n e Fest inger would probably like. N o t far from 

m e , in the small city of Worces ter , Massachusetts , lives a walking talk-



ing e p i t o m e of rat ionalization. H e r n a m e i s Linda Santo . Fifteen years 

ago, he r three-year -o ld daughter, Audrey, fell in to the family s w i m 

m i n g p o o l and was discovered floating face down, in the deep end. 

She was rescued and resuscitated, bu t her brain had been b lo t ted out , 

j u s t a few electr ical squiggles at the base, w h e r e the heartbeat is c o n 

trolled, w h e r e the sweat glands send their signals, that sort of thing. 

T h e base. 

Fifteen years ago Linda S a n t o — a b o u t w h o m I have read many 

articles and w h o has appeared many t imes on local television as half-

hero, half-oddity—fifteen years ago she brought he r baby Audrey 

h o m e , h o o k e d up to life support , a t r a cheo tomy ho le drilled in her 

throat, and she ba thed the chi ld and tu rned he r ten t imes a day so her 

skin stayed rosy and no t a single bedsore puckered, and she propped 

her girl's head on whi t e satin pillows, shaped l ike hearts, and she sur

rounded her girl wi th religious relics, because Linda's Ca tho l i c faith 

had always b e e n strong. Audrey lay in bed whi le on a ledge above 

her, Jesus held his heart and M a r y l o o k e d on in an atti tude of 

ecstasy—tiny statues, huge statues, stigmata on porcelain palms, the 

b l o o d bee t - r ed and dried. 

A few m o n t h s after the accident , accord ing to various newspaper 

articles, her husband left her. N o w she had no money. S h e had three 

o the r children. T h e religious relics around Audrey's bedside began to 

move . T h e y would , o f their o w n accord , turn and face the tabernacle . 

R e a l b l o o d o o z e d out o f Christ 's c racked wounds . Strange oils began 

to track the faces of the saints. A n d Audrey herself, well , he r eyes 

o p e n e d and t icked back and forth, back and forth, and every L e n t she 

screamed in pain, and then fell in to a deep, deep sleep, on Easter. 

People began to c o m e to Audrey, people wi th mult iple sclerosis 

and brain tumors and heart disease and depression. T h e y began to 

c o m e and take h o m e wi th t h e m some o f the miraculous ho ly oils 

dr ipping from the relics. In the San to household , miracles occur red 

fast, o n e after the other , as the ill p i lgr ims knee l ing by the girl's b e d 

side w e n t from blindedness to sight, as Audrey herse l f began to bleed 

from every or i f ice as t hough she were suffering the sins of the w h o l e 



world. Linda claims that she was no t mystified. S h e k n e w her daugh

ter was a saint, that G o d had chosen Audrey to be a v ic t im soul, to 

take on the pains of o the r people so that they cou ld be healed. Linda 

had seen i t wi th he r o w n eyes. Fu r the rmore , the date of Audrey's 

drowning was August 9, a t 1 1 : 0 2 in the m o r n i n g , and on ly forty 

years before that, on August 9 , a t 1 1 : 0 2 in the m o r n i n g , the U n i t e d 

States had dropped the b o m b on Nagasaki. O n e inc ident , accord ing 

to Linda, had shamed all of humankind ; n o w this inc ident was to 

r edeem it. 

T h e San to story is classic Festinger, the way the mother ' s m i n d 

twists to turn a ter r ib le tragedy in to some th ing of salvage, c o n s o 

nance achieved through a series of rapid rationalizations. How, I 

wonder , wou ld a person w h o so embod ies Festinger's t heory actually 

react to its expl ica t ion? 

L I N D A ' S V O I C E ON the p h o n e i s hoarse and slow; someth ing in its 

sound surprises me . I ' m a wri ter , I tell her. I 've seen he r on T V . I ' m 

explor ing b e l i e f and faith and a man n a m e d Fes t inge r— 

" W h a t is i t you want to k n o w ? " Linda asks. Perhaps what I hear is 

simply ce lebr i ty fatigue. O n e m o r e in te rv iew in the thousands she's 

given, but she' l l do i t again if she has t o — f o r Audrey, to spread the 

word. 

" I f you're a journa l i s t w h o wants to c o m e photograph my girl, I 

can tell you r ight now, you have to ask the c h u r c h — " 

" N o , " I say. " I want to k n o w i f you k n o w of a man named 

Festinger, and his exper imen t s . . . " 

"Festinger," she says, cackling, and then she doesn't say anything else. 

" T h e r e was o n c e this group," I say, "and they bel ieved a savior 

would c o m e for t h e m on D e c e m b e r 2 1 , and Festinger, a p s y c h o l o 

gist, studied wha t happened w h e n D e c e m b e r 21 c a m e around and 

they weren ' t saved." 

There ' s a l ong pause on the phone . W h a t I ' m do ing seems sud

denly cruel . When they weren't saved. In the backg round I can hear 



myster ious sounds, a k n o c k i n g , the sc reech of a c row flying skyward. 

"Fest inger ," Linda says. " Is that a J e w i s h n a m e ? " 

"Absolutely," I say. 

"Jewish people ask g o o d quest ions," she says. 

" A n d C a t h o l i c s ? " I say. 

" W e can quest ion. Faith in ou r G o d , " Linda says. " I t isn't always 

absolute. E v e n i f you have a direct email to Jesus , the l ine goes down 

somet ime . " S h e stops speaking; I can hear some th ing c lo t ted in he r 

voice . 

" F o r y o u ? " I say. "Has the l ine g o n e d o w n ? " 

"I have breast cancer ," Linda cont inues . " I ' ve had i t for the last 

seven years. I j u s t found ou t I ' m in my fifth recur rence , and I'll tell 

you, today I ' m tired." 

I lift my hand to my o w n chest , w h i c h has its o w n chiseled spots 

from mult iple biopsies, the cells benea th the skin squ i rming r e c k 

lessly. 

" C a n Audrey, wou ld you ask he r to h e a l — " 

Linda interrupts me . " Y o u want to k n o w the t ru th?" she says, he r 

vo ice sharp. " D o you and Fest inger want to k n o w what 's what? On a 

bad day, a day l ike today, I doub t w h e t h e r suffering has mean ing . 

W r i t e that down," she says. 

WHAT F E S T I N G E R W R O T E : the seek ing o f c o n s o n a n c e is a "drive 

state."We spend our lives paying a t tent ion on ly to in format ion that is 

consonan t wi th our beliefs, we surround ourselves wi th people w h o 

will support ou r beliefs, and we ignore cont rad ic tory informat ion 

that migh t cause us to quest ion wha t we have built . 

A n d yet, Linda San to points to the f laws in this theory, and the 

exper imen t s designed to test it. S o m e w h e r e , no t far from m e , r ight 

this minu te , sits a w o m a n in semidarkness, and she can cl ing to n o t h 

ing. H e r cancer , and he r daughter 's failure to heal it, are dissonant 

wi th he r prevailing paradigm, bu t instead o f seeking c o n s o n a n c e 

through rationalization, as Festinger, and I, predicted, Linda seems to 



be in some suspended place, where beliefs break up and fo rm n e w 

patterns we canno t yet qui te see. W h o knows wha t n e w shapes o f 

faith migh t e m e r g e from Linda's will ingness to w i thho ld rationaliza

t ion for real revision? Fest inger never explored this p h e n o m e n o n — 

h o w dissonance leads to doub t and doub t leads to light. N o r does he 

explore why some people c h o o s e rationalization as a strategy, and 

others c h o o s e revision. I th ink about Linda. I th ink about others . 

W h a t al lowed Isaac N e w t o n to e x c h a n g e the palm of god for gravity, 

or C o l u m b u s to c o m e away wi th a curved rimless world? T h r o u g h 

out all o f history there have b e e n examples o f people w h o , instead o f 

clapping thei r hands over their ears, pushed in to dissonance, wil l ing 

to hear what migh t emerge . Festinger, actually, i s o n e of those people . 

His ideas and expe r imen t s were highly dissonant wi th the Sk inner ian 

wisdom of his day. A n d he pursued it. W h y ? 

"Dis sonance , " says El l io t Aronson , leading dissonance researcher 

and Professor Emer i tus a t Univers i ty of Cal i fornia , Santa C r u z , "d is 

sonance i s really no t about l o o k i n g a t h o w people change . T h e t h e 

ory jus t didn't c o n c e r n i tself wi th that." 

" D o n ' t you think that's a s h o r t c o m i n g to the t h e o r y ? " I ask. 

"Unders tand ing w h y s o m e peop le resolve dissonance creatively, 

whi le others duck and cover, cou ld i l luminate a lot ." 

Aronson pauses. " I n J o n e s t o w n , " he says, " n i n e hundred people 

killed themselves as a way of resolving dissonance. A few people 

didn't kill themselves, that's true, but n ine hundred did and that's 

remarkable. That ' s what the theory focuses on , the vast, vast major i ty 

w h o hang o n t o their beliefs even until death." 

I am not a great psychologist , l ike L e o n , but after talking to Linda, 

I have an op in ion , and it is this: D i s sonance t heo ry falls a little short 

because i t accounts only for the way we reify narratives, and no t for 

the way we revise them. In doing so, dissonance is presented as a un i -

dimensional state, a k ind of senseless c langing, w h e n , in fact, the 

sound of some th ing out o f tune can also sharpen our ears and seed 

new songs. 

" D o n ' t you think," I say to Aronson , " that in failing to explore the 



people w h o respond to dissonance by creat ing n e w paradigms to 

incorpora te n e w informat ion , the theory misses an impor tan t aspect 

of the human e x p e r i e n c e ? " W h y , I ask Aronson , does he th ink s o m e 

people rationalize, whi le others m o r e deeply revise? A n d m o r e 

importantly, h o w do those people in the midst of a ma jo r paradigm 

shift deal wi th the long days, weeks , m o n t h s of grating, and wha t can 

their ability to tolerate such sounds and sensations teach us about 

h o w we migh t do the same, in search of a wider life? "Has anyone 

studied these types of p e o p l e ? " I ask. 

"Tha t ' s human growth stuff," Aronson says to m e . " I wou ld specu

late that the types of people w h o respond to dissonance wi th hones t 

introspect ion wou ld have high, we l l -g rounded self-esteem, or they 

might also have really low self-esteem, so they've go t no th ing to lose 

by saying, ' G e e z , I guess everything I invested in really doesn' t make 

m u c h sense; I ' m really a j e rk . ' " 

" B u t have you actually done any expe r imen t s w h e r e you 've 

l ooked a t w h o these people are, and h o w they e x p e r i e n c e the disso

nance? Do you have any data?" 

" W e don ' t have any data," Aronson says, "because we don ' t have 

people . People like you're talking about are few and far be tween . " 

I GO TO visit L inda .Worces te r , Massachuset ts , i s about an hou r from 

my h o m e . An old sooty mill city, i t houses ho l lowed-ou t factories 

and decrepi t stores. I f Linda were to revise he r narrative of the saint 

daughter, of the suffering in all its supreme sense, wha t wou ld she 

have left? W h a t n e w narrative cou ld possibly b r ing c o m f o r t in her 

situation? I've b e e n asking h o w dissonance leads o n e deeper, but 

depth is dangerous; it's w h e r e the oc top i live, where the sharp shark 

teeth are bur ied . 

T h e San to h o m e i s on a c h e e r y side street. T h e modes t ranch 

house is painted the c o l o r of flesh, each w i n d o w sport ing a pair of 

plastic shutters. I r ing the doorbel l , w h i c h ch imes merr i ly inside the 



house, and then a vo ice calls o u t , " M e e t me nex t door , in the chapel ." 

I assume that was Linda's voice . For a m o m e n t I press my ear to the 

door and hear guttural breathing sounds, the clanging of a bedpan— 

Audrey. She is e ighteen now. She bleeds monthly. H e r m o t h e r is dying. 

I find the chapel in the garage. It is damp and everywhere I l o o k 

are statues dr ipping oil wi th t iny D i x i e cups t ied to their chins to 

catch the royal runoff. A w o m a n c o m e s in wi th strangely unfocused 

eyes, in her hands a con ta ine r loaded wi th co t t on balls. " M y name's 

Ruby , " she says, "I vo lunteer here." She presses the co t t on balls to the 

wet saints and then drops each swab in to a Z i p l o c k bag. "Peop l e 

order these," she says. "It 's ho ly oil . I t can cure ju s t about anything." 

I want to ask R u b y h o w she justifies the startling fact that the holy 

oil canno t cure its keeper , Linda, m o t h e r of the saint, but I don' t . I 

watch R u b y walk around the chapel dabbing up oil wi th swabs of 

co t ton and then I say—I j u s t canno t help m y s e l f — " H o w do you 

k n o w s o m e o n e doesn' t c o m e out here a t night and put oil on these 

statues w h e n you can ' t s e e ? " 

S h e spins to l o o k at me . 

" L i k e w h o ? " she says. 

I shrug. 

" I ' ve seen i t myself," she says. "I was standing by Audrey's b e d the 

o ther day and o n e of the religious relics ju s t started gushing oi l , hem

orrhaging oi l , so I know." 

T h e doo r to the chapel opens , a wedge o f br ight af ternoon sun

light in the d im damp space, and in steps Linda. H e r hair is bri t t le, 

purposefully curled, and she wears large h o o p earrings set against a 

pale l ined face. 

" T h a n k you for agreeing to see me ," I say. " T h a n k you for agree

ing to discuss your faith wi th me in this difficult situation." 

Linda shrugs. S h e sits, o n e leg swinging back and forth, like a 

child. " M y faith," she says, " m y faith started w h e n I was in utero. If I 

didn't have my faith, I'd be a turnip in a padded cell r ight now." 

" W h a t does your faith m e a n ? " I ask her. 



" I t means," she says, " i t means I have to turn things over to G o d , 

w h i c h is hard, because I ' m shor t and so are y o u — w e ' r e b o t h 

N a p o l e o n i c types—so it's hard." S h e cackles , this Linda. 

I study her face. T h e r e is, to be sure, gli t ter in her eyes, but beh ind 

the glitter, a flat poo l of fear. 

" W e l l , " I say, "you told me over the p h o n e that maybe you were 

starting to quest ion your faith, quest ion your understanding that your 

daughter is a saint, that sort of th ing . . . " I trail off. 

Linda raises he r eyebrows, each o n e tweezed into a perfect peak. "I 

didn't put it qui te like that," she says. 

" Y o u told me you were having s o m e doubts , and I wanted to talk 

about h o w y o u — " 

" T h o s e were inconsequent ia l . Essentially, I have no doubts." S h e 

sounds angry. 

" O h , " I say. 

"Lis ten ," she says. "I k n o w w h o I am and I k n o w w h o my daugh

ter is. Audrey, she has a direct email l ine to G o d . Audrey goes to G o d 

wi th requests from sick people , and G o d takes away the sickness. It's 

no t Audrey w h o takes away the sickness," Linda says. "It 's G o d , but 

Audrey has his fax number , if you see wha t I mean." 

I nod . 

" L e t me tell you," Linda con t inues . " O n c e we had a c h e m o patient 

c o m e to see Audrey. A few days later Audrey developed an intense 

red rash, like she was on fire. W h e r e cou ld this rash have c o m e from? 

We called a dermatologis t to the house. He was J ewi sh , but a very 

n ice man. A n d he says, ' T h i s is a rash that a c h e m o patient gets,' and 

w h e n we con tac t ed the c h e m o patient, he r rash was gone . Y o u see," 

says Linda, "Audrey t o o k the patient's painful rash, that's wha t my 

daughter does." 

Linda goes on to tell me ano ther story, about a w o m a n wi th ovar

ian cance r w h o , after visit ing Audrey, had a sonogram that showed a 

shadowy angel on her ovaries and all the cance r gone . I don' t bel ieve 

these things. Linda goes over to the tabernacle , lifts up a covered cup, 

and shows me what 's inside. O i l , and floating wi th in the oi l , a bead of 



blood . " W e ' v e had this oil analyzed," she says, " b y over thirty different 

chemists . A n d it's o f no variety k n o w n to mankind ." 

" W h y , " I say softly, " then why, Linda, can't the oil or Audrey's 

intercessions to G o d , why can ' t they heal y o u ? " 

Linda is quiet . S h e is quiet for a long t ime. I see her eyes move 

back in to he r head, in to s o m e very private place I c a n n o t get to. I 

don' t k n o w w h e r e she is, if she has died a small death, if she is sitting 

in senselessness, i f she's mak ing n e w sense—the weaving whee ls are 

turning and turning. S h e looks up at the cei l ing. R u b y , w h o is still in 

the chapel , l ooks up at the ce i l ing too . T h e n at l ong last Linda says, 

"It 's spread to the bone . " 

" T h e r e goes Jesus , " R u b y says, and points to a re l ic in front of us, 

and sure e n o u g h , I see it: Jesus is w e e p i n g grease, t w o t iny drops 

sliding d o w n his f igur ined face, c o l l e c t i n g in the creases of his 

n e c k . 

I stare at this p h e n o m e n o n . I have my o w n little fit of cogni t ive 

dissonance r ight there: (1) I do no t bel ieve in the C a t h o l i c faith or its 

rather cheesy - look ing miracles, but (2) that statue is ooz ing , a l though 

of course i t cou ld be but ter s o m e o n e put on i t that's n o w mel t ing, 

but h o w am I to k n o w for sure? I obse rve my o w n m i n d , to see i f 

i t leaps to cogni t ive closure. But te r . Bu t t e r . Bu t t e r . Acco rd ing to 

Festinger's theory, I will reduce this dissonance by explanat ion. B u t I 

don't really have an explanat ion. It's probably butter. B u t i t migh t no t 

be butter. W h o ' s to say h o w god appears, in wha t signs, what sym

bols? W h o ' s to say for sure? We three stand in the chapel wa tch ing 

Jesus cry. F r o m inside the house I can hear the m o a n of a brain-dead 

girl, a nurse shushing, and I imag ine Linda's horror , fifteen years ago, 

seeing her three-year-o ld drifting in the deep end. I don ' t k n o w if 

there's a reason these things happen, or if there are saints w h o can see 

into heaven, or if pain has a divine purpose. I don ' t k n o w w h y the 

statue weeps, w h y the bead of b l o o d is in the chal ice . I c ame here 

looking for Linda's will ingness to tolerate dissonance, but wha t I have 

found, in some very small sense, is my own , for my m i n d r ight n o w is 

open, and all I can do is ask. 



"It 's in my bones , " Linda repeats, "and I don ' t k n o w h o w long I 

have left." 

"You ' r e he r mother , " I say then. " Y o u ' v e taken care of he r for 

e igh teen years. S h e has healed thousands upon thousands of people . 

S h e should heal you." 

Linda smiles wanly. "Lauren ," she says, "Audrey hasn't healed me 

because I've never asked he r to. A n d I never would . S h e migh t be a 

saint, but she's also my girl, my baby. I wou ld never ask her, or al low 

her, to take on my pain. A m o t h e r doesn' t ask that of a chi ld. A 

m o t h e r doesn't give suffering. S h e takes i t away." 

T H E W O M E N L E A V E . Linda tells m e she wil l b e go ing t o S l o a n -

Ke t t e r ing C a n c e r C e n t e r soon . I sit for a little whi le longer in the 

chapel , by myself. Clearly, whatever doubts Linda expressed on the 

p h o n e were so fleeting she can barely acknowledge them. N o w , I 

want to pray. B u t no prayers c o m e . "A m o t h e r doesn' t request that o f 

he r chi ld," Linda said, "A m o t h e r doesn' t give suffering. S h e takes i t 

away." T h i s m igh t be a rationalization, a way for Linda to avoid her 

daughter's failing her by simply never asking her, and thus the story 

stays intact . B u t it's m o r e than that. It's also an act of deep car ing. 

F r o m inside the house I hear Linda now, c r o o n i n g to he r daughter, 

and s o m e o n e gurgles in return, and for almost t w o decades now, she's 

done this, day in, day out , minis tered. D i d Fest inger ever cons ider 

h o w ou r just i f icat ions are to save no t on ly ourselves, but o thers t oo? 

D i d he ever cons ider h o w lies and love are in ter twined? 

I L E A V E L I N D A . T h e day i s extravagant, backward, s u m m e r in w i n 

ter, bur ied bulbs spearing upward through the ground, flaunting their 

purple flags. 

W h e n I was in graduate schoo l studying psychology, I o n c e 

worked on the neurological unit of a large hospital. T h e r e were a few 

people there like Audrey, cur led in to comas , their l imbs stiff and cold . 



S o m e t i m e s I'd stand over these p e o p l e — a boy I particularly r e m e m 

b e r — a n d I'd say the alphabet, w o n d e r i n g i f the letters would w e n d 

their way in, i f there are parts of us deep underground that never the 

less still stay awake, wa tch ing the world whi le bur ied . 

It was in graduate s choo l that I first learned s o m e scientists are 

actually studying the neural basis of dissonance theory. V. S. 

R a m a c h a n d r a n , o n e o f the mos t w e l l - k n o w n neurologists o f this 

century, is investigating the neural substrates responsible for denial 

and revision. He claims we have a neuronal "devil 's advoca te" device 

loca ted s o m e w h e r e in our left lobe . T h e devil's advocate signals a l i t

tle neurotransmit ter alarm w h e n i t detects j abs at our sealed b e l i e f 

systems, and that's wha t allows us to even e x p e r i e n c e dissonance. In 

our r ight lobe , however, we have a Scheherazade of synapse and cell , 

a gleeful and powerful confabula tor that often overrides its h o r n e d 

opponen t . 

" B u t not all brains," says M a t t h e w Lieberman, assistant professor of 

psychology and social psychology at the University of California, Los 

Angeles, "no t all brains engage in rationalizations, in such intense single-

themed storytell ing." L i e b e r m a n has repeated Festinger's ly ing-

for-one-dol lar -versus- ly ing-for- twenty-dol lars e x p e r i m e n t wi th East 

Asians, "and East Asians engage in far fewer rationalizations than 

Amer i cans do." L i e b e r m a n is pretty sure that the East Asian brain, 

based on years and years of Z e n pract ice, or simply because i t has 

matured in a culture that can tolerate paradox (what is the sound of 

one hand clapping?), has a different "neural s ignature" than the 

A m e r i c a n brain. "It 's no t that East Asian people don' t e x p e r i e n c e dis

sonance," L i e b e r m a n says, "bu t they have less of a need to reduce it, 

probably because the structures that seek l inear thought patterns have 

been rewired through spiritual exercise." L i ebe rman wonders i f the 

anter ior c ingulate gyrus serves as the human "anomaly detector ," or 

"devil's advocate," and if, in East Asian people , that brain part has 

fewer pathways to the prefrontal c o r t e x , w h e r e we make our g a m e -

plans. " I f this is the case," says L i ebe rman , " then East Asians expe r i 

ence the same a m o u n t of cogni t ive dissonance that we do, but they 



feel less c o m p e l l e d to act on it." In o the r words, East Asians may be 

be t te r able to sit wi th it, hold in their cupped hands a thing that 

makes no sense—a carp w i thou t water, a tree w i thou t roots, a beau t i 

ful bra in-dead girl. 

I AM W O R R I E D about the weather . I t i s D e c e m b e r 3 , and the t e m 

perature is s ix ty- two degrees. T h e sky looks mel ted , the single rose 

b l o o m i n g in ou r garden is apocalypt ic . My husband carr ies my 

daughter outside, his feet s inking in to the damp loamy lawn, and they 

pick the rose, breaking i t o f f and b r ing ing i t to m e . Fest inger c la imed 

that, ironically, w o r r y cou ld be a way of reducing cogni t ive disso

nance . Y o u feel afraid for no g o o d reason, so you create a reason, and 

thereby justify your w o r r y H o w can o n e tell the difference b e t w e e n 

the ju s t and the just if icat ions? Perhaps if I were East Asian, I wouldn ' t 

even try. B u t the fact of the mat ter is, the planet appears to be w a r m 

ing. It is early D e c e m b e r , and the w ind smells like rot, and I find a 

beet le on the ground, its j o i n t e d h o o k e d l imbs waving in the w a r m 

air, a clear poo l of o o z e f lowing from its segmented belly. 

Linda has gone to the S loan-Ket te r ing C a n c e r C e n t e r and is back 

h o m e by now. S ince my visit wi th her a w e e k ago, I've thought a lot 

about h e r — o r perhaps I should say, my anter ior cingulate gyrus has 

thought a lot about her. I've done some sleuthing, and there are serious 

medical experts w h o claim Audrey is, indeed, a rarity. T h e Jewish der

matologist said,"I cannot explain her skin condi t ion in any way except 

to say it was caused by chemotherapy, a chemotherapy the m o t h e r says 

she never had." Audrey's pediatrician says, "I don't know. I have seen 

crosses on her palms, crosses of b lood, what you could call stigmata, but 

they are under a layer of skin, so they couldn' t have been cut there. I 

don't know. M e d i c i n e wants to put round things into round holes, but 

in Audrey's case, it's a square thing and it doesn't fit." 

Current ly, accord ing to Linda, the C a t h o l i c C h u r c h is formally 

investigating Audrey for possible sa in thood. " O h , I h o p e she makes 

saint," R u b y says to me , l ike it's a cheer leading squad. T h e last t ime 



the Ca tho l i c C h u r c h cons idered naming s o m e o n e a saint was in 

1 9 8 3 , w h e n a w o m a n prayed over a three-year -o ld girl w h o had 

swallowed a bot t le o f Tylenol . T h e chi ld recovered, despite he r be ing 

on the doors tep o f death. 

I call Linda Santo. S h e has had her breast opera t ion by n o w and 

should be recover ing. H e r vo ice sounds weak, wavering. "S tage four," 

she tells me , " they cut ou t my breast and found i t everywhere , every

where ." I picture it, the cancer , ee l -b lack , bee t l e -b lack . I picture it. 

T h e y cu t i t out . N o w she i s h o m e , and hobbl ing , nursing herse l f on 

the o n e hand and her small saint on the other . 

I drive back out to see her. It is near ing the solstice; already the sun 

is sliding down the sky w h e n I arrive, and my shadow is long on the 

gold ground. Fifty years ago, Mar ion K e e c h and Dr . Armst rong and 

Be r tha and D o n and all the rest waited for Sananda and his silver rains, 

and w h e n they didn't c o m e , they found a way to explain it. Fifteen 

years ago, Audrey Santo fell in to her pool , and w h e n she never recov

ered, they found a way to explain it. Now, approaching the Santo 

h o m e , I don't go to the front doo r or the chapel door. Instead, I creep 

around to the side and peer in o n e of the windows, and then I see her, 

Audrey herself, lying in a br ight pink bedroom, her hair, so long and 

full of shine, massed across the satin pillows, falling to the floor in a sin

gle black sheet. H e r eyes are fixed, open. She looks radiant, excep t for 

her mouth , where a single string of drool drops down. 

To tell the truth, I don ' t k n o w w h y I ' m here. I c a m e to Linda 

because I wanted to observe s o m e o n e en te r ing dissonance and put

ting toge ther a n e w paradigm because of it, but she didn't show me 

that. She clung, instead, to he r just i f icat ions, her rationalizations, but 

with so m u c h love! Is it the love I am drawn to, this m o t h e r and 

daughter woven toge ther by years of breath and touch? Or is i t that I 

am drawn by the dissonance I am exper i enc ing , the fact that the 

weird things happening here, in this house, rankle against my no t ion 

of h o w the world works , and I want to figure it out? I see a shadow 

to my left and I turn. I swear it is L e o n h imse l f in the dusk of this 

D e c e m b e r day, scamper ing around, scowl ing and leprechaun- l ike at 



the same t ime. W h a t wou ld he say about the San to miracles? He 'd 

remind me that all o f Chr is t iani ty i s the result o f cogni t ive disso

nance and its subsequent rationalizations. W r i t e s Fest inger in When 

Prophecy Fails, the Messiah was no t supposed to "suffer pain," so the 

followers e x p e r i e n c e d great distress w h e n they saw h i m cry ing out 

on the cross. I t was at this m o m e n t , Fest inger speculates, that fo l low

ers quel led thei r doubts by beg inn ing to proselytize. 

I th ink this is funny, Chr is t iani ty recast as cogni t ive dissonance. I 

also th ink it's a little sad. It speaks on ly of cons t r ic t ion , defensive p e o 

ple w i th blinders on thei r eyes. B u t , in fact, Chr is t iani ty was also an 

opening , a doorway that mil l ions upon mil l ions s t reamed through. 

N o w , I r ing the San tos ' doorbel l and then wait for Linda in the 

chapel . I t i s dark in the chapel , and the walls reek of saturated oi l , of 

old c lo thes and incense . I go to the chal ice , lift up the cup, and stare 

down in to it, w h e r e the oil wi th the bead of b l o o d sits j u s t as i t did 

weeks and weeks before. W h o will take care o f Audrey i f Linda dies? 

W h e n Linda dies? I t o u c h the tiny, po in ted face of a Jesus and my 

hands c o m e away glossy and wet . I stare at my hands. T h e light is 

really go ing now, the day is so short , but my hand is g lowing and 

glossy wi th this oi l . I lift up my pant leg and rub the oi l on a razor 

n ick I go t the o the r day, wh i l e shower ing . My skin soaks i t up and 

the cut closes over, so there is no mark there anymore , or is i t j u s t t o o 

dark to really see? Perhaps I am seeing things, but the nature of those 

things I canno t qui te tell. W h o knows , maybe G o d makes h imse l f 

k n o w n through a cheap plastic relic, in a ranch-style house. I really, 

really c a n n o t say for sure. I am b e t w e e n stories, pending a paradigm, 

w i thou t jus t i f icat ion or rat ionalization, a r ich and profound place to 

be . He re , for this m o m e n t , hang ing b e t w e e n dissonance and c o n s o 

nance , I am quiet . I am peaceful. T h i s is wha t Festinger's exper imen t s 

missed, wha t it's l ike to live in the gap b e t w e e n c o n s o n a n c e and dis

sonance , w h e r e n e w theor ies take shape, n e w beliefs are about to be 

bo rn , or someth ing m u c h smaller, j u s t a person, j u s t m e , wi th my 

hands held out , my b o d y held high, w ide o p e n — n o ending. 



Monkey Love 

H A R R Y H A R L O W ' S P R I M A T E S 

Harry Harlow's experiments with wire monkeys are central demon

strations in the psychology of attachment. Harlow was able to show 

that infant monkeys cared more for a soft surrogate mother than a 

metal milk-bearing one, and with this finding, a whole science of touch 

was born. His experiments, many captured on film, are chilling and 

underscore the power of proximity in our lives. 

bedience. Conformity. Cognitive. Cuing. T h e s e were the words 

V^_-^ and Har ry H a r l o w didn't l ike t h e m . He wan ted to talk 

about love. He was at a con fe rence o n e day, speaking about love, and 

every t ime he used the word, o n e of the scientists wou ld interrupt 

and say, " Y o u must mean proximity, don ' t y o u ? " until at last Harlow, a 

brash man w h o could also be strangely shy, said, " I t may be that p rox 

imity is all you k n o w of love; I thank G o d I have no t b e e n so 

deprived." 

T h a t was j u s t l ike h im, to make such a s ta tement , in publ ic no less; 

he was prickly, impol i te , a m a n w h o is r e m e m b e r e d by s o m e wi th 

real distaste and by others wi th fondness. " M y father," says his son 

James Harlow, " I r e m e m b e r h o w he t o o k me on all these trips; he 



t o o k me to Hawaii w h e r e we go t to eat d inner wi th G r e g o r y 

Ba te son and his g ibbon ; he b o u g h t me ice c ream cones ; we flew on 

double decker planes." B u t i t doesn ' t take m u c h probing to f ind the 

story's o the r side. " H a r l o w was a real bastard; he tr ied to ruin me ," a 

fo rmer student says. " H e hated w o m e n , he was a P I G , " says another , 

bo th o f w h o m ask no t to be identified. B u t there he was, the P I G , up 

on the podium, in 1 9 5 9 , speaking sc ience in a way no o n e had dared 

to before, in ject ing statistics with hemog lob in and heart, the N a b o k o v 

o f psychology. His exper imen t s were l ong medi ta t ions on love, and 

all the ways we ruin it. 

L I T T L E IS K N O W N o f Harlow's ch i ldhood . H e was b o r n in 1 9 0 5 as 

Har ry Israel, to L o n and M a b e l Israel, o f Fairfield Coun ty , Iowa. His 

father was a failed inventor, his m o t h e r a de t e rmined w o m a n w h o 

perhaps found the midwestern t own a little small for he r tastes. S h e 

was, H a r l o w recol lects in a partly finished autobiography, no t a w a r m 

w o m a n — M a b e l Israel, standing by the living room's picture window, 

l o o k i n g ou t o n t o the street, w h e r e i t was always winter , the sky the 

c o l o r of some th ing soiled, the land flat, wet snow falling in c lumps 

from the tangles o f black branches . 

Ha r low e x p e r i e n c e d bouts o f depression th roughout his life; 

maybe here is w h e r e they began, in the l ong midwes te rn winters , the 

land flat and forever s tretching out , the days feeble, a m e a g e r sun 

lanced of its l ight by four o ' c l o c k each af ternoon. Or maybe i t was in 

the distance b e t w e e n his m o t h e r and he ; he must have longed for 

some th ing sooth ing . At schoo l , he did no t f i t in. " H e was a weird l i t 

tle misfit," says his b iographer D e b o r a h B l u m . Har low was interested 

in poe t ry and drawing. T h e Iowa schoo l c u r r i c u l u m offered courses 

like " F a r m M a n a g e m e n t and C r o p R o t a t i o n " and " H o w t o C o o k t o 

Please Y o u r M a n . " O n e day, his four th-grade teacher gave a poe t ry 

wr i t ing assignment, and this was so exc i t ing for he would f i t in to 

this, he cou ld be a part of this—unti l the subject was revealed: the 

beauty o f brushing your teeth. B r u s h i n g your teeth. B rush ing your 



teeth. By age ten, Ha r low had begun to draw every free minu te he 

lad. B e n d i n g over the large sketch pad, tongu ing his o w n teeth in 

i e rce concen t ra t ion ; he made a strange and beautiful land called 

razoo, and this land he populated wi th w i n g e d animals and h o r n e d 

leasts, everything f luid , f ly ing, swooping, and w h e n he was done 

ith the picture, he would bisect the beasts wi th sharp b lack lines, 

lalve them, quar ter t hem, so the animals lay on the page, all b loody 

:o lo r and still s o m e h o w beautiful, vivid, and vivisected. 

Ha r low graduated from the Fairfield C o u n t y H i g h S c h o o l , wen t 

to R e e d C o l l e g e for o n e year, and then c o m p l e t e d his undergraduate 

id graduate work at Stanford, w h e r e everyone was e loquen t and 

where Harlow, w h o had a speech imped iment , felt t o o shy to talk. 

No place, Ha r low often said, made h i m feel m o r e insecure than 

Stanford. There fo re , he worked like a dog. He studied wi th Lewis 

Terman , the famous IQ researcher w h o was ju s t then probing in to 

gifted chi ldren. T h e r e was H a r l o w wi th his lisp and there were these 

shining chi ldren c o m i n g into the lab, put t ing toge ther b r igh t b locks 

and puzzle pieces . T e r m a n told Har low he would a m o u n t to n o t h 

ing, that the mos t he cou ld e x p e c t for h i m s e l f was a j o b at a c o m m u 

nity col lege . B u t H a r l o w pleaded, and at last T e r m a n said someth ing 

to the effect of , " C h a n g e your n a m e from Israel to someth ing , s o m e -

ing else . . . and we ' l l see wha t we can do." So Har low picked 

Harlow, and Te rman , in 1 9 3 0 , go t h im a j o b a t the Univers i ty of 

Wiscons in , w h e r e the lakes are like big b lue eyes in the middle of the 

land- locked land, and the w in t e r w i n d is full of tee th . 

Ha r low would go wherever he was sent. He lisped and l imped his 

way from sunny Palo Al to to Madison , Wiscons in . He mar r i ed o n e o f 

Terman's gifted chi ldren, w h o was n o w no t a child, Clara Mears , 

nth her IQ o f 1 5 5 , and Te rman wro te a le t ter o f congratulat ions: " I 

happy to see the j o i n i n g of Clara's extraordinary hereditary m a t e 

rial wi th Harry 's product ivi ty as a psychologist ." A n ice letter, I sup

pose, though it sounds m o r e like animal husbandry than human 

bonding, and the pu t -down is ever so slight. Clara has the amazing 

genetic potential . Harlow, wha t does he have? W h a t does he H A V E ? 



T h i s was a quest ion that plagued Har ry Har low for all of his life, a 

quest ion he asked over and over aga in—in the darkest days, in the 

sheer yel low days w h e n he was happy—still he asked the quest ion, 

always suspecting that his gifts were f leet ing, acquired only because of 

a great and s tubborn and finally strangulating grip. 

W h e n H a r l o w c a m e to Mad i son , he p lanned to study rats, but he 

w o u n d up wi th monkeys , rhesus monkeys , a small agile breed. Eve r 

Terman ' s student, he began by devising a test of m o n k e y in te l l i 

g e n c e , a sort of s imian IQ profile, and he was ex t r eme ly successful a t 

proving that these little pr imates cou ld solve problems in ways far 

m o r e c o m p l e x than pr io r pr imate researchers had ever thought . His 

reputat ion rose. M a d i s o n gave h i m an old b o x factory for a p r ima te 

lab, and students sought h i m out . W h e n studying the monkeys , 

Ha r low wou ld separate the infants f rom thei r mo the r s and peers , 

and this i s h o w he s tumbled in to fame. He was studying the m o n k e y 

head, but he observed the m o n k e y heart , and he wonde red . T h e 

infant monkeys , w h e n separated, b e c a m e ex t r eme ly a t tached to the 

ter ry c lo th towels cove r ing the cage f loors . T h e y would lie on them, 

grip t h e m in thei r t iny fists, t an t rum if they were taken away, j u s t 

like a h u m a n infant wi th a ratty blanket or a stuffed bear. T h e m o n 

keys loved these towels. W h y ? T h i s was a huge quest ion. A t t a c h m e n t 

had previously b e e n unders tood in te rms o f nutri t ive rewards. We 

love o u r m o t h e r s because we love thei r mi lk . A baby clings to its 

m o t h e r because i t sees the swollen breasts, the tan aureole and the 

nub of nipple rising from its pleated folds, and i t feels thirst or 

hunger . K e n n e t h Hul l and Cla rk S p e n c e themselves had said all o f 

h u m a n a t t achment is predicated on drive reduct ion: hunge r is a p r i 

mary drive and we want to reduce it; so are thirst and sex . F r o m the 

1 9 3 0 s through the 1 9 5 0 s , the t h e o r y of drive reduct ion and its l ink 

to love w e n t unques t ioned . 

Harlow, however , began to quest ion it. He fed the baby monkeys 

by hand, wi th little plastic bott les , and w h e n he t o o k the bott les away, 

the infants j u s t smacked their lips and maybe wiped a whi t e dr ibble 

o f f their hairy chins . B u t w h e n Har low tr ied to take the terry c lo th 



towels away, well, the simians screamed like a slaughterhouse, t h row

ing their small bodies down and c lu tch ing a t bunches of c lo th . T h i s 

fascinated Harlow. T h e simians screamed. ( S o m e w h e r e else, in 

ano the r t ime, M a b e l had s tood by the window, he r son j u s t two feet 

from her plush but c o o l side. Animals flew in a personal forest, 

slashed wi th black lines, b leed ing blue and red.) He wa tched the 

monkeys scream and though t love. W h a t is love? T h e n Har low saw. 

As his b iographer B l u m wri tes , the best way to understand the heart , 

was to break it. A n d so started his brutal and beautiful career. 

R H E S U S M A C A Q U E M O N K E Y S share roughly n ine ty- four percent 

of their gene t i c her i tage wi th humans . A n o t h e r way to put this is that 

humans are n ine ty- four percent rhesus macaque monkey, six percent 

people . M o v i n g up the phylogenet ic scale, we are approximately 

n ine ty-e ight percent orangutan or approximately n ine ty -n ine per

cen t ch impanzee , wi th jus t the barest f leck of f lesh as solely human. 

Th i s is precisely why psychologica l researchers have long gravitated 

toward the use of pr imates in their exper iments . Says pr imate 

researcher R o g e r Fouts , " M o n k e y s have a w h o l e reper tor ie o f lan

guage, an entire, c o m p l e x in te l l igence that we fail to value only 

because o f ou r Cartes ian v iew o f the world." O b v i o u s t o Fouts , 

maybe, but no t to Harlow, w h o said, " T h e only th ing I care about is 

whe the r a m o n k e y will turn out a proper ty I can publish. I don' t 

have any love for t h e m . I never have. I don' t really like animals. I 

despise cats. I hate dogs. H o w cou ld you love m o n k e y s ? " 

T h e e x p e r i m e n t required wire cutters , cardboard cones , ho t coils, 

steel nails, and soft c lo th . Har low used the wire cutters to fashion a 

wire mother , its torso pat terned wi th small squares everywhere , a s in

gle inflexible breast " o n the ventral front." Affixed to this breast, a 

steel nipple p ierced wi th a tiny ho le through w h i c h the m o n k e y mi lk 

could f low. 

T h e n , Har low fashioned a soft surrogate, a cardboard c o n e bunted 

in a terry c lo th towel . 



We designed the mother surrogate in terms of human-engineering 

principals. . . . We produced a perfectly proportioned, streamlined 

body stripped of unnecessary bulges and appendages. Redundancy 

in the surrogate mother's system was avoided by reducing the num

ber of breasts from two to one and placing this unibreast in the 

upper thoracic sagittal position, thus maximizing the natural and 

known perceptual and motor capabilities of the infant ope ra to r . . . . 

the result was a mother, soft, warm, and tender, a mother with infi

nite patience, a mother available 24 hours a day . . . . furthermore we 

designed a mother-machine with maximal maintenance efficiency 

since failure of any system or function could be resolved by simple 

substitution of black boxes and new component parts. It is our 

opinion that we engineered a very superior monkey mother, 

although this position is not held universally by monkey fathers. 

So , they started. T h e y took a group of n e w b o r n rhesus macaque 

babies and put them in the cage wi th the two surrogate mothers : the 

wire m o t h e r full of food, the cloth m o t h e r wi th an empty breast and a 

sweet smile. Lab assistants' notes detail the trauma of the exper iment : 

the real m o t h e r macaques, realizing their babies were be ing stolen, 

screaming and banging their head against the cage; the infants c h o o -

c h o o i n g as they were hurled into a separate space. H o u r after hou r this 

animal fear go ing on, and the lab f i l led wi th the stench of it, anxious 

scat, soft stools indicating, Har low writes, high emotionality. T h e cages 

were smeared gold with grief, the infant macaques all balled over 

themselves with their tails held high to show their tiny oozing anuses. 

B u t then, H a r l o w observed some th ing amazing start to happen. 

W i t h i n a mat te r of days, the baby macaques transferred their affec

tions from the real mothe r , w h o was no longer available, to the c lo th 

surrogate mothe r , to w h o m they clung, over w h o m they crawled, 

manipulat ing he r face in their minia ture hands, b i t ing her gently, 

spending hours upon hours on he r bel ly and back . T h e c lo th mother , 

however, had no milk , so w h e n the youngsters were hungry, they 

would scamper off, dart over to the steel m a m m a r y m a c h i n e — t h e 



c h i c k e n - w i r e m o t h e r — a n d then, having had their f i l l from the foun

tain, run back to the safety of the soft towel . Ha r low graphed the 

mean a m o u n t o f t ime the monkeys spent nursing versus cuddling, 

and his heart must have pattered fast, for he was on the b r ink of dis

covery, and then he was over discovery's edge. " W e were no t sur

prised to discover that con tac t comfor t was an impor tan t basic 

affectional or love variable, but we did no t expec t i t to overshadow so 

comple te ly the variable of nursing; indeed, the disparity is so great as 

to suggest that the p r imary funct ion o f nursing . . . i s that o f insuring 

frequent and int imate b o d y con tac t o f the infant wi th the mother ." 

H e r e Har low was establishing that love grows from touch , no t 

taste, wh ich is why, w h e n the mother ' s mi lk dries up, as it inevitably 

does, the chi ld cont inues to love her, and then the child takes this 

love, the m e m o r y of it, and recasts i t outward, so that every in te rac 

t ion is a replay and a revision of this early tactile t ouch . "Certainly," 

wri tes Harlow, "man canno t live by mi lk alone." 

T h e 1 9 3 0 s to 1 9 5 0 s was a co ld era in chi ldrearing. T h e famous 

pediatrician Dr . B e n j a m i n S p o c k advised feeding by schedule; 

Sk inne r unders tood the infant in terms of its p r io r patterns o f re in

fo rcement and punishment , so that i f you wanted to stop a baby from 

crying, you were to stop rewarding it by p ick ing it up. Nes t le and 

R o s s laboratories discovered formula, wh i t e powder, plastic nipples, 

tepid water from the faucet. J o h n Watson famously wro te , in his 

books about h o w t o rear chi ldren, " D o no t over indulge them. D o 

not kiss t h e m goodnigh t . R a t h e r , give a b r i e f b o w and shake their 

hand before tu rn ing o f f the light." 

Well , Har low was going to take all that dreck to the dreck bin and 

replace i t with the R E A L truth, wh ich was that you should never 

shake a baby's hand.You should not hesitate to hold h im. Touch is cr i t 

ical, no t a spoiler but a saver; however, the g o o d news is, any old palm 

will do. "Love for the real m o t h e r and love for the surrogate mo the r 

appear to be very s i m i l a r . . . . As far as we can observe, the infant m o n 

key's affection for the real m o t h e r is very strong, but no stronger than 

that of the exper imenta l m o n k e y for the surrogate cloth mother ." 



In Harlow's lab, at this t ime, there rose an air of great e x c i t e m e n t . 

T h e researchers had s tumbled in to a ma jo r love variable and had dis

coun ted ano the r love var iable—feeding—as o f min ima l impor tance , 

and they cou ld show all this on a graph. It was win te r in Mad i son , 

then, dead in the middle of a very co ld winter , the trees encased in 

ice like chandel iers . Students wa tched snow fall, saw it pile up in 

loose drifts on the ledges of the laboratory windows , and felt i t was a 

t ime o f pure e x c i t e m e n t . 

Ha r low and c o m p a n y had identified " c o n t a c t c o m f o r t " as an 

essential c o m p o n e n t o f love. Surely there were o the r c o m p o n e n t s . 

W h a t about m o t i o n o r facial features? W h e n we are f i r s t bo rn , we see 

our mother ' s face as a series of shifting shadows, triangles sliding o n e 

over the other , a swirl of some th ing that migh t be hair, the nub of 

someth ing that migh t be a nose, or a nipple, we do no t know. We 

open our eyes and l o o k upward, and there is the w o m a n in the 

m o o n , a planet b e a m i n g back at us, wi th beautiful b lue spots. 

Surely, Har low hypothesized, the face is another love variable. T h e 

original surrogates had primitive faces with black b icyc le reflectors for 

eyes. N o w Har low ordered his lab assistant, Wi l l i am M a s o n , to make a 

really g o o d m o n k e y mask. T h e plan was to take yet another n e w b o r n 

macaque and give it a surrogate wi th some beauty and see wha t sort 

o f a t tachment followed. However , the exper imenta l m o n k e y was b o r n 

before the face was finished, so in a rush, Har low dropped the n e w 

bo rn in the cage with its terry c lo th m o m , w h o had only a blank fea

tureless f la t land for a face. No eyes. No nose. N o t h i n g . I t did no t seem 

to matter. T h e little m o n k e y loved the faceless mother , kissing it, n i b 

bling it. W h e n the ornamenta l m o n k e y mask—so m u c h prettier, so 

m u c h m o r e interest ing—was finally finished, the baby would have 

n o n e of it. T h e researchers tr ied to attach the masked ball to the sur

rogate mother , and the infant screamed in horror , rushed to a c o r n e r 

of its cage, rocked violently, grasping its raw genitals. T h e y brought the 

masked m o t h e r closer, closer, and the little m o n k e y reached out its 

hand, flipped the ball around, so the blank side was staring. O n l y then 

did he c o m e forward, ready to play. No mat te r h o w many t imes they 



turned the masked m o t h e r toward the baby, the baby turned the mask 

away, and then at last he learned to remove the head completely, 

re turning h imse l f to the blank, featureless face, preferring the original 

view, impr in t ed—some might say, inscripted, the template for all that 

follows. M a n y have called Harlow's exper iments c r u e l — t o yank apart 

m o t h e r and child, to devise wire feeding stations wi th sharp nipples, 

to listen to primates c ry in grief, to watch them cl ing to mannequins 

because they have no th ing e lse—it may be cruel , yes. B u t there is also 

someth ing powerful and affirmative about what he gave us: the sure 

knowledge that our needs are m o r e c o m p l e x than simple hunger, that 

we seek to c o n n e c t at all costs, that we care no t a whi t for conven 

tional beauty, and will always find the first face the loveliest f a c e — n o 

matter h o w far we go. 

T H I S A L L O C C U R R E D dur ing the late 1 9 5 0 s and 1 9 6 0 s . Har low 

was studying love and had earlier fallen out of love. He was always at 

his lab, never at h o m e . Clara, wi th the high I Q , well , she was at h o m e 

taking care of their t w o babies, whi le night after n ight he r husband 

was out in the old b o x factory, devising test after m o n k e y test. I t was 

a co ld , co ld w in t e r in Madison , and Har ry Har low had an affair. 

"That ' s w h y my parents b roke up," says Harlow's oldest son, R o b e r t 

Israel. "It 's very simple, my father had an affair." 

Clara left wi th he r two children, later to mar ry a cons t ruc t ion 

worker and live in a trailer in the southwest part of the country. 

Har low barely seemed to no t ice . T h e r e was a w o m a n — w e don' t 

k n o w w h o she is, possibly a s tudent—and then there was this o the r 

w o m a n w h o m he called the Iron Ma iden . T h e Iron M a i d e n was a 

special surrogate m o t h e r Har low had designed; she shot out sharp 

spikes and blasted her babies wi th air so co ld and forceful the infants 

were th rown back against the bars of their cages, c l inging and 

screaming. T h i s , c la imed Harlow, was an evil mother , and he wanted 

to see wha t would happen. 

H e r e is w h e r e H a r l o w begins to earn his darker reputat ion. H e r e 



is w h e r e he steps from sc ience in to fairy tales—brutal s tepmothers , 

the Bro the r s G r i m m , the Iron M a i d e n in a mag ic forest w h e r e trees 

put down their s econd legs and start to walk away. W h y did H a r l o w 

want to see such things? Animal rights activists say he's a sadist, pure 

and simple. I , myself, don' t th ink that's it, a l though wha t drove h i m — 

the variables—I canno t qui te de tec t . D i d M a b e l have sharp spikes? 

T o o easy. Was his nature essentially, serotonergical ly tilted toward the 

difficult? Perhaps, but t o o easy. Was it that he had seen some things? 

He did a stint wi th the army w h e r e he w e n t to N e w M e x i c o and 

observed soldiers setting o f f a tomic blasts. He saw the f irecloud, the 

black fallout in the distance, the huge horr i f ic light. He has never 

wr i t ten about that. 

B u t the Iron Ma iden , he has wr i t t en about her, almost wi th glee. 

He made many variations: some iron maidens pumped freezing co ld 

water over their children; others stabbed t h e m . No mat te r wha t the 

torture, Har low observed that the babies would no t let go. T h e y 

would no t be deterred; they would no t be thwarted. My god, love i s 

strong. Y o u are mauled and you c o m e crawling back. You are frozen, 

and yet still you seek heat from the same w r o n g source. T h e r e is no 

partial re inforcement to explain this behavior ; there is on ly the dark 

side of touch , the reality of pr imate relationships, w h i c h i s that they 

can kill us whi le they hold us—that 's sad. B u t again, I find some 

beauty. T h e beauty i s this: We are creatures of great faith. We will 

build bridges, against all odds we will build t h e m — f r o m here to 

there. F r o m me to you. C o m e closer. 

L I K E M I L G R A M , H A R L O W had a flair for the dramatic, the lyrically 

perverted, and so he filmed his monkeys c lu tch ing their mo the r s of 

wire and snow, pr icked by iron maidens . T h e movies are powerful, 

powerful demonstra t ions of desperation, and he was no t afraid to 

show t h e m . He k n e w that popular sc ience has an e l emen t of art, even 

en te r ta inment . 

In 1 9 5 8 , he was e lec ted president o f the A m e r i c a n Psychologica l 



Associa t ion , a no t insignificant honor . So he w e n t to Wash ing ton , 

D . C . , wi th his m o n k e y movies and prepared to take the pod ium. He 

was jub i l an t . He had remar r i ed a fel low psychologis t , Margare t 

K u e n n e ; he called he r Peggy. He s tood on the dais in a cavernous 

conven t ion r o o m , l o o k i n g ou t a t a c r o w d of serious, bespec tac led 

faces, and he said, " L o v e is a wondrous state, deep, tender , and 

rewarding. B e c a u s e of its in t imate and personal nature i t is regarded 

by s o m e as an improper top ic for expe r imen ta l research. B u t w h a t 

ever ou r personal feelings may be , our assigned mission as p s y c h o l o 

gists is to analyze all facets of human and animal behav io r in to thei r 

c o m p o n e n t v a r i a b l e s . . . . Psychologis ts , o r a t least psychologists w h o 

wr i t e t e x t b o o k s , no t on ly show no interest in the o r ig in and devel

o p m e n t o f love o r affection, but they seem to be unaware o f its very 

ex is tence ." 

It's a grand statement , made for a grand occas ion by a man w h o 

knows h o w to market himself. He interspersed his speech wi th 

b lack-and-whi t e film clips of the s c i - f i - l ook ing surrogates and the 

babies w h o depended on them. At the end o f his speech, w h i c h he 

titled " T h e Nature of L o v e " and later published in the American 

Psychologist, Ha r low operatically c a m e to a c rescendo and a c o n c l u 

sion all at o n c e : 

If the research completed and proposed makes a contribution, I shall 

be grateful; but I have also given full thought to the possible practical 

applications. T h e socioeconomic demands of the present and the 

threatened socioeconomic demands of the future have led American 

women to displace, or threaten to displace, the American man in sci

ence and industry. If this problem continues, the problem of proper 

child rearing practices faces us with startling clarity. It is cheering in 

view of this trend to realize that the American male is physically 

endowed with all the really essential equipment to compete with 

the American female on equal terms in one essential activity: the 

rearing of infants. We now know that women in the working classes 

are not needed in the home because of their primary mammalian 



capabilities; and it is possible in the foreseeable future that neonatal 

nursing will not be regarded as a necessity, but as a luxury, a form of 

conspicuous consumption, limited perhaps to the upper classes. Bu t 

whatever course history may take, it is comforting to know that we 

are now in contact with the nature of love. 

I imagine a m o m e n t of stunned silence, then thunderous applause. 

T h e lights flicker on. Har low holds up his hands: No more . Please more. 

M o r e was to c o m e . Har low had released research that effectively 

showed a cloth surrogate m o t h e r was more important than a nursing 

m o t h e r and could stand in jus t as well as the real mother , for the infants 

c ame to " love" their bunt ing and appeared to mature well in her pres

ence , playing and exploring. S o o n after that speech, the Universi ty of 

Wiscons in at Madison put out a press release: " M o t h e r h o o d Obsole te , " 

i t announced . T h e popular press followed. A n d Harlow? Well , his 

career leapt up, or crossed over, from the professional realm into the 

culture at large. He was on To Tell the Truth, and C B S made a d o c u m e n 

tary of his work, narrated by Charles Co l l ingwood . T h e essential m e s 

sage was murky in its meaning for w o m e n : your babies don't need you, 

on the o n e hand; go out and get free, on the other. It was a feminist 

put-down, a mixed-up, snarled, multilayered missive that oozed both 

love and longing, a potent combina t ion . 

Ha r low had two m o r e children wi th his n e w wife. Peggy had an 

advanced degree in psychology and, like Clara, she t o o dropped out 

of the workforce to raise her babies. Har low is quo ted saying, later in 

his life, " B o t h my wives had the g o o d sense no t to be women ' s l i b 

bers; they k n e w a man was m o r e impor tan t than anything else." 

Pamela H a r l o w was b o r n , and then he r younger b ro the r Jona than . 

Today, the children are middle-aged. Pamela makes metal sculptures 

in O r e g o n , her w o r k str iking and severe. J o n a t h a n is a w o o d w o r k e r ; 

he makes , a m o n g o the r things, tiny pine boxes that he sells to craft 

stores: " B o x e s , " he says— 

B o x e s . 



S O M E T H I N G WAS N O T go ing well . S o m e t h i n g bad was happening. 

A c lo th m o t h e r was j u s t as g o o d as a real m o t h e r ; t ouch was central 

to the pr imate heart , and yet , here i t was: O v e r the fol lowing year 

Har low no t i ced the c l o t h - m o t h e r e d monkeys were no t th r iv ing— 

this, after he had made such a bo ld p r o n o u n c e m e n t in front of all his 

peers. W h e n he t o o k the c l o t h - m o t h e r e d monkeys ou t to play and 

mate , they were v io lent ly antisocial . T h e females at tacked the males 

and k n e w no th ing about co r r ec t sexual posturing. S o m e o f the 

c l o t h - m o t h e r e d monkeys began to display autist ic-l ike features, r o c k 

ing and bi t ing themselves, sores b lossoming open on their black 

arms, the b l o o d rising up through the fur like br ight pulp. Infect ions 

set in. O n e c l o t h - m o t h e r e d m o n k e y c h e w e d o f f its entire hand. 

Some th ing , n o w he saw, some th ing had g o n e terribly, terr ibly wrong . 

" O f cour se he was disappointed," says Har low's b iographer , 

D e b o r a h B l u m . " H e t h o u g h t he 'd isolated the o n e variable essential 

to m o t h e r i n g , t o u c h , and that this was a traveling variable, so to 

speak; anyone cou ld provide it, and he 'd made that a n n o u n c e m e n t 

publ ic , and then , over the n e x t year, he saw his m o n k e y s get very 

fucked up." A New York Times r epor te r c a m e ou t to M a d i s o n to do a 

fo l low-up on the soft m o t h e r surrogate and H a r l o w led h i m to his 

lab, w h e r e a t roop of rock ing , h e a d - b a n g i n g macaques sat in cages, 

eat ing o f f the i r f ingers. "I admit it," said Har low. "I have made a 

mistake." 

L e n R o s e n b l u m , o n e of Harlow's students a t the t ime and n o w a 

r enowned m o n k e y researcher in his o w n right , says, " S o we c a m e to 

understand there were o the r variables to mo the r ing ; i t wasn't j u s t 

touch , and i t wasn't j u s t face. We hypothesized i t had someth ing to do 

with m o t i o n too . We made a surrogate that cou ld rock, and the 

babies were almost n o r m a l then, no t completely, but almost. We then 

tried a rock ing surrogate wi th o n e ha l f hou r a day w h e n the baby 

could play wi th a live m o n k e y and that produced an absolutely n o r 

mal kid. W h a t this means is that there are three variables to l o v e — 

touch , m o t i o n , and p lay—and i f you can supply all o f those, you are 

mee t ing a primate's needs." 



capabilities; and it is possible in the foreseeable future that neonatal 

nursing will not be regarded as a necessity, but as a luxury, a form of 

conspicuous consumption, limited perhaps to the upper classes. Bu t 

whatever course history may take, it is comforting to know that we 

are now in contact with the nature of love. 

I imagine a m o m e n t of stunned silence, then thunderous applause. 

T h e lights flicker on. Har low holds up his hands: No more . Please more. 

M o r e was to c o m e . Har low had released research that effectively 

showed a cloth surrogate m o t h e r was m o r e important than a nursing 

mo the r and could stand in jus t as well as the real mother , for the infants 

came to " love" their bunt ing and appeared to mature well in her pres

ence , playing and exploring. S o o n after that speech, the Universi ty of 

Wiscons in at Madison put out a press release: " M o t h e r h o o d Obsole te ," 

i t announced . T h e popular press followed. A n d Harlow? Well , his 

career leapt up, or crossed over, from the professional realm into the 

culture at large. He was on To Tell the Truth, and C B S made a d o c u m e n 

tary of his work, narrated by Charles Co l l ingwood . T h e essential mes 

sage was murky in its meaning for w o m e n : your babies don't need you, 

on the o n e hand; go out and get free, on the other. It was a feminist 

put-down, a mixed-up, snarled, multilayered missive that oozed both 

love and longing, a potent combina t ion . 

Ha r low had two m o r e children wi th his n e w wife. Peggy had an 

advanced degree in psychology and, like Clara, she t o o dropped out 

of the workforce to raise her babies. Ha r low is quo ted saying, later in 

his life, " B o t h my wives had the g o o d sense no t to be women ' s l ib 

bers; they k n e w a man was m o r e impor tan t than anything else." 

Pamela Har low was b o r n , and then he r younger b ro the r Jona than . 

Today, the children are middle-aged. Pamela makes metal sculptures 

in O r e g o n , her work str iking and severe. J o n a t h a n is a w o o d w o r k e r ; 

he makes , a m o n g o the r things, t iny pine boxes that he sells to craft 

stores: " B o x e s , " he says— 

B o x e s . 



S O M E T H I N G WAS N O T go ing well . S o m e t h i n g bad was happening. 

A c lo th m o t h e r was j u s t as g o o d as a real m o t h e r ; touch was central 

to the pr imate heart, and yet, here i t was: O v e r the fol lowing year 

Har low no t i ced the c l o t h - m o t h e r e d monkeys were no t th r iv ing— 

this, after he had made such a bo ld p r o n o u n c e m e n t in front of all his 

peers. W h e n he t o o k the c l o t h - m o t h e r e d monkeys ou t to play and 

mate , they were violent ly antisocial . T h e females at tacked the males 

and k n e w no th ing about co r r ec t sexual posturing. S o m e o f the 

c l o t h - m o t h e r e d monkeys began to display autist ic-l ike features, r o c k 

ing and bi t ing themselves, sores b lossoming open on thei r black 

arms, the b l o o d rising up through the fur like br ight pulp. Infect ions 

set in. O n e c l o t h - m o t h e r e d m o n k e y chewed o f f its entire hand. 

S o m e t h i n g , n o w he saw, some th ing had g o n e terribly, terr ibly wrong . 

" O f cour se he was disappointed," says Har low's b iographer , 

D e b o r a h B l u m . " H e t h o u g h t he 'd isolated the o n e variable essential 

to m o t h e r i n g , t o u c h , and that this was a traveling variable, so to 

speak; anyone cou ld provide it, and he 'd made that a n n o u n c e m e n t 

publ ic , and then , over the n e x t year, he saw his m o n k e y s get very 

fucked up." A NewYork Times r epor te r c a m e ou t to M a d i s o n to do a 

fo l low-up on the soft m o t h e r surrogate and H a r l o w led h i m to his 

lab, w h e r e a t roop of rock ing , h e a d - b a n g i n g macaques sat in cages, 

eat ing o f f the i r f ingers. "I admit it," said Har low. "I have made a 

mistake." 

L e n R o s e n b l u m , o n e of Harlow's students a t the t ime and n o w a 

r enowned m o n k e y researcher in his o w n right , says, " S o we c a m e to 

understand there were o the r variables to mothe r ing ; i t wasn't j u s t 

touch , and i t wasn't jus t face. We hypothesized i t had someth ing to do 

with m o t i o n too . We made a surrogate that cou ld rock , and the 

babies were almost n o r m a l then, no t completely, but almost. We then 

tried a rock ing surrogate wi th o n e ha l f hou r a day w h e n the baby 

could play with a live m o n k e y and that produced an absolutely n o r 

mal kid. W h a t this means is that there are three variables to l o v e — 

touch, m o t i o n , and play—and i f you can supply all of those, you are 

mee t ing a primate's needs." 



R o s e n b l u m goes on to repeat that " the kids" only needed o n e ha l f 

hour a day of play wi th a live monkey. "It 's amazing," says R o s e n b l u m , 

"it's amazing h o w little our nervous system needs in order to turn out 

normal ." 

In s o m e respects I ' m glad to hear this. I interpret these results to 

mean: it's incredibly hard to mess up your chi ld. A little j i gg le , a soft 

sweater, and on ly thirty minutes of actual pr imate in teract ion. A n y 

m o t h e r can do this: lazy, work ing , wired, i r o n — w e can do it! Har low 

said we can. 

B u t why, if Harlow's findings are seemingly so reassuring, so all 

about love, w h y do they lodge in the gut like o n e of his e x p e r i m e n 

tal spikes? W h y , in exp lo r ing research about affection, do we shiver 

through the results? 

A n d it's no t j u s t me or you . It's Ha r low himself . He 's shivering. 

He's having affairs aga in—he c a n n o t be faithful to o n e w o m a n — a n d 

now, maybe as he discovers that the sof t -mothered monkeys are ac tu 

ally autistic, he begins to dr ink m o r e heavily. Days are so short ou t in 

W i s c o n s i n , early evening blot t ing ou t wha t little l ight there is, excep t 

for the ye l low gleam in the shot glass. Ha r low felt t remendous , 

t remendous pressure. He felt the applause of his or iginal findings and 

he had to keep i t up. He scrambled, and be tween 1 9 5 8 and 1 9 6 2 , he 

published mult iple papers. He bravely published the fact that his 

surrogate-raised m o n k e y children were emot iona l ly disturbed, and 

from there he w e n t on to identify the variables essential to avoiding 

this f a t e — m o t i o n and a dol lop of live play—using scores of infant 

macaques to prove his points. 

" H a r r y always had to top himself," says H e l e n L e R o y , his assistant. 

" H e was always l ook ing for the n e x t peak to conquer . " Like others of 

similar disposit ion, he c o n q u e r e d his peaks wi th a bladder of wine , a 

pen poised, a do -be t t e r d e m o n in the background . He never lost his 

lisp. A n n e Landers began to wr i t e about h i m in h e r adv i ce - t o -

mothe r s c o l u m n . W h a t would his n e x t e x p e r i m e n t be? His wife 

c a m e down wi th breast cancer , the tapestry of mi lk ducts infil

t r a t ed—carc inoma—a sickly discharge from her nipples. S h e had a 



few years left to live. Ha r low worked harder. W h e r e cou ld he rest his 

head? T h e mother less monkeys lost their minds, chat tered madly. His 

published, powerful research made its way in to baby care p roduc t s— 

most notably the sling and the Snugl i , w h i c h have added w a r m t h to 

the ways we parent infants. W i l l i a m Sears, the famous a t t achment 

parent ing advocate, a pediatr ician w h o preaches sleeping wi th your 

babies, keep ing t h e m close at all t imes, is a H a r l o w - m a d e man, 

w h e t h e r he knows i t or not . Orphanages , social service agencies , the 

b i r th ing industry all had cri t ical pol icies altered based in part on 

Harlow's findings. T h a n k s in part to Harlow, doctors n o w k n o w to 

place a n e w b o r n directly on its mother ' s bel ly after bir th. Also thanks 

in part to Harlow, workers in orphanages k n o w it's no t e n o u g h to 

prop a bot t le ; the foundl ing must be held, rocked , see, smile. T h a n k s 

to H a r l o w and his col leagues in the study of a t tachment , we have 

been h u m a n i z e d — w e possess an entire sc ience o f touch , and some o f 

this c a m e from cruelty. There ' s the paradox. 

C A N C E R IS A L W A Y S bad, bu t in the 1 9 6 0 s it was worse than it is 

today. R a d i a t i o n c a m e in h igh volts and beams , the b o d y marked 

with a b l ack- inked X, bull 's-eye. C h e m o t h e r a p y was practically 

primitive; the doses, in huge green caustic vials, were main l ined in to 

the arm, sending waves of heat and nausea through the b o d y Har low 

and his wife wen t several t imes a w e e k . I h o p e he held her hand. He 

must have seen the d o c t o r c lear ing the syringe of air, a graceful arc of 

water landing like a tear splash on the tiled floor, and then in to the 

vein, Peggy leaning over a basin he held for her, he r s tomach deposi t 

ing its con ten ts in a rush of pure nausea. 

" T h o s e were dark, dark years," says Harlow's son Jona than , w h o 

was eleven w h e n his m o t h e r was diagnosed, seventeen w h e n she 

died. Peggy b e c a m e visibly m o r e and m o r e ill, the cance r do ing its 

cancer dance, m o v i n g from breast to lung to liver, the w o m a n turn-

mg saffron yellow, he r m o u t h pulled back in a masked g r imace , her 

teeth peculiarly sharp look ing , m o n k e y teeth, mad. T h i s is h o w I 



imagine it. I t must have been bad, because dur ing that t ime Harlow's 

already dangerous dr ink ing tu rned worse . Students recall having to 

stop by the local bar at the evening's end and scoop Har low o f f the 

stool to drive h i m h o m e . Col leagues say there were m o r e than a few 

occas ions w h e n , a t hote l conferences , they'd have to put h im to bed , 

his heavy head s inking in to the sheets. 

Years wen t by and the original surrogate-raised macaques g rew 

older and older. T h e y did no t k n o w h o w to play or mate. Now, the 

females were fertile, adolescence k ick ing in, the follicles r ipening eggs. 

Har low wanted to breed the females because he had a n e w idea, a 

n e w quest ion. W h a t kinds o f mothers would motherless mothers 

make? T h e only way to tell was to get t h e m pregnant. B u t damn 

bi tches, they wouldn ' t raise their tails and b e n d their hairy hips. He 

tried putting, as he put it, very exper i enced , older male m o n k e y g e n 

t lemen in to the cages, but the females clawed their faces. At last he 

devised wha t he called "a rape rack," where in he tied the females 

down so the males could m o u n t them. It was a successful device, in 

that twenty of the motherless mo the r s were inseminated and gave 

birth. In an article published in 1 9 6 6 called "Mate rna l B e h a v i o r of 

R h e s u s M o n k e y s Depr ived o f M o t h e r i n g and Peer Associations in 

Infancy," Har low reported his results. A por t ion of the rape-rack 

mothers killed their infants; others were indifferent; a few were "ade

quate." T h i s , again, is powerful stuff, but I , for one , am unsure whe the r 

i t provides us wi th n e w knowledge , or simply confirms what we all 

intuitively knew, a t the expense of many monkeys ' lives. 

R o g e r Fouts feels strongly that the in format ion Har low "d i scov

e red" in his deprivation expe r imen t s was no t only obvious but der iv

ative. " H a r l o w never referred to Davenpor t and R o g e r s , " Fouts says. 

" B e f o r e Harlow, Davenpor t and R o g e r s put ch impanzees in boxes 

and w h e n they saw what happened, they never did i t again." 

" T h e p rob lem wi th Harlow," says pr imate researcher Len 

R o s e n b l u m , "is the way he descr ibed things. He did i t to get a rise 

out o f people." R o s e n b l u m goes on to tell this half-amusing story: 

H a r l o w was accep t ing an h o n o r before a large c rowd of p sycho lo -



gists. In the audience were three nuns, wh i t e habits, w inged head

pieces , heavy crucifixes on chains. F r o m his posi t ion at the pod ium, 

Har low saw the nuns and then p roceeded to show the audience p i c 

tures o f two monkeys copulat ing. " H e l o o k e d directly a t the nuns," 

R o s e n b l u m says, chuck l ing , "and a n n o u n c e d , ' H e r e i t is, the s e r m o n 

on the mount . ' " T h e nuns, they jus t wi thered . T h e y sank straight 

into their habits. 

" I t was vintage Harlow," R o s e n b l u m says. " H e always wanted to 

get a rise ou t of people . He wou ld never say ' terminated. ' He would 

say 'killed. ' W h y couldn ' t he have called the rape rack a restraining 

device? If he had, he wouldn ' t have such a mixed reputat ion today." 

It is clearly true that Har low preferred the dramatic, but I th ink 

R o s e n b l u m has i t wrong . T h e issue, after all, is no t wha t we call our 

devices, but wha t we do to animals wi th them. T h e animal rights 

m o v e m e n t was partly b o r n out of Harlow's work . E v e r y year, a t the 

Universi ty o f Mad i son P r ima te R e s e a r c h Cen t e r , the Animal 

Liberat ion Fron t has a demons t ra t ion w h e r e they sit shiva in the 

presence o f thousands o f stuffed K m a r t monkeys . T h i s seems absurd 

to m e — t h e use of the H e b r e w word shiva, for "gr ief ," the K m a r t an i 

mals. It makes r idiculous some th ing that is no t r idiculous, and that 

someth ing is a quest ion: W h a t are psychologists ' rights in the use of 

animals for research? H a r l o w can be credi ted for fomen t ing that 

question straight to the bo i l ing surface of animal sc ience . 

R O G E R F O U T S IS a research psychologis t w h o is also an animal 

rights activist, a rare c o m b i n a t i o n . He lives in O r e g o n , in a t iny 

mounta inous t own where aqueous trees are always green and dewed 

with drops of rain, where the land smells like leaves, m u l c h e d and 

r ich . Fouts spends mos t of his t ime with his g o o d friend and c h i m 

panzee Washou , w h o drinks coffee every m o r n i n g and likes to play 

tag. O v e r the years, Fouts has g rown fond of the animals he studies, 

and cou ld never h a r m t h e m for the sake of sc ience . Fouts studies 

chimpanzee language acquisi t ion, an area of inquiry that does no t 



demand knives or b lood . Says Fouts , " A n y researcher w h o is wil l ing 

to sacrifice his animals is moral ly quest ionable." Wi l l i am Mason , o n e 

of Harlow's students in the 1 9 6 0 s and n o w a pr imate researcher at 

the Univers i ty of Cal i fornia at Davis , says he is no t at all sure w h e t h e r 

the ends justify the means . M a s o n claims he has never qui te b e e n able 

to integrate his desires as an investigative scientist work ing on animals 

with his personal moral proclivit ies. In o the r words, M a s o n feels it's 

w r o n g to hurt an animal, but he still can see the reasons for do ing so. 

An ima l rights activists are no t moved by expressions of ambiva

lence . T h e y are a fierce, de t e rmined b u n c h w h o regularly ci te 

Har low in their literature as a fascist torturer. M o v i n g beyond the 

inflamed language and in to the heart of the issues, animal rights 

activists c laim that the use of animals in research delivers very little 

valid in format ion . T h e y are qu ick to c i te the thal idomide fiasco. In 

the 1 9 5 0 s thal idomide was tested on animals and showed no tera to

gen ic effects, bu t w h e n humans t o o k it, babies wi th serious bir th 

defects were b o r n . A l o n g these same lines, the human i m m u n o d e f i 

c i ency virus ( H I V ) administered to ch imps for the purposes of study

ing the disease produces no symptoms whatsoever ; penicil l in is tox ic 

in guinea pigs; aspirin causes bir th defects in m i c e and rats and is v i r 

ulently po isonous to cats. As for monkeys , well , they may be a lot like 

us, bu t they are no t ca rbon copies , no t by a long shot; the brain of a 

rhesus macaque is o n e tenth as large as a human's , and it develops at a 

far faster clip. A baby rhesus m a c a q u e is b o r n wi th t w o thirds of its 

brain already adult-sized; a human infant's brain is only o n e fourth its 

adult size. So h o w far, i f at all, can you general ize from o n e species to 

another? T h a t , o f course , depends o n w h o you ask. N o o n e will deny 

that the m o n k e y is a mode l , and a m o d e l is an approximat ion of the 

domain it is a t tempt ing to descr ibe. B u t approximation—that's a 

tricky, murky word that slip-slides on the page, swells and shrinks 

depending on w h o interprets it. 

An ima l rights activists like R o g e r Fouts and A l e x P a c h e c h i o might 

say the pr imate brain is a piss-poor approximat ion and doesn' t justify 

the squalor and pus and pain we heap on the animals of laboratory 



sc ience . B u t s o m e o n e like Stuart Z o l a - M o r g a n , a well-regarded 

m e m o r y researcher in Cal i fornia , obviously feels the m o n k e y brain is 

a treasure trove of secrets that i l luminate h o w the human m i n d migh t 

work . Z o l a - M o r g a n probes the m o n k e y m i n d wi th scalpel and shears 

so as to loca te the regions responsible for reco l lec t ion , s imple crude 

reco l lec t ion l ike p h o n e numbers and the lyrical recol lec t ions that 

give shadow and shape to ou r lives: the p icn ic table, the c ream cheese 

sandwich, the smell o f the our mother ' s m i n k coat . 

Z o l a - M o r g a n ' s surgical explorat ions have deepened ou r under 

standing o f m e m o r y . T h e r e can be no quest ion about that. A n d 

m e m o r y is crucial to w h o we are, as ensouled prismatic people . A n d 

yet, to achieve this knowledge , Z o l a - M o r g a n must anesthet ize his 

m o n k e y patient, then wrap a cord around the n e c k to cu t o f f all 

b lood supply to the brain, wait until the cells undergo apoptosis, and 

then wake the m o n k e y up to study its ability to recall. S o m e t i m e 

later, the m o n k e y is "sacrif iced," and its brain e x a m i n e d for areas of 

damage, bl ighted, dead areas, lobes whi t e wi th scar and stump. 

"I th ink human life is m o r e valuable than animal life," says Z o l a -

M o r g a n . In an in te rv iew wi th D e b o r a h B l u m , he says, " W e have a 

real obl igat ion to care for these animals well . B u t is my son's life 

wor th m o r e than a monkey ' s life? I don ' t even have to th ink about 

that answer." 

I D O . I do have to th ink about that answer. It's no t at all as clear to 

me that human life has s o m e intrinsically h igher w o r t h — n o , no t as 

clear to me at all. N o t w h e n I see a dolphin arcing ou t of the water, 

b lowing j e t s of froth from that ho le in its head. N o t w h e n I see how, 

as the earth's env i ronmen t changes , the demise of o n e species alters 

the nex t , so even the algae in the ocean we must respect, for i t keeps 

us, quite literally afloat. T h i s is j u s t wha t I th ink, r ight here, r ight 

now, today, the birds in the gut ter of my h o m e having ha tched a few 

noisy slick ch icks wi th thei r beaks spayed open . I am disturbed by a 

cuff strangling a monkey ' s n e c k . I am disturbed, of course , by the Iron 



Maiden , the rape rack, despite the knowledge i t gave us—and 

Harlow, perhaps he was disturbed as well . F o r all his p r o n o u n c e m e n t s 

about h o w he didn't care for his m o n k e y s and didn't like animals, 

some of his students suggest that the nature of his w o r k began to 

really b o t h e r h im. Certainly, as the years w e n t on , and the dr ink ing 

increased, s o m e t h i n g — m a n y th ings—were b o t h e r i n g h im. 

In 1 9 7 0 Harlow's wife Peggy died. Around the same t ime, he w o n 

the Nat iona l M e d a l o f S c i e n c e Award. His eyes were blank and 

h o o d e d . His m o u t h was an a n e m i c pink, the barest slit for a smile. 

He said to H e l e n L e R o y on the eve o f accep t ing his medal , " N o w I 

have no th ing left to strive for." T h i n g s tu rned precipi tously worse. 

W i t h o u t his wife, Har low could n o t c o o k or clean or make his bed 

o r get ou t o f bed . He felt he had reached the pinnacle o f his career, 

that he was standing on the farthest, finest peak, l o o k i n g out , and 

there was n o w h e r e to go but down. " I had to c o o k for my father," 

says Jona than . " H e was helpless w i thou t my mother . " Har low dragged 

his way in to his lab, all those cages, stacked o n e on top of the other , 

all those bland bars and the whi t e clouds in the sky and the scat. T h e 

scat. He was ju s t so tired. T h e rape rack. T h e scat. T h e cries o f despair 

and the c h i c k e n - w i r e surrogate and the ter ry c lo th , w h i c h may have 

s eemed ter r ib le to h im jus t then, its nubbly surface l ike sandpaper, 

i rr i tat ing the skin, rub it. 

He was so tired then, H a r l o w was. He bur ied his wife Peggy. At 

school , talking to students, this incredible , forceful fatigue would 

c o m e over h im, and he'd ju s t have to sleep. So he did. In the middle 

of a conversat ion wi th a student, H a r l o w started to put his head 

down on his desk and take a nap. It was so easy to sleep on his desk! 

He jus t closed his eyes and let their talking lull h im. 

He was no t wel l . His wife had had cance r of the breast; Harlow, i t 

seemed , had cance r o f the mind . I t b e c a m e obvious to everyone that 

he was break ing down and in desperate need o f repair. In M a r c h o f 

that year, Ha r ry Har low wen t o f f to the M a y o C l i n i c in Minneso ta , 

w h e r e he submi t ted to a series of e l ec t roshock treatments, n o w he 

the animal strapped down on the table, his head shaved, gel applied 



here and there, dab i t on the temples, smear i t over the eyes, his body 

no longer his. Today, e l ec t roshock therapy is s treamlined and toned; 

back then i t was all A C , blasts of cur rent squiggling through the 

wires, igni t ing the sluggish neurons . H e r e was Harlow, anesthetized, 

scrubbed, s u c c u m b i n g to a procedure that cou ld be called e x p e r i 

menta l , for no o n e k n e w w h y i t worked or how, or w h e n , o r if. His 

body j e r k e d a hundred t imes. He w o k e up wi th c o t t o n and clouds in 

his m o u t h , and no memory , and s o m e w h e r e his wife walked with his 

m o t h e r in a midwes te rn town, and w i n g e d beasts were in the sky. 

T H E N HE L E F T . T h e t reatments were over. H e wen t b a c k to 

Madison , but people said he was never the same again. He was p ro 

n o u n c e d "recovered," but he talked a little slower and didn't make 

wise cracks and b e c a m e the slightest bi t softer in his interact ions. 

W i t h o u t a wife, he was lost. He called Clara Mears , ou t in he r trailer 

in Ar izona . " C o m e back , " he said. T h e years had b e e n hard for Clara, 

too . S h e had had a son w h o drowned in a river outside the trailer 

h o m e . H e r s econd husband had also died. W i d o w and w idower 

j o i n e d toge the r and walked the aisle o n c e more , remarr ied . A n d 

Terman? W h a t did he th ink? His gifted children, wi th such promise, 

all o f t h e m wi th such h igh I Q s , they had a m o u n t e d to very little. B u t 

that's ano the r story. 

We are almost done. Har low and Clara, loop de loop. B a c k at the 

beginning, excep t for this: Harlow's interests had shifted slightly. He no 

longer wanted to study maternal deprivation. In the 1 9 6 0 s there was 

the rise of biological psychiatry and the hope that medicat ions might 

alleviate mental condit ions. T h a t interested Harlow. Possibly he hoped 

if he had another bou t of depression, he could get a pill and no t a 

shock. Possibly he was already on some pills, and they were only ha l f 

helpful. In any case, he wanted to k n o w what caused depression and 

what cured it, so, o n c e again, he turned to his rhesus macaques. 

He built a black isolation c h a m b e r in w h i c h an animal was h u n g 

upside down for up to t w o years, unable to move or see the world , 



fed through a gr id a t the b o t t o m of the V-shaped device . T h i s 

Har low called " the well of despair." Indeed, i t was successful in creat 

ing a pr imate m o d e l o f menta l illness. T h e animals, o n c e removed , 

after m o n t h s or years, were shattered and psychot ic . N o t h i n g Har low 

did cou ld b r ing t h e m back . T h e r e appeared to be no cure. No way to 

con tac t , to comfor t . 

In the end, H a r l o w died of Parkinson's disease. He cou ld no t stop 

shaking. 

E V E R Y W H E R E I CO there are animals. A squirrel leaps from wire to 

wire. Slugs, huge and indecent , crawl out of the garden and laze on 

the conc re t e steps. T o u c h them, and your f ingers are sticky wi th gel. 

Cats cry. A whi t e dog finds its way in to our yard and sits there, sph inx

like, l i ck ing its p ink paws. I would like to get a monkey, but my hus

band says this is a bad idea. He works in a lab and says monkeys smell. 

I say, putt ing down a b o o k of Harlow's selected papers, From Learning 

to Love,"You have no idea h o w m u c h I L O V E monkeys ," and I ' m sur

prised to hear real emo t ion , i f no t passion in my voice . 

"Are you turn ing in to an animal act ivist?" he asks. 

" I ' l l tell you," I say, "after reading wha t this man did to those an i 

mals, and wha t we do to monkeys today, infect t h e m wi th HIV, give 

t h e m brain tumors , w h e n they're so obviously our cousins, I 'll tell 

you I ' m against it. It's wrong . H a r l o w was wrong . All the m o n k e y 

research he spawned is wrong." 

" S o you're tell ing me," he says, " that i f you had to c h o o s e be tween 

a cure for Clara, if she got sick, and a monkey ' s life, you 'd c h o o s e the 

m o n k e y over your k id?" 

I k n e w i t was g o i n g to c o m e to this. It's wha t H a r l o w wou ld 

have said, w h a t Z o l a - M o r g a n does say: o u r h u m a n lives are in t r ins i 

cally m o r e valuable; m o n k e y studies yie ld i n f o r m a t i o n that helps 

those lives. 

" O f course I'd c h o o s e Clara," I say slowly, " b u t that's because 

n ine ty -n ine pe rcen t o f me i s a monkey , and any m o n k e y would 



c h o o s e its chi ld ." B u t wha t I can ' t qui te explain to h im is that whi le 

n ine ty -n ine percent o f m e may b e inst inct , o r animal impulse, o r 

mammal i an love, there's that o n e percent o f me that's no t from the 

forests, and this f ragment of se l f can see that to hur t o n e is s o m e h o w , 

s o m e w h e r e , to hurt all. T h i s o n e pe rcen t i s maybe w h e r e my reason 

resides, and my reason tells me it is rarely defensible to cause suffer

ing to sent ient beings , especially i f that data can be ext rapola ted by 

o the r means . 

W h a t , I wonder , is the o n e percent of us that's no t ch impanzee , the 

two percent that's no t orangutan, the mere six percent that's no t r h e 

sus macaque? I'd like to know. Is that w h e r e our spirit resides? Is that 

a sliver of angel, or god , mandat ing us to see the forest for the trees, 

the w h o l e huge interrelated tapestry of life? It's such a small pe rcen t 

age, so hard to live there, where we are human , and thus responsible. 

Today, I go to a p r imate lab. Harlow's pr imate lab is still up and 

running, hous ing over t w o thousand monkeys in W i s c o n s i n . I go to 

ano ther lab, loca ted in Massachusetts . I won ' t descr ibe it; we 've heard 

enough . H e r e is where cure and death and sheer discovery sit side by 

side. T h e cages are stacked o n e over the other , wi th the animals in 

pairs inside. I t smells of c leaning solut ion and dog treats. I knee l 

down nex t to a cage and slip my hands be tween the bars, and a p r i 

mate c o m e s up to m e , mouths me like a horse migh t m o u t h my 

palm, lips all dry and velvety. I recall reading that o n c e H a r l o w was 

work ing at n ight a m o n g his monkeys , and he accidental ly locked 

h imse l f inside o n e of the cages. F o r hours and hours he sat there and 

couldn ' t get out . T h e W i s c o n s i n sky was dark; in the distance he 

heard revelers. "Help , " he shouted from beh ind the bars. " H e l p help." 

At last s o m e o n e heard, but by then Har low was co ld , and scared. 

" C a n I ho ld a m o n k e y ? " I ask my guide. He lets m e , and I can't 

bel ieve h o w lucky I am, to ho ld a monkey, to ho ld human history, 

the P le i s tocene era, the N e o l i t h i c era, the dinosaurs l ong before that, 

roaming flat fields and br ine . I gather the little b rown ball of fur and 

muscle up in to my arms. It is a young one . It wraps its incredible 

musty arms around my n e c k . Its heart is beat ing fast; it is scared. 



Scared o f m e ? Scared o f captivity? Scared o f be ing free? " S h h h , " I say 

to the monkey, my monkey, and I l o o k in to its wr ink led face, an old 

man, a baby, the saddest, wettest eyes, and suddenly I feel it is Ha r low 

h imse l f I am holding. T h i s is funny to m e — H a r l o w reincarnated as a 

monkey, in my arms r ight now—it ' s funny and it's not . I stroke the 

hard head. I l o o k at the lifelines on the palm. T h e y w ind b a c k to 

Wiscons in , to a small house in Iowa, to many drives and desires. T h e 

lines are pink and tangled. T h e animal shivers in my arms. "Just rest," 

I say, and I try to b r ing h i m close, as close as I can. 
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Rat Park 

T H E R A D I C A L A D D I C T I O N 

E X P E R I M E N T 

In the 1960s and 1970s scientists conducted research into the nature of 

addiction. With animal models, they tried to create and quantify crav

ing, tolerance, and withdrawal. Some of the more bizarre experiments 

involved injecting an elephant with LSD using a dart gun, and pump

ing barbiturates directly into the stomachs of cats via an inserted 

catheter. With cocaine alone, overfive hundred experiments are still per

formed every year, some on monkeys strapped into restraining chairs, 

others on rats, whose nervous system so closely resembles ours that they 

make, ostensibly, reasonable subjects for the study of addiction. Almost 

all animal addiction experiments have focused on, and concluded with, 

the notion that certain substances are irresistible, the proof being the 

animal's choice to self-administer the neurotoxin to the point of death. 

However, Bruce Alexander and coinvestigators Robert Coambs and 

Patricia Hadaway, in 1981, decided to challenge the central premise of 

addiction as illustrated by classic animal experiments. Their hypothesis: 

strapping a monkey into a seat for days on end, and giving it a button 

to push for relief, says nothing about the power of drugs and everything 

about the power of restraints—social, physical, and psychological. Their 

idea was to test the animals in a truly benevolent environment, and to 

see whether addiction was still the inevitable result. If it was, then drugs 

deserved to be demonized. If it wasn't, then perhaps, the researchers 

suggested, the problem was not as much chemical as cultural. 



Ik n o w a j u n k i e . E m m a is her name . At s ix ty- three years old, she is 

a sc ience dean at a small N e w England col lege , and even w h e n 

she's no t in her office, she's stylishly dressed, today in l inen pants and 

a scar f the c o l o r of mer lo t . A few m o n t h s ago, someth ing bad hap

pened to the bones in E m m a ' s back . T h e vertebrae, w h i c h snap 

toge ther like Legos , began to loosen and slip. To ease the pressure, she 

wen t under the knife and c a m e up to consciousness wi th a surgical 

seam and o n e b rown bot t le o f O x y C o n t i n , the medic ina l disks 

releasing he r to a place wi thou t pain. 

O p i u m , called in olden days the Sacred A n c h o r of Life, the Plant 

o f Joy, M i l k o f Paradise, wr i t ten about by classic G r e e k physicians as 

cu r ing " c h r o n i c headache, epilepsy, apoplexy, tightness of breath, 

co l ic , lilac poison, hardness of the spleen s tone, the troubles to w h i c h 

w o m e n are subject , me lancho ly and all pest i lence." O p i u m , a strange 

substance harvested from the leggy poppy plant wi th its testicular 

pod full o f seed; in n ine t een th -cen tu ry England , nursing w o m e n 

used to b r ew the poppy plant's seeds, dr ink the tea, and quiet their 

fitful infants. O p i u m , possibly the precursor to R i t a l in , the first psy

cho t rop ic , sold in the streets of s m o k y L o n d o n as "Infant 's 

Q u i e t n e s s " and " M r s . Wins low's S o o t h i n g Syrup 

E m m a Lowry, however, has a different v i ew of the drug. Surgery 

cured the bad bones in he r back but left her wi th "a terr ible depend

ence . I never m u c h thought about drugs, never m u c h cared for t h e m 

o n e way or the other , but I 'll tell you , I'll never l o o k at a poppy plant 

and think it's pre t ty—never , ever again," she says w h e n I visit he r in 

he r h o m e , a solar-paneled c o n t e m p o r a r y wi th high wh i t e walls. 

Today, E m m a is reading a b o o k by G e o r g e E l io t , talking on the 

p h o n e to he r staff about h i r ing procedures, and in b e t w e e n that, 

telling me her tale. She doesn' t n e e d to tell me really. I can see it, in 

the way, after t w o hours w i thou t a dose, he r b o d y begins to quiver; I 

watch her ease t w o tablets from the bot t le , place t h e m on the pad of 

he r tongue . S h e could , i t seems, no m o r e refuse these pills than a 

plant cou ld deny the sun it tilts toward. 



Hers is a c o m m o n , undisputed story. O u r predecessors may have 

thought op ium an elixir, but we k n o w better , we wi th ou r needles 

g o n e blunt from sharing, ou r col lec t ive nasal cavities collapsing. We 

k n o w drugs are addictive. I f you mainl ine heroin long enough , you 

will develop a taste for it. I f you smoke crack coca ine , you will be 

rushed and rocked and later feel the need for more . We th ink these 

things because the media and the medical establ ishment have repeat

edly told us i t is so, the i r p r o o f in P E T scans showing brains br ight 

red wi th craving. 

A n d yet, in the end, even p r o o f i tsel f is a cultural const ruct . B r u c e 

Alexander , Ph .D . , a psychologis t w h o lives in Vancouver , Br i t i sh 

C o l u m b i a , wil l tell you this. He has spent his life studying the nature 

of addict ion and has c o m e to the conc lus ion that i t does no t reside in 

the pha rmaco logy of a drug a t all, bu t in the c o m p l e x weave of 

unsupport ive societ ies . A c c o r d i n g to Alexander , there is no such 

thing as a c h e m i c a l that causes addict ion, as, say, anthrax causes pul 

m o n a r y distress. In Alexander 's schema , addict ion is no t a fact, but a 

narrative, and o n e qui te poor ly plot ted. There fo re , he very m u c h 

doubts the stories o f the E m m a Lowrys , o r the AA converts , o r the 

research by E . M. J e l l i neck , w h o was the first physician to dub a l c o 

hol ism a disease in the 1 9 6 0 s , and the later research by J a m e s Olds 

and Peter Mi lne r , w h o found that animals in cages will c h o o s e 

coca ine over food until they starve to death, b o n e d rodents. Instead, 

Alexander has two stark claims: (1) there is really no th ing " inherent ly 

addict ive" about any drugs, and (2) repeated exposures to even the 

mos t en t ic ing drugs do no t usually lead to problems. 

" T h e vast major i ty of people ," Alexander says, "wi l l use even the 

most addictive substances, and will use t h e m perhaps repeatedly, but 

there i s NO inexorab le progression to hell ." 

His tory may prove h i m right . P r i o r to the t emperance m o v e m e n t , 

w h e n o p i u m was legal, addict ion levels remained at a steady o n e per 

cen t o f the populat ion. Desp i te the E m m a Lowrys o f the world, 

Alexander can reci te studies that support his v i ew like s o m e mus i 

cians play scales, in full c o m m a n d of their keyboards—the study, for 



instance, done fifteen years ago, that showed the vast major i ty of h o s 

pitalized patients exposed to consis tent ly high doses o f m o r p h i n e 

were able to c o m e o f f w i thou t a p rob lem o n c e thei r pain had 

resolved, and the O n t a r i o househo ld survey, w h i c h showed that 

ninety-five percent o f Onta r ians w h o use c o c a i n e do so less than 

o n c e per m o n t h . In a 1 9 7 4 San Franc i sco study that fol lowed 

twenty-seven regular c o c a i n e users over an e leven-year per iod , all 

respondents remained gainfully employed; on ly one , dur ing the 

decade, had tu rned in to a compuls ive imbiber . E leven of the respon

dents repor ted they had used their addictive drug daily at s o m e 

point , but were no longer do ing so. Seven of those eleven had 

reduced their c o n s u m p t i o n from seven to three grams. A lexande r is 

especially fond of c i t ing the V i e t n a m War as a natural e x p e r i m e n t in 

drug addict ion; n inety percent o f the m e n w h o b e c a m e "add ic ted" t o 

heroin on the war fields s topped using o n c e they hit h o m e turf, 

s topped simply and quietly, never to go back to compuls ive use. A n d 

then there's the exce l l en t c rack c o c a i n e survey: a 1 9 9 0 study of 

young A m e r i c a n s w h i c h showed that 5.1 percent o f t h e m had used 

c rack o n c e in the i r life, but only 0 . 4 pe rcen t had used i t the m o n t h of 

the interview, and less than 0 . 0 5 percen t had used i t twenty or m o r e 

days in the m o n t h of the interview. " T h e r e f o r e , " crows Alexande r to 

me , " i t wou ld seem the mos t addictive drug on earth causes persistent 

addict ion in no m o r e than o n e user in o n e hundred." 

We cou ld go on . T h e r e are still m o r e studies to prove his points, 

and Alexander likes to sound t h e m . In fact, he likes to rant and rave. 

He speaks in a soft vo ice t inged wi th a bi t of Br i t i sh , I th ink, but 

there is some th ing compuls ive in his talk, his eyes wide and sort of 

startled beh ind their oval glasses, his folded hands t ightening to prove 

a point . " D o y o u use any drugs yourself?" I ask h im, because he 

somet imes seems a little tilted. He says, " W i t h special friends, I use 

acid. I don ' t use it regularly, but it has provided me wi th the o p p o r t u 

ni ty for profound self-understanding." He pauses. I ' m wait ing. 

" O n c e , " he says, " I t o o k some L S D and felt my head was in a 

dragon's mou th , and w h e n I l o o k e d down, my lower b o d y was in 



ano the r beast's m o u t h and I t hough t , 'Okay , I'll j u s t lie down and die.' 

So that's wha t I did. My heart s eemed to stop beat ing. I k n e w not to 

fight the beasts. As soon as I s topped resisting, the monsters turned 

in to a yel low bed of flowers, and I floated away. S i n c e then I have no t 

feared my mortality." 

" H o w long ago was tha t?" I ask h im. 

"Twenty- f ive years ago or so," he says. 

Wel l , I th ink that's a pretty g o o d advert isement for acid. N o t on ly 

does i t break you in to B u d d h i s m faster than you can crack the easiest 

koan, but i t keeps you there wi thout , apparently, m u c h fol low-up. 

I eye h im, warily. As a psychologis t I have worked in substance 

abuse facilities, and I have seen firsthand the powerful chemis t ry of 

craving. I'd like to dismiss Alexander as a pure propagandist, excep t 

there is this problemat ic , delightful, fascinating fact: A lexander has 

facts, in the fo rm of his o w n ingenious exper imen t s , to prove his t h e 

ories and substantiate the studies he so likes to quo te . Y o u can resist 

h im, or you can c o m e wi th h im, here and here and here, to the odd

est places, w h e r e your assumptions die down and in their place, an 

open f i e ld—st range sorts o f flowers, all o f t h e m unexpec t ed . 

B R U C E A L E X A N D E R WAS raised i n " a red, whi te , and b l u e " h o u s e 

hold. His father, an a rmy officer and later an eng inee r for G E , spent 

the last years of his life insisting he be called C o l o n e l Alexander . At 

n ine teen years of age, Alexander , w h o s e early photographs show a 

hear tbreakingly handsome man , mar r i ed a hear tbreakingly beautiful 

w o m a n , and toge ther they m o v e d to a tiny town called O x f o r d , 

O h i o . O x f o r d was often cold , and the O h i o R i v e r made a dull gray 

cut through the tasseled cornfields. T h e marr iage wen t co ld quickly. 

Alexander was studying psychology as an undergraduate at M i a m i 

Univers i ty w h e n he saw Har ry Harlow's famous m o n k e y tapes. " I 

t h o u g h t , ' H e r e is a man w h o is studying the nature of love, and I am 

unlucky in love, so I should seek this man as my m e n t o r . ' " W h i c h he 

did. He wro te Har low a let ter and was invited to Mad i son to study 



for his master's and doctoral degrees. A lexande r went , fully expec t ing 

to learn someth ing , or everything, about the ties that b ind. 

He traveled, then, across the land, e x c h a n g i n g o n e co ld state for an 

even co lde r one , a l though he had no idea at the t ime. He arrived at 

Harlow's lab to be immedia te ly assigned to the maternal deprivation 

expe r imen t s , record ing h o w many t imes a day a mother less m o t h e r 

m o n k e y bi t o r o therwise abused he r young . He wa tched the m o n 

keys, but he wa tched still m o r e carefully H a r l o w himself . " H e was a 

terr ible drunk," says Alexander . " H e was always, always in tox ica ted . I 

thought , wha t w o u l d propel a m a n to so absent h i m s e l f from the 

world? I thought about that a lot . I c a m e to Harlow's lab want ing to 

study love, but I w o u n d up con templa t ing addict ion." 

T h e V i e t n a m W a r b roke out . Alexander , n o w divorced, left his 

wife and two toddlers for Canada, because "I b e c a m e radicalized. I 

cou ld no t live in this coun t ry anymore ." Across the border , he signed 

on as an assistant professor at S i m o n Fraser University, and as c h a n c e 

wou ld have it, the psychology depar tment assigned h i m to teach a 

course in heroin addict ion, some th ing he k n e w little about . He did 

an internship h i m s e l f at a substance abuse c l in ic in Vancouver , and it 

was there he first began to cons ider addict ion in ways distinctly n o n -

pharmacolog ica l . " I especially r e m e m b e r this o n e patient . He had a 

Chr i s tmas t ime j o b as Santa Claus in a mall . He couldn ' t do his j o b 

unless he was h igh on heroin . He wou ld shoo t up, c l imb in to that red 

Santa Claus cos tume , put on those b lack plastic boo ts , and smile for 

six hours straight. I began to cons ider then that the cur rent theor ies 

of substance abuse were wrong; that people used, no t because they 

H A D to pharmacological ly , but because the substance was o n e valid 

way of adapting to difficult c i rcumstances ." 

T h i s th ink ing violated the theor ies back then and cont inues to go 

against the theor ies of today, despite the frequent nods c o n t e m p o r a r y 

researchers make t o the impor t ance o f " c o m p l e x factors." R e a d 

e n o u g h c o n t e m p o r a r y convent iona l substance abuse literature, and 

you ' l l no t e that i t all starts out wi th an a c k n o w l e d g m e n t that env i 

r o n m e n t plays a role, and then it slides l ickety-spli t in to the inevitable 



lockstep electr ical and chemica l cascades that overtake the human 

brain, the Har low heart . B a c k in the 1 9 5 0 s , there was a lot of very 

compe l l i ng research in to the physiological mechan i sms o f addict ion, 

and that research domina ted the day, and today as well . In 1 9 5 4 , at 

M c G i l l University, t w o young psychologists , J a m e s Olds and Peter 

Mi lner , were the first to discover the fact that a whi te lab rat will 

monomaniaca l ly press a lever to receive electr ical brain stimulation in 

what was thought to be " the reward center ." In several famous varia

tions of the original Olds and M i l n e r exper imen t , scientists such as 

M. A . Bozar th and R . A . W i s e h o o k e d the animals up to self-injecting 

catheters and let t h e m get high as kites whi le they slowly starved to 

death. T h e s e demonstrat ions ended, quite literally, in bones , bones , 

delicate lattice work, wh i t e piping, whiskers. In still another set of 

exper iments , the whi te lab rats would receive an opiate bolus if they 

were wil l ing to cross an electr ical field that delivered severe shocks to 

their padded paws. N o w , a b r i e f digression into the ana tomy of the 

paw. Despi te its leathery feel, its c racked and calloused appearance, an 

animal paw has nearly as many nerve endings as the head of a penis; it 

is sensation packed in pink. A n d yet, the rodents crossed the charged 

field, fl inching, squealing, and then collapsed on the o ther side, suck

ing up their drug through a straw. 

Wel l , this was compe l l i ng ev idence for the pharmaco log ica l power 

of cer tain substances, was i t not? T h i s was compe l l i ng ev idence that 

addict ion is a physiological inevitability. After all, you cou ld replicate 

these exper imen t s in monkeys , and there were human correlates 

everywhere , drifting down ou r inner -c i ty streets, r u m m a g i n g in our 

trash. Alexander , however , read the research and was no t conv inced . 

He fol lowed Olds and Milner ' s work . T h e two psychologists were 

get t ing qui te famous; in fact, perhaps they should no t be this story's 

subplot, but its main meat , Olds and M i l n e r ; A lexander was virtually 

u n k n o w n . Olds and M i l n e r dec ided they wanted to locate the brain's 

"pleasure cen te r s " and hypothesized that they existed in the subre t ic-

ular fo rmat ion . T h e y split a rodent skull or two, implanted tiny e l e c 

trodes here and there on a brain no b igger than a bean, appending 



the electrodes first wi th dental glue and later, for stability, wi th t iny 

j e w e l e r screws, and then stepped back to see what wou ld happen. 

Here 's wha t happened: T h e rats appeared to love the small cor t ica l 

sizzles. An e lec t rode placed jus t the tiniest bi t to the r ight caused the 

animal to b e c o m e incredibly doci le ; a little bi t to the left and it p rac 

tically panted in pleasure; a little down and it l icked its genitals until 

they were awash in gloss; upward and the appetite expanded expan 

sively. O lds and M i l n e r hypothesized that th roughout the brain there 

are ho t spots of pleasure, and they proved this by showing that w h e n 

the rats cou ld self-stimulate by pressing a lever that delivered a pulse 

to their exposed brains, they would do so up to six thousand t imes an 

hou r i f the e lec t rode was e m b e d d e d jus t r ight. 

"Just right," i t turns out , was in what 's called the median forebrain 

bundle . T h a t , Olds proudly procla imed, was the pleasure center . I 

myse l f wen t to see this bundle , because , well , pleasure's hard to resist. 

A friend of m i n e w h o works in a rat lab in t roduced me to ano the r 

friend w h o works in a rat lab, and I wa tched a "sacr i f iced" animal's 

men inges be ing pee led back to reveal the coils and rumples o f c o g n i 

t ion, vol i t ion, and there, a few skeins and gray strands, the weave of 

pleasure, surprisingly m o n o t o n e . 

Alexander , m e a n w h i l e , was counse l ing his he ro in abusers, m o s t 

o f t h e m dirt p o o r and disaffected. W h y , A l e x a n d e r w o n d e r e d , i f the 

pleasure c e n t e r is so easily s t imulated by p h a r m a c o l o g i c a l agents , i f 

we are so easily taken over, then w h y do on ly a p o r t i o n of users 

b e c o m e addicts? Ce r t a in ly all o f us are in possession o f the de l i 

c ious bu t sadly p l a i n - l o o k i n g med ian forebrain bundle . A l e x a n d e r 

k n e w w h a t the rest o f the researchers were forget t ing, b a c k then , i n 

t he 1 9 6 0 s and 1 9 7 0 s , w h e n m a n y magazines featured the n e w l y 

found c o u n t r y of pleasure on its cover , the brain aloft, on a b lue 

s tem. A l e x a n d e r k n e w that phys io logica l " f ac t s " exist in c o m p l e x 

sets o f e m o t i o n a l and social c i r cumstances ; p h a r m a c o l o g y i s l inked 

to l uck and weather , c o i n c i d e n c e and pay raises, w h i t e beards and 

plastic presents . He k n e w these th ings , bu t he had no proof . He 

w a n t e d proof . 



Groups o f psychologists and pharmacologis ts began to hypothesize 

about the nature of drug addict ion, based on the pleasure cen te r 

findings. Drugs , perhaps, are like chemica l e lectrodes . T h e y exc i t e 

that do rman t median forebrain bundle , causing i t to crave m o r e and 

more , the same way scratching a bug bi te only ignites the i tch. 

That ' s the simple explanat ion. B u t it's no t very specific or sc ien

tific. On a pha rmaco log ica l level, researchers began to c la im an in te r 

esting story. We have in our heads a little pha rmaco logy factory. We 

have endorphins , w h i c h are exact ly l ike opiates, the body's natural 

pain killers; we have dopamine ; we have s e r o t o n i n — w e all k n o w 

about tha t—a drug of ca lm and reason, and, left to its o w n devices, 

the b o d y jus t manufactures these little vials of goodness , in modera te 

amounts , to get us through. However , w h e n we start impor t ing from 

foreign count r ies , taking, say, M e x i c a n dope in to our ba lanced b l o o d 

or Ch i l ean crack still s m o k i n g in its bowl , then ou r b o d y thinks, 

"Okay , let's take a break." We stop producing our o w n natural drugs 

and c o m e to rely on an external source, a k ind of m ixed -up foreign 

e c o n o m i c pol icy that leaves us depleted in the end, w i thou t internal 

resources. In o the r words, ou r b o d y adapts to the synthet ic input by 

ceasing its own private product ion . T h i s is called, in fancy terms, " the 

neuroadaptive model , " and i t poses, o n c e again, that drugs inevitably 

throw o f f our homeos ta t i c systems and make i t so we must cross dis

tant borders . 

" B u t , " says Alexander, "let's take the dopamine deplet ion hypothesis. 

Y o u use coca ine enough and your brain stops producing dopamine, so 

you have to take m o r e coca ine , w h i c h exci tes dopamine product ion . 

Let's start wi th that hypothesis . The re ' s no hard ev idence that the 

dopamine deplet ion causes peop le to crave m o r e coca ine . " I decide 

to call in a conservative, the f o r m e r assistant drug czar, a Yale man, 

H e r b Kleber . " O f course there's evidence," he says to me . "Have you 

seen the P E T studies? There ' s definitely dopamine deplet ion in a 

c o c a i n e user's brain and that deple t ion is strongly associated wi th 

increased craving." 

Yes? N o ? M a y b e ? In no o the r segmen t o f psychology do you get, 



perhaps, such conf l ic t ing answers than in drug studies, w h e r e polit ics 

and sc ience do no t so m u c h in form as infuse each other . 

" L o o k , " says J o e D u m i t , a professor o f psychology a t M I T . " P E T 

studies can be unreliable. It's easy to create images that l o o k l ike 

they're showing a great change , but those images can be misleading. 

W h o k n o w s ? " D u m i t sighs. S tudying the brain all day sounds hard. 

It's an endless, hopeless exercise in t rying to use the se l f to see beyond 

the self. Jus t give me a glass of wine . 

A L E X A N D E R W A N T E D P R O O F . H e was l iving i n Vancouver , a 

beautiful ci ty edged wi th sea. He observed o the r scientists ' j u n k i e 

rats. T h e y had, in s o m e cases, catheters inserted in to thei r raw shaved 

backs, the i r cages c ramped and dirty. M a y b e here was proof, its bare 

beg innings . A lexander thought , " I f I l ived like that in a cage, I'd get as 

high as possible too." W h a t w o u l d happen, he wondered , i f he 

removed the cage or, in o the r words, altered the cultural constraints? 

W o u l d the inevitable physiological fact of addict ion stay the same in 

happier surroundings? Alexander wonde red this to h i m s e l f and 

smiled. He has an incredibly sweet smile, two dents of dimples on 

e i ther side of his face, a n i ck in his chin like some strange be ing 

t o u c h e d h i m way back w h e n , in the w o m b . He smiled and thought , 

" R a t park." A n d then he began to bui ld it. 

Instead of a small c ramped cage, Alexander and coinvestigators 

R o b e r t C o a m b s and Patricia Hadaway constructed a two-hundred-

square-foot housing co lony for their whi te Wis te r lab rats. In to this 

space, w h i c h they heated jus t right, they put down delicious cedar 

shavings and all manne r of br ight balls and wheels and tin cans. T h e y 

made sure, as this was to be a c o - e d colony, that there was ample space 

for mating, special space for bir thing, r o o m to roam for the toothy 

males, w a r m nests for the lactating females. T h e n , Alexander, C o a m b s , 

and Hadaway painted the walls of the rats' R i t z Car l ton in j e w e l e d 

greens and saffrons. T h e y painted deciduous trees, mountains r ibboned 

with roads and studded with tiny trees, creeks flowing over smoo th 



stones. T h e y cared little for the actual environmental accuracy of the 

backdrop. Jungles gave way to evergreens; snow mel ted into sand. 

Alexander , C o a m b s , and Hadaway devised a few different e x p e r i 

menta l condi t ions for the rats. O n e they called the Seduc t ion . T h i s 

cond i t i on is predicated on the fact that rats have a sweet t oo th and 

are rarely, i f ever k n o w n , to turn down dessert. In the Seduc t ion c o n 

dit ion, the investigators put s ixteen lab rats in to the fancy rat park 

and kept ano the r s ix teen in the standard laboratory cages, w h e r e 

space was c ramped and isolation ex t r eme . B e c a u s e plain m o r p h i n e is 

bit ter, and rats hate bi t terness, the researchers gave bo th sets of rats 

m o r p h i n e - l a c e d water sprinkled with sucrose, at first j u s t a little 

sucrose, but as the days progressed, m o r e and more , until the dr ink 

was a veri table daiquiri of sugary delight, del ivering supposedly i r re 

sistible opioids in an irresistible l iquid. To bo th sets of rats, they also 

gave plain o ld tap water, w h i c h must have l ooked so gray and filmy, 

nex t to the s tocked and g lowing bot t les . 

Here's what they found: T h e cramped and isolated caged rats loved 

the morph ine- laced water right from its subtle, sugary start, slurping it 

up and, I imagine, falling down dazed, their pink eyes stoned, their 

miniscule wizened feet waving slowly in the airy air. T h e rat-park resi

dents, however, resisted dr inking the narcotic solution, no mat ter h o w 

sweet the researchers made it. W h i l e they did occasionally imbibe 

(females m o r e than males), they consistently showed a preference for 

the straight H 2 Q and w h e n the two groups were compared, the caged 

isolated rats drank up to sixteen times more than the park residents, 

clearly a finding of statistical significance. Highly interesting is the fact 

that w h e n the researchers added N a l o x o n e to the morphine- laced 

water in the rat park, the rat-park rats reversed their aversion to the 

narcotic water and drank it. N a l o x o n e is a substance that negates the 

effects of opioids but spares the sugary taste of the conduit . Th i s rather 

stunning finding shows, perhaps most clearly of all, h o w rats, w h e n in a 

"fr iendly" place, will actually avoid anything, heroin included, that 

interrupts their normal social behaviors. T h e rats liked the sweetened 

water, so long as they didn't get stoned. At least in rodents, opiates are 



actually, in favorable situations, distinctly undesirable, wh ich is a far cry 

from our understanding of t hem as inherently tempting. 

We think these results are socially as well as statistically significant. 

If rats in a reasonably normal environment consistently resist opi 

ate drugs, then the "natural affinity" idea is wrong, an overgeneral-

ization of experiments on isolated animals. 

These f indings are compatible with the new "coping" interpre

tation of human opiate addiction if one keeps in mind that rats are 

by nature extremely gregarious, active, curious animals. Solitary 

confinement causes extraordinary psychic distress in human beings 

and is likely to be just as stressful to other sociable species, and 

therefore to elicit extreme forms of coping behavior such as the 

use of powerful analgesics and tranquilizers, in this case morphine. 

It may also be that socially housed rats resist morphine because 

it is such a powerful anesthetic and tranquilizer. As such, it inter

feres with a rat's (or a person's) ability to play, eat, mate and engage 

in other behaviors which make life rewarding. 

T h e Seduc t ion e x p e r i m e n t showed that there is, in fact, n o t h i n g 

inherently, inexorab ly seducing abou t opiates, and as such it s tood as 

a real chal lenge to the t emperance mentality, w h i c h rose to p r o m i 

n e n c e in this coun t ry as prohib i t ion laws c a m e in to effect and w h i c h , 

in o n e way or another , weaves and has woven through so m u c h of 

addict ion research. In 1 8 7 3 , a journa l i s t observ ing a t emperance rally 

wrote , " T h e n the ladies, j o i n e d by the spectators, sang, 'Praise G o d 

from w h o m all blessings flow,' whi le l iquors were rolled in to the 

street. Of the w o m e n around, s o m e were crying, a few alternately 

s inging and re turning thanks . . . "You can see that quo te as the barely 

visible fuel beh ind Olds and Milner ' s work , beh ind the cur rent drug 

wars and the scientists w h o support t hem, and beh ind the naysayers, 

like Alexander , w h o have done s o m e ingenious things to refute a 

supersti t ion so en t r enched we don ' t even k n o w we ho ld it. 



T H E E X P E R I M E N T , H O W E V E R , was no t comple te . Alexander, 

C o a m b s , and Hadaway successfully showed that rats will resist even the 

most irresistibly delivered drug if it interferes with the alternatively 

gratifying opportunit ies available to them. However , the research team 

had another question, and this one had to do with addiction already in 

progress. T h e y had tried to start an addiction in the fancy rat resi

dences, pretty unsuccessfully. T h e opposit ion, however, could easily say, 

"F ine . Give a rat Nautilus equipment and sex twenty-four hours a day 

and it won ' t get high. In the real world, people are more vulnerable, 

and they may begin to use at a bad point in their lives, and once 

they've started an addictive pursuit, they cannot stop. T h e withdrawal is 

so painful, it in and of itself guarantees cont inued use." So to test this 

assumption, the researchers again took two sets of rats and kept o n e set 

in their cages. T h e o ther set they moved to rat park. O v e r the next 

fifty-seven days, wh ich is a good long t ime in heroin t ime, they made 

junk ies out of each and every rodent, giving them no liquid to drink 

except the morphine- laced water. " L o n g enough," writes Alexander, 

" to produce tolerance and physical dependence." 

T h e y then again provided bo th groups with bo th plain and m o r 

phine water. Predictably, the caged group con t inued to partake in the 

morph ine ; the rat-park group, even when already addicted, however, did 

no t c h o o s e the m o r p h i n e solution regularly and in fact decreased 

their m o r p h i n e use, despite withdrawal. T h e implications: addictions 

in progress are no t inexorable . As drug researcher S tanton Peele points 

out , everyone seems to agree that n ico t ine is even m o r e highly addic

tive than heroin, and yet n inety percent of people w h o start smoking 

quit on their own, w i thou t any "p rogram" or " sponsor" or "profes

sional help." B u t wha t about withdrawal? Alexander suggests that 

withdrawal may no t be the force we think i t is. " R a t s in rat park 

showed what looked to be some m i n o r withdrawal signs, twitching, 

what have you, but there were n o n e of the myth ic seizures and sweats 

you so often hear about." Wel l , maybe no t for rats, but surely for 

humans, as we have seen i t before ou r very o w n eyes. R e t o r t s 

Alexander, " T h e vast major i ty o f people w h o expe r i ence heroin 



withdrawal have someth ing like a c o m m o n cold . That ' s it." His point , 

borne out by his rat-park findings: while withdrawal is real, it is not n e c 

essarily the force our media has descr ibed, wha t wi th the f lagrant f lus 

and deep tissue miseries. A n d m o r e importantly, withdrawal does no t 

consign the user to repeated use, if the rats are any example . Alexander 

says, "I th ink withdrawal, like drugs themselves, is consistently over

played; it's part of the narrative people have heard about drugs, and so 

cont inue to tell; it's the paradigm by w h i c h drug users interpret what 

may be in fact only discomfort , no t agony. Cer ta in ly the rats did no t 

appear to be in agony. Ne i the r were the V i e t n a m vets or the scores of 

others w h o start, go through withdrawal, and then stop." 

Alexander 's research suggests that addictions are in fact qui te sub

j e c t to free will . R a t s and humans p ick up the proverbial pipe and 

then put i t back down, no problem. A n d w h e n they don ' t put i t back 

down, it's no t because there's some th ing inherent ly irresistible abou t 

the substance, but because the particular set of c i rcumstances the 

m a m m a l f inds i tsel f in offers no be t te r alternatives than such des t ruc

tive snacking. Addic t ion in Alexander 's wor ld is a life-style strategy, 

and like all human-cons t ruc t ed strategies, it's malleable to educat ion , 

diversion, opportunity. It's a ch o i ce . 

Alexander r emember s rat park well , even though he's s ix ty- two 

n o w and he did the e x p e r i m e n t over twenty-five years ago. He 

r emember s addict ing his animals and then watching , wait ing, to see 

what wou ld happen. " W e talked about i t all the t ime, over dinner, on 

weekends . My kids c a m e up and m e t the rats, did s o m e data c o l l e c 

t ion. I t was of course t remendously exc i t ing to see all the c o m m o n l y 

held no t ions about addict ion so chal lenged by the rats. I 've had on ly 

o n e g o o d idea in my life," Alexander says, "and that was it. B u t o n e 

g o o d idea, w h o can compla in about tha t?" 

I don ' t hear wistfulness in his vo ice w h e n he utters this s ta tement , 

but maybe someth ing ever so slightly disappointed, even though he 

denies it. T h e fact is, whi le the rat-park study is ex t remely significant 

in its findings, and poses relevant chal lenges to ourselves col lect ively 



and individually, the fact is, no o n e paid m u c h at tent ion, then or now. 

" W e wro te up the findings," Alexander says. " W e wanted t h e m to be 

published in Science and Nature. That ' s where they should have gone . 

B u t the papers were re jec ted . Again and again. I t was disappointing." 

At last a wel l - respected but smaller j o u r n a l , Pharmacology, Biochemistry, 

and Behavior, published the rat-park findings. "It 's a g o o d j ou rna l , " 

Alexander says, " i t has as m u c h credibil i ty as you cou ld ask for, but it's 

no t as widely read. It's, it's pharmacology." 

A L E X A N D E R ' S C A R E E R , wi th its psychosocial slant, remained 

modest , whi le in the mean t ime , b io log ica l paradigms rose to p romi 

nence , spinning o f f still m o r e scientific studies. In the 1 9 7 0 s a 

Stanford researcher, Avram Golds te in , discovered the body's natural 

op ia tes—endorph ins—and speculated that heroin abusers were defi-

cen t in this endogenous substance. He hypothesized that in jec t ing 

addicts wi th endorphins would e l iminate their cravings; the strategy 

failed completely, but it didn't matter. It got g o o d press because it was 

a b io logica l ly based explanat ion in a culture wi th a taste for j u s t such 

explanatory m o d e l s — m o d e l s o f molecu les , models that e s c h e w o r 

even ignore the issues A lexande r cares mos t about : race, class, the 

nuanced circumstances o f our multilayered lives. 

Alexander is angry somet imes . He accuses the b iomed ica l estab

l ishment o f suppressing impor tan t scientific in format ion about the 

complex i t y of drugtaking for polit ical purposes. After all, i f rat park's 

findings were given their due, we would have to clean up ou r inne r -

city projects and change our policies, funding educat ion over m e d -

icalization. Alexander's critics, however, accuse h i m of distorting 

information in hopes of inflaming a public debate, and be ing the star at 

its center. Th i s according to drug czar Kleber , w h o is proud of his Yale 

educat ion and disdainful o f any research "nor th o f the C o n n e c t i c u t 

R ive r . " Acco rd ing to Kleber ' s Ivy League compass , rat park happened 

in the scholarly equivalent of the tundra, w h i c h may be why the drug 



czar says, " W h e n I f irst heard of that Vancouver expe r imen t , I 

thought i t was ingenious . N o w I th ink i t has all sorts of m e t h o d o l o g 

ical flaws." 

" L i k e w h a t ? " I ask h im. 

"I can' t r emember , " he says. 

"A lexande r says you say addict ion is pret ty m u c h inevitable, that 

exposure leads to addict ion." 

K l e b e r says, "Tha t ' s r idiculous! I never said that and I don ' t th ink 

that." 

" I f you don't think that," I say,"then why aren't you for legalization?" 

"Caffe ine ," he says. " H o w many peop le are addicted to caffeine in 

this c o u n t r y ? " 

" A lot," I say. 

" R o u g h l y twenty-five mil l ion," he says, "and h o w many are 

addicted to n ico t ine? R o u g h l y f i f ty - f ive mi l l ion. A n d h o w many are 

addicted to hero in? T w o mil l ion. T h e m o r e people exposed to a 

drug, the m o r e b e c o m e addicted. N i c o t i n e is easy to get, so we're 

swarming wi th addicts. I f hero in were easy to get , the n u m b e r o f 

addictions wou ld dangerously, dangerously rise." 

A n d yet, Alexander claims that addict ion levels remained steady 

before t emperance , at mere ly o n e percent . He also says that saying 

availability leads to addict ion is l ike saying food leads to obesity, 

w h i c h clearly i t doesn' t in the vast major i ty of cases. 

K l e b e r cont inues . " N o w , " he says, " h o w long would i t take you to 

get a glass of b e e r ? " 

"A minute ," I say, th ink ing about the mason -g reen bott les we have 

co ld in the fridge. 

" A n d h o w long would i t take you to get a c igare t te?" he asks. 

" T w e n t y minutes ," I say, p ic tur ing the c o n v e n i e n c e store several 

b locks away. 

" R i g h t , " he says. " A n d h o w long," he says, his vo ice dropping, 

"wou ld i t take you to get c o c a i n e ? " 

T h a n k god we ' re on the p h o n e during this conversat ion, because 

my face goes red and my eyes, I feel t h e m flinch. T h e fact is, I cou ld 



get coca ine or its chemica l equivalent in three seconds f lat , a long 

wi th various ha l luc inogenic plants my chemis t ry - lov ing husband has 

found advertised on the In ternet . We ' re a family of pharmacophi les . 

" H o w l o n g ? " he repeats, and is i t my imaginat ion , or do I hear 

someth ing a little threatening in the drug czar's vo ice now, l ike he 

suspects? 

"A long t ime," I say, t o o quickly. "Hour s . Weeks . " 

" S o you see my point ," he says. "Availabili ty increases exposure , 

exposure increases addict ion." 

A n d yet, here I am, as exposed as anyone cou ld possibly be ; we 

have access to poppy straw tea, mag ic molecu les , prescr ibed hydro-

m o r p h o n e , t iny whi t e disks, and n o n e of i t interests m e . I have o c c a 

sionally wondered w h y it is that I have no desire to try the bountiful 

mind-a l te r ing drugs in my midst, whi le my husband, w h o has 

ch ron ic pain, likes to partake. I often w o r r y about my husband, w h o 

no t infrequently sits down wi th a cup of tea and two h y d r o m o r -

p h o n e tablets and sips until his pupils turn tiny. I have said to h im, 

"You ' l l soon be hooked , i f you aren't already," and he has said to me , 

be ing a rat-park fan himself , " Y o u k n o w the R E A L research, Lauren. 

I 'm in a colony, no t in a cage." 

IN T H E M E A N T I M E , there are the actual addicts, w h o care no t a 

whi t for the theor ies or the poli t ics, because they are simply suffering 

in thei r skins and want relief. T h e r e is, for instance, E m m a Lowry, 

w h o s e own b o d y tells a tale it is difficult to ignore. W h i l e she, like my 

husband, lives in the human equivalent of rat park, she seems unable 

to ex t r ica te he r se l f from the soft sway of her medic ines . E v e r y t ime 

she tries to cut down he r dose, "Awful things happen. My s tomach 

goes in to spasm." T h e n e x t t ime I visit her, she seems desperate. " N o 

one told me this stuff was T H I S dangerous," she says. S h e has taken 

to using an exac to knife to shave o f f t iny crescents from the pill, 

mak ing i t minute ly smaller each t ime she swallows—a slowly d imin 

ishing do t—in the hopes o f easing herse l f from her h o o k . At the 



same t ime, an O x y C o n t i n scare is r ippling through our country. T h e 

New York Times Magazine wr i tes on its cover " O X Y C O N T I N " and 

everywhere f r ightened pharmacists are put t ing up signs, " N o 

O x y C o n t i n here," in the hopes o f divert ing break-ins . 

I t is no t hard to find ev idence that goes against rat park's c o n c l u 

sions. Weal thy people , w i th all the i r needs me t , are often substance 

abusers, and there is compe l l i ng ev idence that shows the brain's sig

nificant al terat ion w h e n consis tent ly exposed to opioids or c o c a i n e , 

an al terat ion that very wel l m igh t make free will irrelevant. 

Alexander , of course , has an answer to these ob j ec t i ons : the r i ch are 

as caged by social strife as any of us; the P E T scans of altered brains 

prove on ly cor re la t ion , n o t causat ion. Y o u can listen to Alexander ' s 

coun te ra rguments to his cr i t ics , bu t l is tening does n o t h i n g to dispel 

the undeniab le reality that despite wha t A lexande r showed way back 

w h e n , in his pa in ted rodent dreamland, the e x p e r i m e n t has done l i t 

tle to alter the way we col lec t ively th ink abou t substances and thus, 

to s o m e degree, e x p e r i e n c e them. The re fo re , wha t makes the e x p e r 

i m e n t great? K l e b e r says, " T h e exper imen t ' s no t great." A lexande r 

h i m s e l f says, " R a t park's no t famous . W h y w o u l d you inc lude it? I t 

has a small cult fo l lowing, but that's it." T r u e , rat park may n o t be 

big; ne i the r is S h e r w o o d Anderson 's Winesburg, Ohio or R i c h a r d 

Seltzer 's essay, "Lessons of a Kni fe . " T h o s e works , however , are little 

gems that resonate in ways subtle bu t strong. M o r e important ly, they 

b e c a m e the u n a c k n o w l e d g e d mode l s f rom w h i c h m o r e recognized 

li terature was spun; so it is wi th Alexander ' s rats. His e x p e r i m e n t s 

were in part responsible for the famous surveys, c i ted earl ier in this 

chapter , w h i c h showed h o w unl ikely addic t ion i s in the h u m a n p o p 

ulat ion. His e x p e r i m e n t s in part led to intensive studies of c a n c e r 

patients on m o r p h i n e , and the fascinating research that is n o w b e i n g 

done on the b i o - p s y c h o - s o c i a l differences b e t w e e n using m o r p h i n e 

for pain, w h e r e i t rarely leads to addic t ion ( E m m a exc luded , of 

cour se ) , and using i t for pleasure, w h e r e i t supposedly m o r e often 

leads to t rouble. M o s t important ly, his expe r imen t s were in part 

responsible for an interest ing str ing of w o r k that fol lowed the effects 



o f e n v i r o n m e n t o n h u m a n physiology. I n 1 9 9 6 , research c o n d u c t e d 

in Iran showed that w o m e n l iving in s ingle-family hous ing units had 

significantly h igher fertility rates than w o m e n l iving in mult i family 

units, m e a n i n g fertility goes d o w n as c rowding goes up. Studies of 

prisons have shown that as density increases, so t o o do problems like 

suicide, h o m i c i d e , and illness. H u m a n s in small spaces pe r fo rm far 

worse on tests o f p rob lem solving than do thei r counterpar t s in 

m o r e capacious settings. 

T H E D E C I D E D L Y L U K E W A R M r ecept ion rat park got may have dis

appointed Alexander , but no t for long. U n l i k e his teacher , Harlow, 

Alexander does no t appear prone to depression or substance abuse, 

a l though he does m e n t i o n , qui te a few t imes, that he has b e e n 

un lucky in love. T h a t lack of luck , however, didn't s eem to get in the 

way of his con t inued , rather vivacious explorat ions in to the quest ion 

a t hand. R a t park wen t the way of a midlist b o o k , and he ju s t kept on 

th inking, planning, j o i n i n g . He j o i n e d the board for the Port land 

H o t e l , a d o w n t o w n Vancouver establishment w h e r e HIV-pos i t ive 

addicts can c o m e for c lean needles, a w a r m r o o m , and a way to die in 

dignity. He studied China 's o ld o p i u m dens, w h e r e the walls had a 

fine wh i t e sc r im o f p o w d e r c l ing ing to their craggy surface. He 

began to read Plato, " the first psychologist ," even as S i m o n Fraser 

Univers i ty wi thd rew his funding based on rat park's publ ici ty failure. 

Eventually, the university, in c o n j u n c t i o n wi th animal rights activists, 

w h o found the rat lab's venti lat ion system inadequate, shut the w h o l e 

thing down, on ly to reopen it mon ths later as a student counse l ing 

s e r v i c e — w i t h o u t a venti lat ion system upgrade. " I t wasn't okay for 

the rats," Alexander says, "bu t for humans it was fine." 

He speaks wi thou t bi t terness, though. Instead, labless and ratless, 

A lexander turned toward history, funneling h imse l f back in to the 

por tholes of the past, l o o k i n g to long- los t cultures for still m o r e clues 

as to h o w addict ion does and doesn' t happen. He was interested to 

f ind that there have b e e n many t imes in human history w h e n addic-



t ion was practically nil: the Canadian Indians, for instance, p r io r to 

assimilation, had a negligible addict ion rate, as did ou r very o w n 

Bri t i sh brothers before the upheavals o f the Industrial R e v o l u t i o n , 

w h e n people farmed and lived o f f the land and wa tched the m o o n , 

that medic ina l disk in the sky. Alexander found that addict ion rates 

seem to g row n o t as drug availability increases, but as human dis loca

t ion, the inevitable result o f a f ree-market society, b e c o m e s c o m m o n 

place. His theory : a f ree-market socie ty treats its people as products , 

to be uprooted , moved , altered, accord ing to e c o n o m i c need . " A t the 

end o f the 2 0 t h century, for r ich and p o o r alike, j o b s disappear on 

short no t ice , c o m m u n i t i e s are weak and unstable, people rout inely 

change families, occupa t ion , technica l skills, languages, nationalit ies, 

software and ideologies as their lives progress. Pr ices and i n c o m e s are 

no m o r e stable than social life. Even the con t inued viabili ty of crucial 

e c o n o m i c systems is in quest ion. F o r r ich and p o o r alike, dislocation 

plays havoc wi th the delicate in terpenetra t ions of people , society, the 

physical wor ld and spiritual values that are needed to sustain psy

chosocia l integrat ion." In the absence of these things, says Alexander , 

we, l ike rats in cages, turn to substitutes, no t because the substitutes 

are alluring in and of themselves, but because our c i rcumstances are 

deficient , we w i thou t our gods. 

In the final analysis then, Alexander the renegade is really a tradi

tionalist in t ie-dye. Years of radical inqui ry have led h i m to this c o n 

servative conc lus ion : wha t matters are the ties that b ind, love, 

affection, and the daily rhythms that rise from these—friendship, 

family, a small plot to work . Weekends he spends on his small island 

farm, wr i t ing in the early morn ings , s t ructur ing a simple life. M a y b e 

here is where he and his opponen t , Kleber , can c o m e together . 

Alexander believes that difficult c i rcumstances lead to addict ion; 

K l e b e r believes i t is exposure to fixed pharmaco log ica l propert ies. 

B u t in the end these different scientists are asking for similar t h ings— 

that the w e b of social structure be beautiful and meaningful , that 

families replace gangs, that tradition provide direct ion in a wasted 

culture. W r i t e s Kleber , " O u r pol ic ies should a im to reduce drug use 



and addict ion to a marginal p h e n o m e n o n . . . . A t its best A m e r i c a 

strives to give all its ci t izens the chance to develop their talents." Says 

Alexander , " W h e n we provide our children wi th her i tage and beliefs 

that b r ing shape to culture, we reduce the l ike l ihood of psy-

chopathology." In the end i t c o m e s down to dignity, and bo th m e n 

bel ieve in it. 

I W I S H I cou ld w e n d my way to a solid ending, but in the study of 

solid substances, everything is, finally, as wavy as an op io id dream. 

A c c o r d i n g to "findings," E m m a Lowry, because she t o o k opiates for 

pain and no t for pleasure, should no t be addicted, but she is. 

A c c o r d i n g to "findings," my husband, w h o has consis tent exposure , 

should be addicted, and he isn't. K l e b e r claims addict ion rates rise 

wi th exposure , and he has the figures to show it; A lexande r says if 

that were true, poppy-growing cultures would be addicted cultures, 

and they're not . W h o knows wha t the facts are here. 

In the end, then, I decide to see for myself. Sample size: one . 

Hypothes is : n o n e . I ' m in a cage or a colony, I 'm no t sure w h i c h . My 

house is large, my life g o o d , my human interact ions r i ch and robust, 

but I ' m a f ree-market gal, as dislocated as any in this n e w mi l l en 

n ium, where I have no re l igion, no ex tended family, no god. W h a t I 

do: I take my husband's h y d r o m o r p h o n e pills. I dec ide I'll take t h e m 

for fifty-seven days, like Alexander 's rats, and then see wha t happens 

w h e n I try to stop. 

I swallow two. I swallow three. Sure enough , I get high. I get 

happy. T h e air feels silky, and w h e n I see a seagull in the Target park

ing lot , I th ink it's the mos t beautiful bird ever, sugar-whi te and 

winged . 

T h r e e days go by. Four . I ' m feeling f ine. I have weeks of regular 

nightly opiate use, o f m o o n i n g a t the m o o n and th ink ing everything 

bo th silly and sweet. D u r i n g the days, I watch myself. Am I l o o k i n g 

forward to my nightly elixir? Am I C R A V I N G it? I watch for signs 

of craving jus t like early in my pregnancy I wa tched for cramps that 



might signal a miscarr iage: there, a little someth ing , oh my god, it's 

happen ing—did I feel that? Was it a twinge? B u t there was no b l o o d 

then, and there's n o n e now. My s tomach starts to hurt . F o r m e , the 

m o r p h i n e is l ike a difficult dessert, unpleasant to get down, fun to 

actually digest, but a l together unremarkable . I'd rather have d inner 

wi th a friend than sent imental ize a seagull, in the end. And , after 

four teen days, w h e n I stop abruptly, I am a little c ranky and stuffy in 

my nose, bu t w h o knows , my kid's go t the flu. 

W h a t this little e x p e r i m e n t shows me is (pick o n e ) : 

(a) T h e r e in fact is no th ing inherent ly addictive about m o r p h i n e , 

and the physiological substrates of withdrawal are overplayed. 

(b) As K l e b e r migh t say, I l ack the deficient gene that wou ld 

increase my vulnerabil i ty to addict ion. 

(c) B e c a u s e I did no t p roceed to in jec t ion , w h e r e the high is 

h igher and the median forebrain bundle m o r e intensively 

st imulated, I wasn't really at any risk anyway. 

(d) I do live in a colony, no t a cage . 

(e) N o o n e knows . 

P i c k one , or n o n e . I myse l f have really no idea. I ' m tired now. A n d 

my cor t ica l pleasure centers wil l call me away from this interpretive 

task long before I even get close to comprehens ion ; I wil l be called 

back to my regular life, w h e r e my husband occasional ly needs 

painkillers, w h e r e my house leaks on the left side but is w a r m and 

familiar, w h e r e my child toddles, and the snow falls like la t t icework 

outside my w i n d o w — m y world, imperfect , but g o o d e n o u g h from 

w h e r e I stand now, apart from it, K l e b e r here, A lexander there, myse l f 

in the midst o f their maze. 

IN T H E E N D , I want to see rat park for myself. I want to lie in i t and 

feel its space, smell the pungen t cedar shavings, crispy in my fingers. 

I'd like to feel I ' m in a land, a t ime, as hones t as the Indians before 



they were assimilated, a land, maybe, that has my hand prints in it, 

that grows because I t ended it, erect ears of c o r n splitting their seams. 

So I go. A lexander has saved the w o o d e n p lywood walls, rat park's 

backdrop, w h e r e the coniferous trees brush the skin of a perfect sky. 

T h e r e are clouds here, p ink streaked and whi te , and a river burbles as 

it runs toward some sea b e y o n d the backdrop. Imag ine l iving in a 

place like this, or its human equivalent , a k ind of perpetual Cal i fornia 

w i thou t any fault l ines, w h e r e food sources never diminish, w h e r e 

there are no predators, w h e r e the smell is always like the secret 

insides o f your great -grandmother ' s w o o d - l i n e d chest . A lexander 

calls rat park a n o r m a l env i ronment : he says, " W e suspect that the 

n o r m a l env i ronmen t provided by ou r c o l o n y al lowed the rats 

e n o u g h species-specific gratifying behavior so m o r p h i n e was i r re le 

vant." B u t w h e n you see the preserved pieces o f the expe r imen t , the 

painted p lywood , w h e n you cons ider the abundant food, the readily 

available exercise equ ipment , the river in its plush streaks of silver, 

" n o r m a l e n v i r o n m e n t " does no t c o m e t o mind . W h a t c o m e s t o m i n d 

is "perfec t env i ronment , " of w h i c h I feel sure there are n o n e in the 

labless worlds we live in. H e r e may be o n e of Alexander 's biggest 

me thodo log i ca l flaws. He created heaven and f o u n d — n o surpr i se— 

that in i t we are happy. B u t w h e r e is there heaven on earth? D o e s rat 

park truly reflect "real life," possible life, or does i t in fact on ly c o n 

firm that addict ion is on ly avoidable in a wor ld of ut ter myth , w h i c h 

is not , never has been , and never will be the human world , we with 

our dented genes and buildings. 

In the end, A l e x a n d e r — t h e man un lucky in love, the man marr ied 

and divorced two t imes, the m a n w h o has ju s t now, a t s i x ty some-

thing, settled down wi th his third spouse—in the end this man is a 

romant ic . He believes rat park is possible in ou r wor ld , that we can 

cons t ruc t a culture full o f gent le g ive-and- take. W h o knows , maybe 

he's r ight . T h e romant ic v iew of the world, w h i c h holds that we are 

able to actualize our po ten t selves if only given the chance , is as p o w 

erful and persuasive a stance as its opposi te , the classical view, my 

view, roo ted in skepticism, even cynic ism: life is hard; everywhere 



you turn there are flaws; every c o l o n y you enter is really a cage, and if 

you squint hard enough , you ' l l be able to make ou t the bars around 

your body. That ' s my view, but I can' t , and cer ta inly don' t want , to 

prove it. 

B A C K AT H O M E , I receive a p h o n e call from E m m a L o w r y w h o 

tells me that she's finally " o f f " those " d a m n drugs." S h e says she'll 

never use painkillers again. I k n o w if I call A lexander up and tell h im 

Emma ' s story, he ' l l beg in to rant and rave. H e ' l l f ind all sorts of smart 

reasons as to w h y it doesn' t cont radic t his data: maybe she was still in 

the cage of pain and wasn't qui te admit t ing it; maybe her happy 

h o m e was really d i m m e d wi th an unacknowledged depression; 

maybe he r husband has never b e e n so supportive; maybe she works 

too hard. He wou ld say wha t he's said to me so many t imes before : " I 

have never m e t a person, Lauren, never, in my thirty years of search

ing, w h o had adequate internal and externa l resources and w h o was 

an addict. Never . F ind me o n e and I'll th row ou t all my beliefs." 

I won ' t call up Alexander and tell h i m about E m m a . N o r will I 

call up K l e b e r and tell h i m about my husband, and h o w he, exposed 

and immersed , seems to have sidestepped ma jo r drug problems. I 

don ' t wan t to hear the inevitable diatribes that c o m e from b o t h sides 

of the ques t ion. T h e real drug war may no t exist in ou r streets, but in 

our academies , w h e r e scientists hiss and search, compulsively, i n tox i 

cated by the quest ions they are pursuing. A n d what , finally, are these 

questions? W h a t does the fierce debate abou t addict ion really stand 

for? It doesn' t stand for itself, that's clear. Addic t ion is really, it seems, 

about quest ions of chemis t ry and its in tersec t ion wi th free will, 

responsibili ty and its relationship to compuls ion , deficit and h o w we 

can creatively compensa te or no t . 

I head upstairs to my study. It is night n o w and the little painted 

lamp on my end table glows, infusing the shade in tones of yellow and 

gold. T h e walls here are also warm, painted halo-yellow, hung with 

prints of plums and peaches on sketched stems. I love my study. I love 



h o w the cat, fat and furry, sleeps curled on the daybed, almost groaning 

as he purrs in pleasure. T h e cat is a n e w addition to our household. We 

took h im in because we have mice , many mice , scurrying under our 

floorboards, hanging o f f the coils in the back of the fridge. Even now, 

with the cat, I can hear t hem chirping in the heating duct, a n e w litter 

I suppose, their naked heads, the smell of milk. M i c e . I can hear them 

w h e n I sleep, infiltrators, gymnasts, they prance and birth and scratch. 

T h e y c h e w tiny holes in the R i t z Cracke r boxes, so the spoils o f c o m 

fort spill out. M i c e . I hope they're happy here. 
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Lost in the Mall 

T H E F A L S E M E M O R Y E X P E R I M E N T 

Memories are the footprints we leave in our lives; without them we 

look back and see just a blank stretch of snow, or someone else's sig

nature entirely. If there is anything that makes us, as a species, feel 

some kind of continuous authenticity, it is our memory. Plato believed 

in a form of absolute, or ideal memory, a sphere one could reach where 

all of one's past would appear to be perfectly preserved. Freud waffled 

on the subject, sometimes claiming memory a mishmash of dream and 

fact, but just as often claiming it as movie, rerun, the film scrolled in 

some section of the brain recoverable through free association. Our 

notions of memory are largely based on these two men's ideas: Freud 

and Plato, by no means bad company to keep. Psychologist Elizabeth 

Loftus, however, decided to challenge the field's great fathers. Her 

hunch? Memory is as slippery as a stream, as unreliable as a rat. 

One of the field's most innovative female experimental psychologists, 

Loftus invented a rather alarming and philosophically profound 

experiment designed to test the text of our rememberances so as to 

determine whether to call them fictions or to call them facts. Her 

results caused outrage. 



First she studied stop signs, beards, barns, and knives. "Wasn ' t 

that traffic signal ye l l ow?" she migh t ask he r subjects, and sure 

enough , o n c e she had implanted the possibility, he r subjects r e m e m 

bered yel low w h e n the reality was red. S h e showed movies in her 

l ab—a sho t -gunned face, a masked m a n on an empty s t reet—and 

w h e n she asked quest ions like, " D o you recall that man had a beard?" 

most recalled a beard, but the man was really masked. " O n l y the f l im

siest curtain separates reality from imaginat ion," exper imenta l psy

chologis t and Univers i ty of Wash ing ton professor El izabeth Loftus 

says, and she has powerfully proved it in he r p r i ze -winn ing e x p e r i 

ments on h o w m e m o r y gets con tamina ted by the subtlest suggestion. 

Tell s o m e o n e he saw a blue barn and he ' l l make the barn blue, the 

brain b leeding its facts, ou r wor ld a wa te rco lor painting, the k ind my 

child makes, loose soupy pictures that migh t be this or migh t be that: 

all c loud . 

Wel l before she b e c a m e f a m o u s — o r infamous, depending on 

where you cast your vote—Loftus ' s findings on m e m o r y distort ion 

were clearly commodi f iab le . In the 1 9 7 0 s and 1 9 8 0 s she provided 

assistance to defense at torneys eager to prove to j u r i e s that eyewitness 

accounts are no t the same as camcorders . " I ' ve helped a lot of p e o 

ple," she says. S o m e of those people : the Hillside Strangler, the 

M e n e n d e z brothers , O l ive r N o r t h , Ted Bundy. " T e d B u n d y ? " I ask, 

when she tells this to m e . Loftus laughs. " O h , " she says, " this was 

before we k n e w he was Bundy. He hadn't b e e n accused of murder 

yet. He was wrong ly identified in a kidnapping charge." 

" A r e you sure?" I ask her. " H o w can you be so conf ident the p e o 

ple you're representing are really i n n o c e n t ? " S h e doesn' t directly 

answer. S h e says, " In cour t , I go by the e v i d e n c e . . . . Outs ide of cour t , 

I 'm human and enti t led to my human feelings." W h a t , I wonder , are 

her human feelings about the le t ter from a chi ld-abuse survivor w h o 

wrote , " L e t me tell you wha t false m e m o r y syndrome does to people 

like m e , as if you care. I t makes us in to liars. False m e m o r y syndrome 

is so m u c h m o r e ch ic than chi ld a b u s e . . . . B u t there are children w h o 



tonight whi le you sleep are be ing raped, and beaten. T h e s e chi ldren 

may never tell because ' n o o n e will bel ieve t h e m . ' " "Plenty o f people 

will bel ieve them," says Loftus. Pshaw! S h e has a raucous laugh and a 

vo ice wi th a bi t of wheed le in it. S h e is strange, I th ink, a little loose 

inside. S h e veers be tween the professional and the personal wi th an 

a larming alacrity. " T h e results o f our e x p e r i m e n t showed that 

twenty-five percent of ou r respondents, w h i c h is a statistically signifi

cant minori ty , were subject to . . . "—sentences like that and then a 

sudden swerve, a b r i e f beat of s i lence and, " D i d I tell you about my 

va len t ine?" Today is February 14 . She's j u s t received a card from her 

ex-husband , w h o m she refers to as her "was-band," Gregg . " Y o u 

k n o w what I love about y o u ? " Loftus reads from the card. "Al l your 

Freudian slips." Loftus laughs. "I still love my was-band," she says. 

" T o o bad he remarr ied such a twit ." 

In 1 9 9 0 some th ing big happened to Loftus. M o s t lives canno t be 

defined by particular tu rn ing points . M o s t lives build incremental ly, a 

series of sedimentat ions that over t ime yield a shape we can see, i f a t 

all, on ly by the very end. N o t so for Loftus. In 1 9 9 0 , a lawyer, D o u g 

Horngrad , called her to testify in a particularly t roubl ing case. 

Horngrad 's c l ient was a s ix ty- three-year -o ld man, G e o r g e Franklin, 

w h o s e beautiful red-headed daughter E i l e e n c la imed she r e m e m 

bered, twenty or so years after the fact, that her father raped and 

murdered her best friend. It's a l o n g g r u e s o m e story of stones and 

skulls, perfect for Loftus, the diva of drama. S h e j u m p e d on it. 

"Tota l ly forget t ing that you witnessed someth ing that t raumatic, and 

then suddenly recall ing i t w h o l e decades after the fact? B u r y i n g 

every detail and then having i t float flashbulb into your mind , every 

inch intact , I don ' t th ink so," says Loftus. Loftus does no t dispute the 

fact that t rauma happens ( " o f course children are hurt a t the hands of 

o the r s" ) , only that i t can be severed comple te ly from consciousness , 

stored unmar red in an an te r io r capsule, like some sunken treasure 

chest that o n e day opens to reveal its green minera l stones, its chunks 

of br ight ore. W h e n i t c o m e s to m e m o r y , Loftus says, the shine fades 

fast. S h e has observed firsthand h o w recol lec t ions can be c o n t a m i -



nated; her early expe r imen t s had shown her h o w it always decays 

wi th t ime. N o w this man, G e o r g e Franklin, was about to be c o n 

vic ted based on no th ing but his g rown girl's r emembrances , e x c a 

vated a t the hands of s o m e new-age therapist w h o pract iced all sorts 

o f suggestion. Suggest ion! That ' s Loftus's personal hobgob l in . People 

are ju s t so suggestible, the i r skin m o r e like shift barely cover ing b o n e 

and muscle; anything can c o m e through. It's scary. 

S o , Loftus wen t to testify on b e h a l f o f G e o r g e Franklin, wen t to 

tell the j u r y Ei leen 's m e m o r y cou ld no t be c o u n t e d on as accurate, 

no t because o f E i l een , per say, but because o f the mechan ic s o f m e m 

ory itself, the way i t rusts in the rain. In o n e of the mos t publicized 

recovered m e m o r y cases o f the decade, Loftus s tood before the cour t 

and told of a mind that blends fact wi th fiction as a part of its no rma l 

course; she told h o w her subjects in the lab made red signs yellow, 

put barns in places w h e r e they never were, recalled black beards on 

bald chins. E i l een spoke of seeing the s tone her father used to crush 

the skull of he r best friend Susan, seeing the r ing f lash in the sunlight, 

seeing again, in her mind's eye, a bit of b lood , a bit of blue, and Loftus 

said, " U n t r u e . All these details E i l een later read about in newspaper 

reports." T h e j u r y didn't buy it, didn't buy Loftus, that is, and she 

went h o m e defeated. S h e claims i t was this event that shaped her 

future work . Frankl in was conv ic t ed of raping and murder ing his 

daughter's best friend m o r e than two decades after the fact, and 

Loftus felt a chi l l . " M y mission in life," she says to m e , " m y mission 

since then has and always will be to help the falsely accused. I realized 

that talking about barns and stop signs and yield signs wasn't go ing to 

cut i t as evidence , especially in the n e w cl imate, w h e r e recovered 

m e m o r y therapy was all the rage, and everyone bel ieved in the reality 

of repression. I realized I was go ing to have to prove no t that it's pos

sible to distort a memory , w h i c h god knows I've proven, but that it's 

possible to plant an entirely false memory in a person." Loftus says these 

words wi th g l e e — t r i c k or treat, it's always t r ick , the little gobl in . S h e 

has a P h . D . from Stanford. She's a math whiz . S h e has a genius for 

putt ing her f inger r ight on the pulse of popular culture, poll inat ing i t 



with the spores o f her beliefs. A n d listen, many of her beliefs are 

good . S o m e are maybe no t so good . In the end, she's probably ju s t 

like the rest of us, only amplified, a b lend of in te l l igence and b l ind

ness, wi th many soft spots. 

IT WAS 1990 w h e n Loftus testified in the Frankl in trial, disputing 

the validity of Ei leen 's repressed m e m o r y . O n l y a few years earlier, 

E l l en Bass and Laura Davis had published thei r phenomena l ly s u c 

cessful b o o k The Courage to Heal: A Guide for Women Survivors of Child 

Sexual Abuse, w h i c h , m u c h to Loftus's disgust, announced , " I f y o u 

th ink you were abused, . . . then you were." O t h e r therapists were 

instruct ing their traumatically repressed patients to " le t the imag ina 

t ion run wild." Around this t ime, the courts began peel ing back the 

statute o f l imitat ions for sex abuse c r imes ; instead of f ive years from 

the t ime of o c c u r r e n c e , charges cou ld be pressed f ive years from the 

m o m e n t o f m e m o r y retrieval, w h i c h m e a n t that hundreds upon 

thousands o f elderly parents were n o w be ing accused by their thera-

pized daughters. " T h e r e were accusat ions of satanic cults," says 

Loftus, " A n d never, ever, has the F B I found a single p i ece of ev idence 

to support this stuff." 

A conve rgence o f factors. T h e Bass and Davis b o o k . T h e Frankl in 

trial. B u t most ly letters pour ing in from across the coun t ry from par

ents w h o had seen her defend G e o r g e Franklin, and w h o were plead

ing wi th her for help. Coup les wro te about children accusing t h e m 

of grotesque satanic abuses b e y o n d any bel ievabi l i ty—accusat ions 

G o t h i c and seemingly absurd, accusat ions that destroyed families and 

devastated mothe r s and fathers, w h o swore their i n n o c e n c e . 

" M y h o m e b e c a m e a o n e - w a y relay station for these people," says 

Loftus, "and my p h o n e bills were hundreds o f dollars each m o n t h , 

and I k n e w I couldn ' t help t h e m unless I cou ld scientifically prove 

that the mind no t only distorts real m e m o r i e s but can create totally 

false ones . I wanted to prove exper imenta l ly that this was possible. 

B u t how? T h e r e are all these ethical issues—god, wha t wi th human 



ethics c o m m i t t e e s you can' t get A N Y T H I N G by anymore . Y o u try 

o n e tiny harmless psychologica l e x p e r i m e n t on a person and it's like 

you're a d o c t o r leaving syphilis untreated." S h e chuckles . " T h e best 

th ing to do would be to plant a m e m o r y of sexual abuse," she says, 

"bu t that's no t ethical , so I t hough t and thought abou t h o w to c o m e 

up wi th an exper imen ta l si tuation that t o u c h e d on trauma but did 

no t traumatize. I t t o o k me a long t ime. I wen t through so many dif

ferent scenarios ." 

" L i k e w h a t ? " I ask her. 

" O h god," she says, " I can't r e m e m b e r now." 

A n d then i t c a m e to her, h o w she cou ld do it, exper imenta l ly 

implant false m e m o r i e s w i thou t violat ing ethical guidelines. Loftus 

and her students c a m e up wi th Lost in the Mal l , a D o n D e l l i l o - t y p e 

t r ick that captures our nat ional as well as individual absurdities. 

T H E E X P E R I M E N T H A D many phases. I n s o m e pretest versions, 

Lofts had university students a t tempt to implant false m e m o r i e s in 

their siblings over Thanksg iv ing vacat ion, tape the sessions, and then 

present t h e m to he r after the holiday. T h e s e , a l though part of the 

pilot, proved to be s o m e o f the r ichest demonst ra t ions o f fact b u c k 

ling under fiction's weight . In the formal expe r imen t , she recrui ted, 

wi th he r assistant J acque l i ne Pickrel l , twenty- four individuals. Loftus 

prepared for each subjec t a small b o o k l e t con ta in ing three wr i t ten 

accounts of real ch i ldhood m e m o r i e s provided by a subject 's family 

m e m b e r , and o n e false wr i t t en accoun t o f be ing lost in the maD. T h e 

cons t ruc ted stories, done wi th family m e m b e r s w h o agreed to help 

in the hoax , were each o n e paragraph long. Subjec ts c a m e to the lab, 

read the m e m o r y book le t s , and were instructed to elaborate on t h e m 

with their o w n recol lec t ions , and i f they had n o n e , to simply wr i te , " I 

don' t r e m e m b e r this." 

W h a t surprised Loftus mos t about the results o f he r e x p e r i m e n t 

were no t the statistically significant figures, but the narrative detail 

that a c c o m p a n i e d s o m e o f the false m e m o r i e s . " T h e detail people 



confabulate and then bel ieve in ju s t astounds me," Loftus says, but her 

vo ice is no t astounded—it 's del ighted, like she has c o m e to the core 

of fairy tales, pee led back the brain to find w h e r e myths are made . In 

o n e pretest, for instance, Chr i s , w h o had b e e n conv inced by his o lder 

b ro ther J i m that he had b e e n lost in a shopping mall at age five, 

r ecoun ted the false episode wi th flourish and feeling. Jus t two days 

after the m e m o r y implantat ion, Ch r i s reported, " T h a t day I was so 

scared I wou ld never see my family again. I k n e w that I was in t rou

ble." By day three Chr i s was recall ing conversat ions wi th m o m : " I 

r e m e m b e r m o m telling me never to do that again." A few weeks later 

Chr i s , ent irely unsuspect ing, re turned to the lab with the small m e m 

ory seed n o w in ho thouse b l o o m , colorful , scentful, absolutely 

authentical ly inauthent ic , a perfect plastic pearl: "I was wi th you guys 

for a s econd and I th ink I wen t over to l o o k at the toy store, the Kay 

B e e toy and uh, we got lost, and I was l o o k i n g around and I thought , 

'uh oh , I ' m in t rouble n o w ' You know. A n d then I . . . I thought I was 

never go ing to see my family again. I was really scared you know. A n d 

then this old man, he was wear ing blue flannel, c ame up to me . . . he 

was k ind o f old. He was k ind o f bald on top . . . he had a r ing o f gray 

hair. He had glasses." Amazing . N o n e o f the details had b e e n p ro 

vided in the t iny suggested seed; apparently ou r minds abhor blank 

spots, are existentially unprepared for emptiness . We fill in. 

Loftus's w o r k reveals example after example o f this k ind o f c o n 

fabulation. In ano the r pi lot study, an Asian girl confabulated an entire 

Kmar t , the t e r ry -c lo th feel o f the towels, the long whi t e w i n c i n g 

lights, the lurch of the slippery aisles as she ran to find her g rand

mothe r . In the formal expe r imen t , twenty-f ive percent o f the sub

j e c t s suddenly r e m e m b e r e d be ing lost in a mall and, w h e n debriefed, 

expressed surprise, or even shock , at the decep t ion . 

" L O S T IN T H E M A L L , " says psychiatrist Jud i th H e r m a n , founder o f 

V ic t ims of V i o l e n c e and author of Father-Daughter Incest, "is cu te . It's 

a cu te e x p e r i m e n t that tells us exact ly the opposi te of wha t Loftus 



thinks she's tell ing us. Loftus thinks she's telling us that peoples ' 

m e m o r i e s can' t be relied upon, but l o o k at h e r data. Seventy-f ive 

percent o f he r subjects did no t confabulate . T h e y were reliable." 

Bessel van der K o l k , ano the r psychiatrist w h o specializes in 

trauma, is even m o r e fo r thcoming . "I hate El izabeth Loftus," he says. 

" I can' t even bear to hear the name." 

Loftus knows he r reputat ion in s o m e circles. I t doesn' t s eem to 

b o t h e r her. T h i s may be because she's so passionate about he r sc ience 

that the polit ics s imply cease to exist , or i t may be because she 

knows , like any g o o d self-promoter , that no publ ici ty is bad publici ty 

and bad publici ty is be t t e r than no publicity. W h e n I ask he r about 

Herman ' s c o m m e n t , the seventy-f ive-percent nonconfabula tors and 

the impl ica t ion that, therefore, mos t survivors are telling the truth, 

she snorts. " I th ink twenty-f ive percent i s a V E R Y significant m i n o r 

ity," she says. " F u r t h e r m o r e , Lost in the Mal l b e c a m e a springboard 

for o the r false m e m o r y expe r imen t s that go t as m u c h as a fifty per 

cen t or even h igher confabula t ion rate." Loftus goes on to tell me 

wha t some o f those o the r expe r imen t s were: the " imposs ible m e m 

ory exper imen t , " w h e r e subjects were induced to bel ieve they 

recalled the first few days of their infancies; the sp i l l ing- the-punch-

a t - the -wedd ing expe r imen t , w h e r e people dredged up fictional 

m e m o r i e s of a whi t e dress, a crystal b o w l flying from their hands, a 

pink, seeping stain; their fault. " T h e best false m e m o r y planter in this 

country," Loftus says, "is Steve Porter , former ly from Univers i ty of 

Br i t i sh C o l u m b i a . You should see that guy." After Loftus's Lost in the 

Mal l expe r imen t , Por t e r was able to c o n v i n c e roughly fifty percent of 

his subjects that they'd survived a vicious animal at tack in ch i ldhood . 

" A n d of course," says Loftus, " i t never happened." 

L O F T U S P U B L I S H E D H E R Lost i n the Mal l f i nd ings i n 1 9 9 3 i n the 

American Psychologist. T h e m o o d in this count ry was exuberant . 

Everywhere walls were c o m i n g down. Mikha i l Gorbachev announced 

the disintegration of the Sovie t U n i o n . Ber l in integrated. In this 



country, scores of people were identifying their o w n iron curtains, 

their o w n split selves, and pushing pieces together. W h a t we wanted 

was wholeness , a united world, a single self, no more covert cons t ruc 

tions. T h e international media wen t to w o r k report ing astounding 

events, the U S S R morph ing in to Russia , a suddenly accessible land 

where reindeer lived and the sun set in a Siber ia where the grass was 

the co lo r o f c o r n , the c o l o r o f rust. N o t so far away, in ou r o w n c o u n 

try we had our own , typically s c h m a l t 2 y and solipsistic version o f this 

go ing on: Miss A m e r i c a stepped forward and c la imed she'd recovered 

netherworlds o f frosted m e m o r i e s in the basement o f he r brain and, 

having lured t h e m to the surface wi th a silver h o o k , was on he r way 

to b e c o m i n g comple te . "I split in to a day chi ld w h o smiled and g ig

gled and a night child w h o lay awake in a fetal posit ion, only to be 

pried apart by my father." T h a n k s to the fishing expedi t ion that her 

therapy was, Miss Amer i ca , however, was finally c o m i n g together. 

So t o o for R o s e a n n e Bar r , w h o s e caustic i ron curtain c a m e 

straight down w h e n she confessed on the cover of People magazine, "I 

Am an Incest Survivor." R o s e a n n e c la imed she had mult iple pe r son

alities, but she was integrat ing, a long wi th many o the r people , most ly 

w o m e n , s o m e m e n , w h o s e voices j o i n e d the j ub i l ance , and the terror. 

So popular was the idea of recovered m e m o r i e s that Time and 

Newsweek repor ted on them, and a Pul i tzer prize—winning novel , 

J a n e Smi ley s A Thousand Acres, descr ibed t h e m . 

It was into this cl imate that Loftus published her study. It was a c l i 

mate of outrage and healing, pink scars and tender int imate tissues; i t 

was the t ime of a certain story. A n d Loftus challenged it, saying, in 

effect, that a lot of people can be induced to believe false things at 

s o m e o n e else's suggestion. W h o is to say these so-called survivors 

weren' t be ing induced at the hands of their therapists, especially those 

w h o actively practiced suggestion? After she published her article on 

Lost in the Mall , Loftus went on record saying she disbelieved a n u m 

ber of abuse narratives; they were concoc t ions , same as her subjects ' . 

She then went o n e step further and chal lenged the w h o l e Freudian 

not ion of repression. Accord ing to Loftus, there is absolutely no sub-



stantial evidence that repression as a psychological or neural m e c h a 

nism exists. Loftus instead posits that the rising of repressed m e m o r i e s 

is really a concatenat ion of fantasy, fear, innuendo, and news, with wisps 

of truth woven in. T h e r e are two kinds of truths, Loftus says, "S to ry 

truth and happen ing - t ru th . . . . As we put meat and muscle on the bare 

bones of the happening truth, we can get caught up, captured i f you 

will, with the not ion o f our own stories. We b e c o m e confused about 

where the happening truth leaves o f f and the story truth begins." As to 

w h y s o m e o n e would c o n c o c t such a g ruesome tale, Loftus says, " T h e 

real facts are somet imes so subtle as to defy language. A person can't 

find the words to talk about banal hurts that nevertheless have a searing 

significance, so they substitute an obvious plot. O t h e r times a person 

concoc t s a story that they believe with every cell in their bodies 

because it provides t h e m with an identity: survivor." 

Now, no o n e particularly likes to have the dominan t paradigm 

challenged, but to do it w h e n the stars at the story's centers are v i c 

tims, and w h e n one of the story's main themes is the destructiveness 

of denial, to do i t then takes courage, wh ich Loftus clearly has. A long, 

long t ime ago, Darwin held back his theor ies because he feared reli

gious reprisal; many scholars accuse Freud of abandoning his original 

theories regarding the origins of hysteria because he k n e w they 

wouldn ' t fit well wi th the sexual and social mores of Vic to r i an 

V ienna . Neve r for a second did Loftus consider doing this. "I couldn' t 

wait to get my ideas out there," she says. Part of her courage surely 

c o m e s f rom a compuls ion toward controversy. Part of her courage 

surely comes from a deeper place, but what it is I do no t know. 

"After I published my findings, people did the meanest things," 

Loftus says. " I 've had to have body guards. People threatened to sue 

programs that were inviting me as their speaker; they wrote letters of 

complaints to Washington's governor ; the clinical psychology students 

at the university practically hissed w h e n I walked by. My students and 

I endured a lot of abuse," she says, "bu t you k n o w what? We didn't 

repress any of it." 



L O F T U S F R E Q U E N T L Y W A L K S around campus with only o n e ear 

r ing on , because she has her o the r ear pressed to the receiver of he r 

p h o n e so many hours of the day S h e sleeps little, and w h e n she does, 

she dreams of work , statistics splattered across her mind , high-f lying 

planes, lectures wi th no notes . S h e is ut terly focused, constant ly 

fueled. There fo re , the cr i t icisms did no th ing to stop h e r — n o t the 

w o m a n w h o yelled " w h o r e " in the airport a few years back; no t the 

egged windows of her h o m e , the yolks drying to a crisp crust, 

obscur ing her v i e w of the mounta ins . Instead, Loftus jus t plundered 

on , accru ing enemies and frequent-fl ier miles and fans and fame at a 

rather as tounding clip. Outs ide he r office, accused parents were post

ing love letters and supposed survivors were sending hate mail; inside, 

Loftus ju s t worked on . After she succeeded in implant ing false m e m 

ories of surviving a traumatic event, she began to wonder , wou ld i t 

be possible to implant false m e m o r i e s of perpetrat ing an event? 

B e f o r e she cou ld cons t ruc t an e x p e r i m e n t to test this, an astounding 

case c a m e forward. 

O l y m p i a , Washington , a place w h e r e the trees are always green, 

where the fields are softly m o u n d e d . A church , a Chr is t ian man 

w h o s e n a m e was Paul. Paul Ingram. He was fo r ty -one years old and 

had two daughters. T h e s e two daughters o n e day r e m e m b e r e d , dur

ing a religious retreat w h e r e sins were called forth and darkness dis

pelled, that they had been horrif ically abused by their father. T h e i r 

father, Paul, was ques t ioned by detectives, held for hours in a 

c ramped r o o m , a tape recorder whi r r ing : did you do it, did you do it? 

T h e detectives asked, leaning forward, so close Paul cou ld probably 

feel the soft blast of breath on his face. He was a middle -aged man, 

this Paul, f r ightened of Satan's wi ly ways, and the detectives were say

ing things like, " Y o u did i t .Your daughters wouldn ' t lie." D a y turned 

in to night tu rned in to day—sleeplessness, coffee, q u e s t i o n s — r e m e m 

ber, try to picture it. Paul tr ied. He said, "Jesus, O Jesus , O Jesus, 

Merci ful Jesus help me," c ry ing and c lu tch ing the table. A n d then, 

after days of dril l ing interrogat ion, of vivid scenes the detectives 

sketched w h e n he supposedly fondled his daughters ' breasts, he said 



he r e m e m b e r e d . He said i t haltingly a t f i rs t . " S w e e t Jesus , oh sweet 

Jesus ," he kept call ing out and then he said i t was c o m i n g clearer. 

R i g h t there in that r o o m this man Paul Ingram f i rs t confessed to rap

ing bo th his daughters, and then he wen t on , he j u s t wen t on . He 

recalled rapes and gang bangs and an entire decade- long part icipat ion 

in a Satanic cu l t—i t b e c a m e real to h i m — t h e chant ing, the things he 

did. He wept . He was impr i soned . 

Loftus, o f course , w h e n she heard about this case, and the k ind o f 

ques t ioning Ingram underwent , well , Loftus raised o n e eyebrow, 

smelled some th ing f ishy, and thought about it. S h e go t in t o u c h wi th 

he r friend and cult exper t R i c h a r d Ofshe , w h o trundled down to see 

Paul in his j a i l cell . Ofshe , like Loftus, is an exper t in suggestibility, 

and like Loftus, he has a passion for revealing the fictions that many 

facts are. So Ofshe w e n t to see Ingram, and he told h i m that o n e of 

his sons and o n e of his daughters had accused Paul of forcing t h e m to 

have sex wi th each o the r wh i l e Paul watched . Ingram's eyes wen t 

wide . O h . O h . Ingram said wha t he always said, in the very b e g i n 

ning, "I guess I don ' t r e m e m b e r that." " T r y to th ink about the scene, 

try to see i t happening," Ofshe said. He told Ingram to return to his 

j a i l cell and try "praying o n " the scene. A n d then Ofshe wen t away. 

W h e n he c a m e b a c k a day later (note h o w similar this structure is 

to Loftus's Los t in the Mal l expe r imen t , planting the memory , wai t 

ing twenty- four to for ty-e ight hours) , Ingram had c o m p o s e d an 

entire confession abou t an event that Ofshe had comple t e ly c o n 

coc t ed . He wro te that yes, he had forced his daughter and son to have 

sex in front of h im, and he wro te about i t in graphic detail, the pink, 

the pleasure, the horror . Ofshe and Loftus presented this as ev idence 

to the cou r t that Ing ram was be ing led down the pr imrose path of 

presuppositions, that he was so malleable as to confess to anything. 

A n d indeed, later on w h e n they told Ingram the story was false, he 

recanted all the o the r supposed m e m o r i e s , but i t was t o o late for 

h i m — h e was beh ind bars, w h e r e he has stayed for t o o many years, 

guilty of o n e thing for sure: a graphic imagina t ion . 

Loftus learned from the Ingram case that the t endency toward 



invent ion is strong and all encompass ing. It is a t endency so strong it 

overrides self-preservation. We don ' t on ly c o n c o c t stories that make 

us l o o k innocen t ; no, we c o n c o c t stories at all costs, because we need 

to, because we have to. So powerful is the urge to have a socially 

sanct ioned narrative that we will adopt o n e even i f i t means we are 

the villain at its center . 

Meanwhi l e , Loftus hersel f was sleeping less and less. H e r work 

acquired a kind of frenetic energy. M u c h of what she drew our at ten

tion to was valid and balanced. She wrote in o n e article, "False m e m o 

ries can be created by a small suggestion from a trusted family m e m b e r , 

b y hearing s o m e o n e lie, b y suggestion f r o m a psychologist . . . o f 

course , the fact that false m e m o r i e s can be planted tells us no th ing 

about w h e t h e r a given m e m o r y of chi ld sexual abuse is false or not , 

no r does i t tell us h o w o n e migh t distinguish the real cases from the 

false ones . T h e findings on the malleabil i ty o f m e m o r y do, however , 

raise quest ions about the w i sdom of cer tain r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s be ing 

p r o m o t e d in se l f help b o o k s . . . and by s o m e therapists themselves." 

That ' s no th ing i f no t nuanced. B u t then, no t long after, in ano ther 

article, Loftus wri tes , " W e live in a strange and precarious t ime that 

resembles at its heart the hysteria and superstitious fervor of the 

wi tch trials." S h e t o o k rifle lessons and to this day keeps the firing 

inst ruct ion sheets and targets posted above h e r desk. In 1 9 9 6 , w h e n 

Psychology Today in te rv iewed her, she burst in to tears tw ice wi th in the 

first twen ty minutes , labile, lubr icated, theatrical , still wh ip smart, 

talking about the blurry boundar ies be tween fact and fiction whi le 

she he rse l f lived in ano ther blurry boundary, b e t w e e n conv ic t ion and 

compuls ion , passion and hyperbole . " T h e wi t ch hunts," she said, but 

the analogy is wrong , and provides us wi th perhaps a m o r e accurate 

w i n d o w in to Loftus's s tretched psyche than in to ou r o w n t imes, for 

the w i t ch hunts were predicated on ut ter nonsense, and the abuse 

scandals were predicated on some th ing all t o o real, w h i c h Loftus 

seemed to forget: W o m e n are abused. M e m o r i e s do matter. 

Ta lk ing to her, feeling he r h igh-f lying energy, the zeal that burns 



up the cen te r of her life, you have to wonder , why. Y o u are forced to 

ask the very k ind of quest ion Loftus mos t abhors: did something bad 

happen to her? F o r she he rse l f seems driven by dissociated demons , 

and so I ask. 

W h a t happened to you? 

Turns out , a lot . Loftus g rew up wi th a co ld father w h o taught her 

no th ing about love but everything about angles. A mathemat ic ian , he 

showed her the beauty of the triangle's strong tip, the c i rcumference 

o f the circle , the r igorous mission o f calculus. H e r m o t h e r was softer, 

m o r e dramatic, prone to deep depressions. Loftus tells all this to me 

wi th little feeling. "I have no feelings about this r ight now," she says, 

"bu t w h e n I ' m in the r ight space I cou ld cry." I s o m e h o w don' t 

bel ieve her ; she seems so far from real tears, from the or iginal griefs, 

so immersed in the operas of others . Loftus recalls he r father taking 

he r out to see a play, and in the car, c o m i n g h o m e at night, the m o o n 

hanging above t h e m like a s topwatch, t ick t ick, he r father saying to 

her, " Y o u know, there's someth ing w r o n g wi th your mothe r . She ' l l 

never be well again." 

H e r father was r igh t . W h e n Loftus was four teen , he r m o t h e r 

d rowned in the family s w i m m i n g p o o l . S h e was found floating face 

down in the deep end, in the summer . T h e sun was j u s t c o m i n g up, 

the sky a mess of reds and bruise . Loftus recalls the shock , the siren, 

an o x y g e n mask c l a m p e d over h e r m o u t h as she sc reamed, " M o t h e r 

m o t h e r mo the r , " hysteria. T h a t i s a k ind of d rowning . " I loved her," 

Loftus says. " W a s i t su i c ide?" I ask. S h e says, " M y father th inks so. 

E v e r y year w h e n I go h o m e for Chr i s tmas , my bro thers and I th ink 

about , bu t we ' l l never know," she says. T h e n she says, " I t doesn ' t 

matter ." 

" W h a t doesn' t ma t t e r?" I ask. 

" W h e t h e r i t was or i t wasn't," she says. " I t doesn' t mat ter because 

it's all go ing to be okay." T h e n I hear no th ing on the line but some 

static. 

" Y o u the re?" I say. 



" O h I ' m here," she says. " T o m o r r o w I ' m go ing to C h i c a g o , s o m e 

guy on death row, I 'm gonna save h im. I gotta testify. T h a n k god I 

have my work ," she says. 

" Y o u ' v e always had your work ," I say. 

" W i t h o u t it," she says, " w h e r e would I b e ? " 

IN L O F T U S ' S U N I V E R S I T Y o f Washington office, she has a picture 

of he r se l f standing with a S u p r e m e C o u r t j u s t i ce , and nex t to it, a 

picture o f D e m i M o o r e ' s b o d y on top o f w h i c h Loftus has pe rched a 

pho tograph of he r o w n head. "I wish I had th inner thighs," she tells 

me . M a y b e the odd c o m b i n a t i o n o f loopiness wi th gravity has c o n 

t r ibuted to her success. S h e i s cer ta inly accessible; by the end of the 

interview, I k n o w no t on ly Loftus's shoe size but her bra size too . 

" C a n we keep that ou t o f the chapter," she asks; we can. S h e has, pe r 

haps, of any psychologis t this century, crossed the l ine be tween the 

professional and the public. She's b e e n on Oprah, Sally Jesse Raphael. 

She's published in Glamour on the o n e hand and in j ou rna l s wi th 

names like Psychology and Its Neural Substrates on the other. It's c lear 

why s o m e people , alleged vict ims and their accusers, would feel so 

strongly about her, but h o w or w h y has she managed to b e c o m e so 

k n o w n in cer tain fields? W h a t is the resonance in he r message? 

Loftus is talking about so m u c h m o r e than memory . She's talking 

about authent ic i ty and whether , as human beings, we have it. She's 

po in ted out to the pub l i c—in a way no pos tmodern scholar ever 

c o u l d — h o w pastiche are our pasts, h o w all of us are artists w h o s e 

images have only the vaguest relationship to reality. She has tossed us 

in to an existential abyss, and we don ' t l ike it here. She has made us all 

Alzheimer 's patients, long before ou r brains have begun to atrophy, 

for in Loftus's world , m e m o r y decays, its traces so far from indelible; 

as soon as an event hits the h ippocampus , it begins its dissolution. 

Loftus's v i ew of m e m o r y and its incredibly fragile structure runs 

c o u n t e r to deeply held no t ions and neurologica l beliefs. We have 



in terpreted Freud's w o r k on repression to mean that we hold pieces 

of ou r pasts in clear capsules and can access t h e m — o u r l ives!—with 

e n o u g h verbal maneuver ing . Loftus says n o : wha t we access is half-

dream, half-construct , entirely unreliable. T h u s , w i th o n e swoop o f 

he r hand, this psychologis t has driven a stake through Father Freud's 

heart . We don ' t l ike that, ou r father. S o m e t i m e soon after Freud, a 

researcher by the n a m e of W i l d e r Penfield found wha t appeared to 

be the mater ial substrates o f Freud's repression. He split the skulls o f 

epileptic patients and, before taking ou t the damaged tissue, moved a 

charged probe around on their bare brain tissue whi le the patients 

were consc ious . Penfield found that w h e n he t o u c h e d certain areas in 

a person's brain, all these m e m o r i e s s eemed to float back , crisp and 

c l e a r — m e m o r i e s of a chi ld c ry ing by a s tone wall, m e m o r i e s of a 

mothe r , m e m o r i e s d renched in yel low; i t lived in us, ou r w h o l e lives. 

M o s t of us don' t k n o w Penfield's work , but i t has made its way into 

ou r culture, his charged probe , the secret drawers deep in the brain 

w h e r e ye l low and mothe r s live. Of Penfield, Loftus says, "Let ' s l o o k a t 

the data. O n l y three pe rcen t o f his patients actually had these m e m o 

ries w h e n the probe t o u c h e d their brain, and we have no idea i f they 

were real m e m o r i e s o r dream fragments." True . B o o m . T h e r e goes 

Penfield; he's on the f loor wi th Fa ther Freud. 

After Los t in the M a l l and its rather as tounding results, and after 

the fo l low-up expe r imen t s by o the r researchers, w h o were able to 

implant such e x t r e m e m e m o r i e s as b e i n g a t tacked by v ic ious an i 

mals, Loftus began to tackle the w h o l e n o t i o n o f repression. S h e 

already suspected that many repressed m e m o r i e s were probably false 

m e m o r i e s suggested by therapists and self-help b o o k s , and from 

there i t was an easy leap to quest ion w h e t h e r repression really 

exis ted at all, as a psycholog ica l or neuro log ica l p h e n o m e n o n . Was 

there any real p r o o f of repression? she wonde red . In ou r cul ture , this 

is l ike asking i f there's any real p r o o f of the sun. It's up there, you can 

see it, i t singes your skin. B u t I can ' t see repression, Loftus said. S h o w 

m e . N o o n e cou ld . 



S h e wen t on a hunt then. Perhaps repression was repressed s o m e 

where , and she cou ld dig it from its dirt and e x a m i n e its mechan i sms . 

S h e e x a m i n e d hundreds o f papers o n the subject , but no t o n e o f 

t h e m presented real ev idence that people can comple te ly forget a 

trauma, store i t in human R A M , and then call i t b a c k up on c u e 

years later. There ' s no indisputable neuro logica l ev idence of this, no 

repression coffer that has ever b e e n definitely identified in the brain. 

B u t m o r e than that, her studies o f t rauma showed jus t the opposi te o f 

wha t the dominan t cultural story said. W h a t Loftus found was that 

mos t t rauma survivors obsessively r e m e m b e r wha t happened to 

them. T h e r e are, for instance, no cases o f Ho locaus t v ic t ims jus t fo r 

get t ing they were in concen t ra t ion camps, or plane-crash vict ims j u s t 

forgett ing w h e n the j e t w e n t down, only to recall i t on their e igh ty -

fifth birthday, w h e n they take the C o n c o r d e to France . 

W h i l e that may be true, and Loftus eagerly cites this as ev idence , 

she over looks the fact that these traumas are different from sexual 

abuse traumas, w h i c h are shrouded in secrecy, erased as the acts are 

per formed. Says Loftus w h e n I th row this he r way, " I f secrecy is the 

ingredient of repression, then w h y aren't all sexual abuse acts 

repressed? T h e y ' r e almost all secret." 

" W h a t k ind o f ev idence would you need in order t o bel ieve in 

repression?" I ask. 

" C o r r o b o r a t i o n , " she says. "It 's so simple." 

B u t simple it is not . Says Judi th H e r m a n , "Lauren, as a psychologist 

you should know. There ' s plenty, P L E N T Y o f ev idence that repres

sion is possible. L o o k at Charco t , Jane t . " A n d indeed Dan ie l Schachter , 

a m e m o r y researcher at Harvard, cites o n e case in wh ich a forty-year-

old man, bo the red by an intrusive mental image of h imse l f a t ten years 

old surrounded by assaultive boys, was eventually able to uncover a 

traumatic m e m o r y regarding this incident and sexual abuse. T h e event 

was then cor robora ted by a cousin, w h o had been present dur ing the 

abuse. So there's o n e example ; i t can happen. However , Schach te r also 

w r i t e s , " . . . there is as yet little or no scientifically credible ev idence 

that people w h o have suffered years of v iolent or horr if ic abuse after 



the years of infancy and early ch i ldhood can immediate ly and indefi

nitely forget about the abuse." 

W H E N L O F T U S WAS young, she kept a diary. It was a small red 

v inyl -covered b o o k wi th pages l ined in pale blue. S h e k n e w her 

m o t h e r somet imes read it, so she devised an ingenious strategy for 

preserving he r privacy. She wou ld wr i te o n e acceptable s tory on the 

actual diary page, and if there was someth ing really personal, she 

wou ld wr i te it on a separate page, append it wi th a paperclip, and 

then, i f she felt her m o t h e r was on the prowl, she wou ld hide the 

paper-c l ipped pages. T h e s e paper-c l ipped pages Loftus called he r 

" removable truths." 

R i g h t from the beg inn ing then, Loftus lived in a wor ld that was 

shape shifting and relentlessly narrative. R i g h t from the beg inn ing 

she suspected history was cons t ruc t ion , and this in the 1 9 5 0 s , before 

" p o s t m o d e r n " had landed on anyone's lips. P recoc ious . Prescient . 

H e r cri t ics, however , resist the trope of removable truths, especially 

as they apply to trauma. Says Bessel van der K o l k , "Loftus may have 

shown us that kids in a lab can th ink they were lost in a mall, but this 

c a n n o t be applied to t raumatic memory . Traumat ic m e m o r y is 

e n c o d e d in the brain entirely differently." 

Van der Ko lk , a handsome D u t c h psychiatrist w h o lives in Boston 's 

South End , on a fairy-tale street of cobblestones and gas lamps, a street 

that seems stuck in t ime, believes " the body keeps the score." His street 

has preserved its history; so too does the brain. Van der Kolk's theory of 

trauma and m e m o r y goes someth ing like t h i s :When a traumatic event 

happens to a person, it is frequently so overwhelming that it cannot be 

comprehended by the normal narrative means. So the m e m o r y of the 

event gets stored in the nonnarrative parts of the brain, the somatosen

sory co r t ex , where i t exists as muscle aches, keen but nameless surges of 

panic, serrated flashbacks that burst and then dissolve before the mind 

can say what i t saw. T h e j o b of healing, according to van der Ko lk , is to 

s o m e h o w elevate the nonnarrative trauma into the storytelling circuits 



of the brain, so the spell can be broken by speech and then woven into 

the larger tapestry of the person's life story, where it can take up resi

dence as o n e event a m o n g many, blending in, integrated. 

Loftus claims van der K o l k has no real ev idence of this theory, 

a l though van der K o l k , in his wri t ings, cites brain imaging studies 

and anecdotal ev idence . Loftus calls anecdotal ev idence "anecdata." 

A n d even, she migh t say, i f van der Kolk 's lyrical t heory of splits and 

mergers were co r rec t , i t still wouldn ' t support the idea of repression 

per se. Sure , the person may have physiological responses to cues that 

b r ing back the trauma. Sure they may have panic attacks and muscle 

stiffness and all the rest. B u t j u s t because the body contains traces of 

hor ro r doesn' t mean the m i n d has comple t e ly forgot ten it. Ask shel l -

shocked soldiers i f they forget the i r battles? Ask rape vic t ims i f they 

forget the man in the greasy alleyway? T h e b o d y keeps the score, 

Loftus migh t say, but that doesn' t m e a n the m i n d has taken t ime off. 

Jud i th H e r m a n cites as ev idence for the theory that t raumatic 

m e m o r y is reliable, and that it is emblazed in the brain, cer tain lab 

exper imen t s w i th rats. W h e n rats learned a task in a state of high 

stress, i t was difficult, i f no t impossible, for t h e m to subsequent ly 

ext inguish their behaviors . " T h i s i s an animal analogue, i f you will , o f 

the ' indel ible impr in t ' o f t raumatic events on memory . " W h a t Loftus 

says to this, " A n d they accuse me of general izing from co l lege stu

dents to t rauma vict ims. T h e y ' r e general izing from a rat!" 

Loftus began a broad survey of o ther studies regarding traumatic 

m e m o r y and its reliability. She cites o n e study of children w h o had wi t 

nessed a sniper attack on their school . Immediately after the shooting, 

children reported where they were and what they were seeing. A week 

or so after the shooting, however, the children's memor ies had faded or 

b e c o m e distorted, and they gave reports that differed from their original 

ones. A little girl, for instance, w h o had been in the schoolyard at the 

t ime of the shooting, later reported she had been outside the play

ground fence. H e r m e m o r y seemed far from emblazed; within seven 

days i t was already going the way of decay. Colleagues of Loftus's stud-



ied memor ies of the Challenger explosion. T h e day after the explosion 

Ul r i ch Neisser of E m o r y University asked people where they were 

w h e n they saw the space shutde b low up. T h e y took down specific 

accounts from witnesses. "I was standing in front of a phone booth." "I 

was frying an egg in my ki tchen, the radio on the windowsill." And 

then Neisser followed up on these accounts they did the day after the 

explosion. Very few of the respondents gave the same account they did 

the day after the explosion. T h e i r memor ies had shifted considerably, so 

the egg morphed into meat loaf morphed into the beach, and the phone 

boo th , Dali-l ike, mel ted and stretched its shape so it was a museum. 

W h e n subjects were shown their original accounts, writ ten fresh in the 

wake of disaster, they could not believe them. T h e y felt certain of their 

current description, wh ich illuminates the tenuous connec t ion between 

feeling sure and being right. T h e false memor ies were saturated with 

subjective veracity, so fictions felt like facts in a topsy-turvy world. 

W H E N T H E CHALLENGER b lew up, I was wi th m y sister in the 

Tufts Univers i ty cafeteria. We were eating tuna-fish sandwiches, le t 

tuce wi th scalloped edges peek ing ou t be tween the tan crusts. 

Outs ide the huge plate-glass windows , the trees b ranched dendri t i -

cally, bare and black against the shiny sky. I have always r emembered 

this, but n o w I ' m no t so sure. I 'm no t so sure of anything. M a y b e I 

was in my mother 's l iving r o o m , wi th the yel low brocaded furniture 

and the coarse raspy rug, watch ing on the television the two-tai led 

p lume of vapor in the darkness. B u t no, I think. That ' s not quite 

right. It was raining that day, was it no t? A n d my big-ches ted Irish 

boyfr iend and I were dr inking b e e r at the B l a c k R o s e pub, or was 

that later, at night? T h e spaceship was always falling, whenever we 

turned on that T V ; wha t I r e m e m b e r are the jub i l an t faces of the 

crowd, t ipped toward the patr iot ic sky, and then the sucking-in 

sound, the O h . O h , and the ship breaking up, fluffy pieces of i t drift

ing down, the bodies invisible, already gone . 



" W h e r e were you w h e n the Challenger b lew u p ? " I ask Loftus. 

"I was in my office, alone," she says, and I picture he r there. And 

then I picture he r a lone in her h o m e , her spacious West Coas t h o m e , 

the ties from her ex-husband still in the closet , as though he migh t 

someday return. " H e left because I couldn ' t stop working ," she says. 

" H e wanted to take vacations and lead a no rma l life. My idea of fun 

is to sit in front of my c o m p u t e r and try to figure things out." 

Loftus has no husband, and she has no children, w h i c h she says she 

regrets. " B y the t ime we tried, i t was t o o late," she says. "I was th i r ty-

six. Eve ry m o n t h , a little spot of b l o o d on my underwear." 

I picture her a lone in he r office or a lone in he r h o m e , a lone, mos t 

o f all, i n he r field o f inquiry, whi le ano ther w o m a n , Chr is ta 

McAul i f fe falls through the sky. I have to wonder , if a man were ask

ing Loftus's quest ions, would he be so ques t ioned? B u t in truth, I 

don' t th ink its gender that occasional ly undermines he r credibility. 

It's no t that she's falling through s o m e sky, radically alone, w h e r e a 

w o m a n shouldn' t be . It's the fact that w h e n all is said and done , 

Loftus does no t seem qui te in con t ro l . She does no t appear to be 

s teer ing her ship. S h e blurts out odd c o m m e n t s , has targets f rom a 

rifle pract ice affixed to her office wall; but at the same t ime she does 

brill iant m e m o r y exper iments whi le c o m p a r i n g herse l f to Schindler . 

S h e calls me up, then slams down the p h o n e , and then calls back 

sheepishly: " G o d that was rude." No explanat ion, so strange. " I just ," 

she says, "I jus t have this N E E D to reuni te families fractured by false 

m e m o r y accusations; I j u s t want to reunite people," Loftus says, this 

motherless girl, w h o , twenty years after a divorce, still keeps he r was-

band's be longings in a cradle in her l iving r o o m . " T h i s N E E D , " she 

says to m e , "reunions ," she says to m e , but she appears to have little 

consciousness that the need is ev idence of wha t she's t rying so hard 

to disprove. T h e r e is someth ing split o f f in Loftus, unresolved, 

damped down, work ing its way ou t sideways. S h e is the survivor w h o 

quest ions the validity of survivorship. That ' s o n e way out of a b ind . 

B u t listen, Loftus has given us many gifts. H e r singular free fall has 



yielded absolutely significant insights that we can ' t dismiss. W h e r e 

were you w h e n the Challenger b l ew up? Do you r e m e m b e r this? Do 

you r e m e m b e r that? W h a t Loftus has shown us is h o w high we f ly, 

h o w far the g r o u n d — w e are weightless. 

" W h a t grounds y o u ? " I ask her. " I f you can' t trust memory , what 

can you rely upon." I ' m th inking of h o w Dostoyevsky c la imed that a 

few g o o d m e m o r i e s were all o n e needed to find faith in the world. 

B u t after you 've lived in Loftus-land for awhile, it's hard to k n o w 

w h e r e to place your faith. " D o you have a r e l ig ion?" I ask her. 

" W h a t do you have?" I ask her, but wha t I really mean is: wha t do 

any of us have then? W h a t ? 

Loftus doesn' t answer m e . Instead she says, "I wro te a let ter to my 

m o t h e r a few days ago." S h e shows it to m e . 

Dea r Mother , 

It's Sunday, it's raining, it's dreary outside. I woke up this morning 

with a sense of dread. You've been gone for forty yea r s . . . . I'd like to 

tell you some of the things I've done in the past four decades. 

Recen t ly I gave a speech about my research on memory at a confer

ence in Chicago. It was a National Conference On Wrongful Death 

convictions and T h e Death Penalty. Whi le there, I watched twenty 

six men and two women, all wrongly convicted former death row 

inmates, weep and hug each other My work has brought me into 

contact with people suffering a terrible in jus t ice . . . . 

W h e n I 'm not working on the research or teaching my classes, I 

spend time on the cases of the falsely accused. Of course, I 'm not 

sure that someone I 'm helping is being falsely accused rather than 

rightly, but the idea that the accusations could well be wrong c o n 

sumes m e . . . . I feel compel led to help and almost guilty if I let up 

for a minute. 

W h y am I such a work-a-hol ic? Does it give me a way to 

escape from painful thoughts? Does it help me feel an importance 

that is and was otherwise missing from my life. . . . Me now: busy 



with work, and I don't have much time to think about what is 

missing. A family love and closeness. That's what I miss. That 's 

what I miss about you. 

Love forever, 

Be th 

In the end, then , Loftus does no t give me an answer about wha t 

she has, rather wha t she has not . In the end, there is this f lash of 

insight and o n e woman ' s plain pain. M a y b e that's all any of us have, 

jus t plain pain. No solid m e m o r i e s , bu t real regrets, regrets as substan

tial as s t ones—we can c o u n t on those . We can, like Loftus, pile those 

stones o n e on top of the other , standing skyward, s t re tching ou t 

toward someth ing . 



Memory Inc. 

E R I C K A N D E L ' S S E A S L U G 

E X P E R I M E N T 

In the 1980s, Elizabeth Loftus based many of her claims on the 

"fact" that there were no neural mechanisms for repression. In this 

chapter, however, we will meet one of Loftus's challengers, Eric Kandel, 

who performed a series of experiments that have given long-outmoded 

Freudian concepts a new lift. Kandel originally aspired to become a 

psychoanalyst; he recalls its golden days of intellectual vibrancy, but he 

became enamored, eventually, with the biology of the brain. Kandel set 

out on a journey to discover the actual workings of memory, its intri

cate cellular mechanisms. Kandel, now seventy-three, is the oldest sci

entist in this collection, but he is practicing in the youngest way; his 

techniques and areas of inquiry define the field's future and, at the 

same time, stake a solid claim for a radically reductive approach to the 

human mind. 

P A R T O N E 

It was 1 9 5 3 . T h e day of the surgery was hot , still, the sky a b l u e -

wh i t e s h i m m e r above Hartford. T h e young man, Henry , had 

severe epilepsy, wi th fits so frequent they had jus t about ru ined his 

life. H e n r y spent his t ime seizing and dreaming of life before 



epilepsy, w h e n his hand had been steady e n o u g h to shoo t rifles in the 

woods . His father was appalled by his son's disease. His m o t h e r t r ied 

to hold h i m as he foamed in to frenzies. Drugs did no t work . Exerc i se 

did no t work . Prayer did no t work . T h e n Dr . Scovi l le , o f Hartford 

Hospital , offered the family an exper imen ta l cure. T h e y said yes. 

H e n r y and his family didn't k n o w D r . Scovi l le . T h e y did n o t 

know, for instance, that he was fond of the lobo tomy, having pe r 

fo rmed well over three hundred, go ing in to area menta l hospitals 

wi th his hand-cranked drill and m o v i n g from patient to patient until 

he 'd done every one . Scovi l le was unusually h a n d s o m e — a n y o n e 

cou ld see tha t—and the family may have sensed his upper-class h e r 

itage, but surely they were no t aware that the i r s u r g e o n - t o - b e was 

considered by s o m e to be recklessly audacious. In his free t ime 

Scovi l le l iked to race red Jaguars on Connec t i cu t ' s open highways, 

pursued by the pol ice . He l iked to spend money , and his wife tells of 

how, in an a t tempt to w o o her, he leapt o n t o the runn ing board of a 

mov ing Chevro le t . " H e is an innovator , never wil l ing to accept the 

status quo . B e h i n d a facade of wi ld activity, driven by an insatiable 

ego, he seeks be t t e r ways o f do ing things," o n e col league w r o t e o f 

h im in the Journal of Surgical Neurology. 

A n d i t was to this man that H e n r y was giving his head. He had no 

idea. D r . Scovi l le had an idea. He suspected Henry 's seizures migh t be 

kindl ing deep in the wetlands of the tempora l lobes , a little spark 

quickly ca tch ing f lame in a supposedly toss-away part of the brain: 

the h ippocampus . Scovi l le offered to exc ise Henry ' s h ippocampus . 

He had done this opera t ion before on several patients wi th epilepsy, 

and i t s eemed to cure t h e m . He told this to Henry. W h a t he didn't 

tell H e n r y was that all the pr ior patients had been severely psychot ic 

before the surgery, and so there was no way of assessing wha t sort of 

damage the procedure may have done . 

In those days, no t m u c h was k n o w n about the b io logy of the 

brain. O n e psychiatrist observed that his psychot ic patient s eemed to 

calm d o w n whi le r iding a bumpy train; from there on in, the treat-



merit consisted of shaking the p o o r man for greater and greater t ime 

lengths. O t h e r doctors bel ieved malaria migh t cure schizophrenia . 

Based on a series of expe r imen t s by Karl Lashley, scientists bel ieved 

that there were no specific locales l inked to m e m o r y in the brain. 

Lashley, in 1 9 2 9 , r emoved different por t ions of live rat brains and 

found that no o n e excised por t ion had any m o r e effect on m e m o r y 

than any o the r excised por t ion . M e m o r y , conc luded L a s h l e y — m e m 

ory, thought Scov i l l e—was diffuse, w i thou t locale, scattered like 

wide ly sown seed over the w h o l e r ind o f the c o r t e x . 

Based on this last assumption, Scovi l le had no hesitat ion about 

r emoving Henry 's h ippocampus . T h e operat ing r o o m was coo l . 

H e n r y lay awake on the steel table. B e c a u s e there are no nerves in 

the brain, such surgery was pe r fo rmed wi th the patient comple te ly 

consc ious , on ly a local anesthet ic to n u m b the skin of the scalp. 

S w o o s h wen t the shot of l idocaine. A m o m e n t later H e n r y must have 

seen Scovi l le c o m i n g at h im wi th his hand-c ranked drill, and then 

two holes were bored above each of his open eyes, and in to these 

holes Scovi l le inserted a small spatula, wi th w h i c h he j a c k e d up 

Henry ' s frontal lobes. 

T h e operat ing r o o m was quiet . Nurse , hand me this. Nurse , hand 

me that. B u t o therwise , no sound. Scovi l le was l o o k i n g in to Henry . 

He was l o o k i n g under the h o o d o f Henry 's brain, and h o w beautiful 

i t was benea th the cor t ica l coral reef, in the brain's in te r ior capsules, 

w h e r e pyramidal cells are shaped like hyacinth, in c o m p l e x cones , 

w h e r e neurons are t iny but dense. In to this ne ther reg ion Scovi l le 

n o w inserted a silver straw. Scovi l le slowly threaded the silver straw 

deep into Henry 's pulsing brain, and t h e n — t h e r e — h e suc t ioned out 

the p ink-gray seahorse shape on ei ther side, the entire h ippocampus 

n o w gone . Inside Henry ' s head, a great gap appeared, a ragged ho le 

w h e r e o n c e someth ing had lived. 

W h a t did H e n r y feel as Scovi l le sucked ou t his h ippocampus? He 

was, after all, wide awake, thoroughly alert, and the h ippocampus , 

a l though no o n e k n e w i t a t the t ime, i s the seat o f many o f ou r m e m -



ories . D i d H e n r y feel his past leave h im in a single suck? D i d he feel 

the en t rance of forgetfulness, like a co ld thing c o m i n g in, or was i t 

m o r e a sensation of sliding: your lover, your qualms, the cats calling 

benea th the porch in the summer—al l dropping down in to no th ing? 

In the days fol lowing the surgery, i t b e c a m e clear that H e n r y was 

having far fewer fits. It also b e c a m e clear that he had lost the ability 

to fo rm any m e m o r i e s . A nurse in t roduced herself, left, and five m i n 

utes later, H e n r y had no t the faintest idea w h o she was. He did r e c 

ognize his mothe r , but anyone he m e t or anything he learned from 

the day of surgery onward he couldn ' t retain. Fifty years later, H e n r y 

is still that way. He lives now, a very old man, in a nursing h o m e near 

M I T . His m o t h e r died in the 1 9 6 0 s , and every t ime H e n r y hears this 

news, he cr ies afresh, be l ieving he is hear ing i t for the first t ime. He 

thinks T r u m a n is still president. In his nursing h o m e , he can f o r m no 

n e w relationships, canno t retain the shape of a face or the sound of a 

vo ice : face and voice , the essential c o m p o n e n t s o f comfor t . Henry, 

n o w k n o w n in the medical literature as H . M . , has no comfor t . 

A few weeks after Henry ' s surgery, w h e n his menta l confusion 

did no t clear up, Dr . Scovi l le realized he had inadvertent ly a m p u 

tated the mill of m e m o r y , as well as the seizure's starting point . He 

may have b e e n fr ightened, then. He may have felt bad. B u t wha t 

l ikely s t ruck h i m the mos t was the scientif ic impor t of his wayward 

opera t ion , for i t showed that Kar l Lashley was wrong . W r o n g ! 

M e m o r y was n o t a scat ter ing of sites, impossible to loca te , as Lashley 

had wr i t t en and scientists of the day had subsequent ly bel ieved. 

Obviously , the h ippocampus was the royal seat of r e m e m b e r i n g , for 

w i thou t it, H e n r y was cons igned to a stretch of the palest present. 

Scovi l le publ ished his findings from this grand but b o t c h e d e x p e r i 

men t . He had t o u c h e d the tissue o f m e m o r y , w h i c h was no t spiritual 

or mythica l in its essence. M e m o r y was flesh. I t cou ld be p inpoin ted , 

like a c o u n t r y on a map. T h e r e . T h e r e lives your past. T h e r e lives 

your future. In the seahorse. B e n e a t h the cor t ica l coral reef. In o n e 

man's silver straw. 



P A R T T W O 

Brenda M i l n e r may be the person w h o has c o m e to k n o w H . M . b e t 

ter than anyone else. S h e recalls the case, h o w she heard wi th hor ro r 

wha t Scovi l le had done and then wanted to see i t for herself. B a c k 

then, in 1 9 5 7 , w h e n Scovi l le first published his findings, M i l n e r was 

studying m e m o r y wi th W i l d e r Penfield, the famed physician w h o 

touched his epileptic patients ' bare brains wi th an e lec t r ic probe, 

observed w h e t h e r t ouch , or smell , or vision was stimulated, and then 

tacked o n t o the actual reg ion a p iece of paper stating wha t the 

region was responsible for. T h i s is h o w early brain mapping hap

pened, wi th Post- i t notes . 

M i l n e r may have b e e n ready to go ou t on her own . S h e may have 

been tired of the paper trail. S h e says that w h e n she heard about 

Henry, she grabbed a few m e m o r y tests and hopped on the first train. 

She had seen m e m o r y loss before , but H . M . offered he r the chance 

to study the purest fo rm of amnesia ever k n o w n to humank ind . 

B r e n d a M i l n e r wanted to k n o w exact ly what menta l functions 

H . M . had lost, but m o r e importantly, she wanted to k n o w what m e n 

tal functions H . M . had been spared. F o r instance, whi le he couldn ' t 

recall a conversat ion held five minutes prior, he cou ld still walk, and 

walking is a k ind of memory , is i t not? H . M . did no t know, upon ge t 

t ing up in the m o r n i n g , that he was supposed to brush his teeth, but 

o n c e a too thbrush was placed in his hand, his hand t o o k over. 

Perhaps this is similar to wha t musicians e x p e r i e n c e w h e n they are 

deep in a song, their hands taking over, rhythm pour ing through 

their fingers, as though each o n e is t ipped wi th its o w n tiny brain, 

separate from the main ca lyx . 

O v e r years o f tests and observat ion, B r e n d a M i l n e r was able to 

show a few impor tan t things about the mechan ics of memory , wi th 

H . M . as he r proof .Yes , the h ippocampus is clearly essential for m e m 

ory o f explici t , autobiographical de ta i l—one might call i t the core o f 

consciousness itself-—but there is ano ther m e m o r y system loca ted in 



a w h o l e o the r place in the brain, and this M i l n e r called procedural 

memory , o r unconsc ious memory . E v e n if, and w h e n , we lose our 

ability to recall names and faces, we may still k n o w h o w to r ide a 

bike, or smoke a cigarette. H . M . couldn ' t tell you h o w old he was, or 

recognize his face in a mirror , but i f you brought h i m back to his old 

Hartford n e i g h b o r h o o d , he wou ld w e n d his way through the streets, 

walk up the steps to his old house, k n o c k on the d o o r of a past he 

cou ld find few words for. H e n r y was living p r o o f that Freud's u n c o n 

scious had an actual neural basis. B u t h o w those neurons worked , no 

o n e knew. 

M i l n e r drew her understanding about the neural substrates o f 

memory , no t by observ ing those substrates, but by wa tch ing their 

manifestations in an intact organism, a w h o l e human being, Henry . 

T h i s was he r singular gift to psychology, the l o n g - t e r m study of 

H . M . and the resulting knowledge that m e m o r y operates on a t least 

two levels. S i n c e Mi lner , in part inspired by Mi lne r , scientists have 

discovered mult iple separate m e m o r y systems in ou r brains: there is 

procedural m e m o r y , w h i c h is most ly the unconsc ious m e m o r y for 

m o t o r skills; semant ic memory , whe reby we retain facts; declarative 

memory , whe reby we k n o w w h o we are. T h e r e are even, s o m e sc ien 

tists suggest, separate m e m o r y engines for separate categor ies , ou r 

knowledge o f fruits i n o n e neural stream, ou r knowledge o f vegeta

bles in another , cats here, dogs there, so all ou r world, it seems, lives 

c r u n c h e d up in cor t ica l conta iners . 

P A R T T H R E E 

E r i c Kande l is no t at all afraid to hide the fact that he is a reduc t ion

ist, that for h i m sc ience is lived in a series of disassembled parts, no t 

the intact organism. F o r Kande l , the secrets o f m e m o r y lie in the 

study of h o w nerve cells talk to their ne ighbors . 

Kande l started out training to b e c o m e a psychoanalyst , bu t in his 

fourth year of medica l s choo l he heard about the H . M . case and i t 

made an impression on h im. He subsequent ly decided to do a post-



doctoral fellowship a t the Nat iona l Institutes of Heal th ( N I H ) in 

Be thesda , w h e r e he t o o k intracellular recordings o f the h ippocampus 

of a cat. "I was g o o d at it," says Kande l , w h o is n o w in his seventies. "I 

didn't realize h o w g o o d I'd be at lab work ." 

Kande l was b o r n in V i e n n a . His father o w n e d a toy store, and so, 

on the o n e hand, he had access to a ch i ldhood full of co lor . B u t then, 

in 1 9 3 8 , Hitler 's a rmy marched in. Kande l recalls Kris te l lnacht , all 

that glass, and later the toothbrushes the J e w s were forced to use to 

scrub the streets. 

O n e has to w o n d e n W h a t role does the Ho locaus t play in Kandel 's 

l i felong dedicat ion to the cellular study of m e m o r y ? Kande l says, 

" S o m e t i m e s I feel I have no t faced things fully enough . I can tell you 

everything that happened to me , but I have no affect surrounding 

these events. By the grace of god I cou ld have ended up a t D a c h a u 

and I can talk about it, but I can' t feel the fear." 

In 1 9 3 9 Kande l emigra ted to the U n i t e d States. He g rew up in 

N e w York , whi le , f i f ty miles away from h im, in C o n n e c t i c u t , H . M . , 

j u s t about his age, was negot ia t ing a w h o l e different k ind of ch i ld 

h o o d . Kande l turned ou t to be unusually br ight . He w e n t to 

Harvard. Despi te the ch i ldhood trauma, his brain expanded, g rowing 

ever m o r e dense wi th n e w knowledge . H . M . , on the o the r hand, was 

ju s t expe r i enc ing his f i rs t seizure; he was dropping ou t of schoo l as 

Kande l was rising through its ranks, H.M. 's brain aflame in all the 

w r o n g ways. T h e t w o had never talked, o f course , but the i r lives 

would intersect in space, someplace above ou r heads, above our flesh, 

w h e r e we m e e t and t o u c h and might no t ever know. 

At Harvard Kande l was captivated by psychoanalysis, but o n c e he 

entered the neurosc ience lab in medica l s choo l , his focus shifted. 

"Actually," says Kandel , "I never really thought psychoanalysis and 

neurosc ience were incompat ib le . Freud, after all, was a neurologist . 

Psychoanalysis pr imari ly c o n c e r n s i tsel f wi th memory , and my work 

is t rying to i l luminate m e m o r y mechan i sms . I th ink o n e will ul t i

mately be able to show the neural bases for many psychoanalytical 

principles." 



Kande l is cha rming . He wears a br igh t - red b o w tie, and sus

penders . He i s interested in j o i n i n g the disparate f ie lds of p s y c h o 

analysis and neurosc ience , but that is really a secondary pursuit for 

h im. His p r imary pursuit started over forty years ago, in that N I H 

lab, where , in an at tempt to elucidate the b io logy of memory , he 

studied nerve cells in the h ippocampus . T h e h ippocampus , however, 

i s hard to w o r k wi th . I t has mil l ions of neurons , and thousands of 

t h e m can fi t inside this o. I t w o u l d take Kande l years to trace such 

tiny, c o m p l e x archi tecture . He needed ano the r mode l . " In the 1 9 5 0 s 

and 1 9 6 0 s , many biologists and mos t psychologists bel ieved that 

learning was the o n e area o f b io logy in w h i c h the use o f simple an i 

mal models . . . was least l ikely to s u c c e e d . . . . It was my belief , h o w 

ever, that c o n c e r n s about the use of a simple exper imenta l system to 

study learning were misplaced. I f e l ementa ry forms o f learning are 

c o m m o n to all animals wi th an evolved nervous system, there must 

be conserved features in the mechan i sms of learning a t the cell and 

molecu la r level that can be studied effectively even in simple inver te

brate animals." 

W i t h this belief , Kande l did an extensive search for a suitable 

exper imenta l animal, and settled on slugs, specifically the giant 

mar ine snail aplysia. Aplysia has on ly twenty thousand neurons , many 

of t h e m visible to the eye. H e r e wou ld be an animal a t o n c e simpler 

to study, but still relevant to human beings because, as Kande l says, 

our nervous systems are the same, straight down the food chain. "I 

needed a radically reductionist approach to the p rob lem of mind," 

Kande l says. So he settled on aplysia, purple, gelat inous, leaving 

beh ind a pale trace of wetness on the palm. 

T H I S IS WHAT Kandel did. He trained his sea slugs. He touched 

their goopy bod ie s—the i r s iphons—with an e lec t r ic probe , and the 

sea slug's gill withdrew. Kande l , a long wi th several of his colleagues, 

soon discovered that this simple reflex cou ld be modif ied by three 

different forms of learning: habi tuat ion, sensitization, and classical 



cond i t ion ing . O f course S k i n n e r and Pavlov had discovered s o m e 

what similar things, bu t what they called " learn ing t h e o r y " in the 

beg inn ing o f the century, Kande l was calling " m e m o r y " a t the c e n 

tury's end. S a m e problem. Different packaging. B u t packaging is 

important ; i t influences h o w we see and quest ion the contents 

wi th in . In framing the pursuit as a problem, in part, of memory , 

Kandel cleared the way for an al l -out investigation in to h o w we hold 

our histories, and this was perhaps the core quest ion of a post-

Holocaus t world . 

Kande l also wen t o n e cri t ical step further than S k i n n e r in his 

study o f p igeons o r M i l n e r i n he r study o f H . M . Kande l observed 

what actually happened to the sea slug's neurons as they l e a r n e d — 

r e m e m b e r e d — a n e w task. M a n y scientists from as far back as the 

e ighteenth cen tury had hypothesized about wha t happened to n e u 

rons w h e n m e m o r y fo rmed , but no o n e had as yet ever demonst ra ted 

a thing. In 1 8 9 4 Sant iago R a m o n y Cajal proposed a t heo ry of m e m 

ory storage accord ing to w h i c h m e m o r y i s stored in the growth of 

new neural connec t ions . A lexander Forbes proposed that m e m o r y is 

stored by a se l f - reexci t ing chain of neurons . D o n a l d H e b b later 

c h a m p i o n e d this theory, but that's all these were: theor ies . U n t i l 

Kandel , no o n e had translated intuitive b e l i e f in to physical proof. 

S o , Kande l trained his sea slugs, and he wa tched . He measured. He 

cond i t ioned the slug to wi thdraw its gill w h e n e v e r i t was touched , 

and as he did this, he actually observed, wi th a m ic ro scope and a 

recording device , aplysia's neurons change . He discovered that the 

links be tween the neurons , called synapses, g rew stronger by passing 

e lec t rochemica l signals that re inforced the relationship. He wa tched 

two neurons , o n e sensory, the o the r mo to r , pass s t ronger impulses to 

each o the r as behavior b e c a m e engraved. 

There fo re , the use- i t -o r - lose- i t c redo is co r rec t . E v e r y t ime you 

practice a task, you further burn in to your brain the w e b w o r k of 

neurons responsible for car ry ing out that task; the m o r e you rehearse 

a memory , tell ing it to yourse l f over and over, the s tronger and 

smoo the r the e l ec t rochemica l conversat ion be tween those particular 



synapses in your skull. I k n o w this to be true. We have in ou r house a 

small piano. My fingers a t first were c lumsy on the keys. N o w 

though , a few weeks later, having played every day, I feel a l inked 

loop de loop in my brain. I feel h o w the grooves up there give grease 

to my fingers so they can trot smoo th ly over the notes , j u s t o n e s im

ple song. B u t by playing that piano, I j o s t l ed at least two n o n c o m m u -

nicat ing neurons into a relationship, and this, in the end, is what 

m e m o r y depends on—re la t i onsh ip—our brains are relentlessly rela

tional, yes, it's o n e b ig m a t c h . c o m in there, strangers con tac t ing 

strangers, finding their we l l -worn ways to each other 's doors . 

K A N D E L WAS O N E o f the first to actually provide a molecu la r 

mode l o f pr imit ive memory . N o w he had ano ther quest ion. How, he 

wondered , did the brain conver t sho r t - t e rm in to l o n g - t e r m m e m 

ory? Perhaps he thought o f H . M . T h e fact that H . M . was able t o 

r e m e m b e r the face of his m o t h e r even wi thou t a h ippocampus sug

gests that the h ippocampus is the b ind ing site where m e m o r i e s go , to 

be wrapped up in r i bbon and then transferred to a l o n g - t e r m storage 

bin e lsewhere in the c o r t e x . H.M. 's mother ' s face was obviously 

processed and b o u n d in the h ippocampus long before the surgery, 

and then archived w h e r e no knife cou ld reach. 

Volumes of impressions, noises, feelings, interact ions happen to us 

every day, and if we retained i t all, we'd be in a sea of menta l clutter. 

Instead what we usually recall are general impressions of our past: for 

me it's my grandfather's house, its cedar smell , the dense wh i t e sky of 

so many winters that i t b e c o m e s unclear w h e t h e r I am recall ing the 

sky, o r my m e m o r y of the sky. B u t then there are those few m e m o 

ries from the past that stand distinctive, even if incor rec t . I r e m e m b e r 

walking in the field o n e win te r m o r n i n g and c o m i n g upon a huge 

hole in the ground, and w h e n I l ooked down in to it, I saw a man's 

hat floating on the water. I r e m e m b e r the t ime I mixed two vials 

from my chemis t ry set together , and created a small but impressive 

explos ion. I r e m e m b e r my m o t h e r telling me Dr . K i n g had been 
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shot, and I thought she mean t my pediatrician, w h o s e n a m e was also 

Dr . K ing . I r e m e m b e r very well our ne ighbors , the seven children 

w h o were bu rned to death in a n igh t t ime fire, the s tench of smoke 

that hung in ou r house for weeks . 

T h e quest ion: W h a t process in my brain allowed those m e m o r i e s 

to ex i t their sho r t - t e rm status, get twined up in the h ippocampus, 

and then stored for my perusal on this paper r ight now? Kandel 

bel ieved there was a m e c h a n i s m that al lowed for the convers ion of 

short t e rm to long t e rm, and, as is typical of h im, he went at i t like a 

kamikaze reductionist , this t ime using no t the simple sea slug, but a 

snippet o f it. He co red aplysia and put j u s t two of its preserved neu 

rons in broth . 

He then manipula ted the neurons so that they " ta lked" to one 

another , so that neuron 1 g rew synaptic connec t ions with neuron 2. 

Th i s was the mechan ics of m e m o r y in its mos t minimalist form. 

Kandel then showed that by b lock ing a tiny m o l e c u l e deep in nerve 

cell 1, a mo lecu l e called c A M P - r e s p o n s e e l emen t b inding protein 

( C R E B ) , h e could disrupt the conversat ion. W i t h C R E B blocked, 

the events associated wi th l o n g - t e r m m e m o r y format ion—prote in 

synthesis, the growth o f n e w synapses—did no t occur . 

W h a t , exactly, is C R E B ? It's a m o l e c u l e that dwells in the nucleus 

of a brain cell , and its purpose is to switch on the genes needed to 

produce the proteins that groove pe rmanen t connec t ions be tween 

the cells. That ' s the simple scientific answer. T h e metaphorical 

answer: C R E B is a cell's own Velcro; w h e n it's "on , " your mother 's 

voice and your first ballet recital stick to the circuits of cells for years; 

w h e n it's "off ," you can still recall things, but it's brief, that phone 

n u m b e r jus t sliding from your mind . Or we can try i t another way. 

S h o r t - t e r m m e m o r i e s , perhaps, are a little like crushes, with a single 

surge of chemis t ry that fades fast; l o n g - t e r m m e m o r i e s are more like 

marriages, b o u n d together , even trapped together, so you cannot get 

a n e w point of view. C R J i B — s o physiologically fixed, so metaphor i 

cally malleable, Velcro, glue, snap, s e x — C R J i B is as lyrically potent as 

it is scientifically significant. It gives us a way to grasp ourselves. 



C R E B was a finding that made a real splash in psychology. It was a 

finding that allowed psychologists, and others , their first glimpse at the 

makings of pe rmanen t memory . I t also raised, for the first t ime, the 

possibility that we cou ld manipulate our minds at a level of specificity 

previously unheard of. T i m Tully, a for ty- two-year-o ld researcher at 

that t ime, heard about Kandel 's C R E B and got exci ted . Tully gene t i 

cally r igged his fruit flies so they were b o r n with the ability to have 

massive amounts o f C R E B switched on , and, sure enough , he had 

created insect geniuses, drosophila with photographic m e m o r i e s . 

T h e y could learn a fruit-fly task in o n e training session, as opposed to 

normal fruit flies, w h o had to have about ten pract ice rounds before 

they recalled whatever t r ick they were be ing taught. Tully and Kandel 

entered in to a compe t i t ion then—aplysia versus drosophila, the slug 

against the f ly—and within years Kande l created C R E B - e n h a n c e d sea 

slugs w h o could recal l—what? I can' t i m a g i n e — t h e swirls on a ne igh

b o r i n g seashell, the colors of a coral reef, or someth ing far m o r e pro

saic, a paired association, food in a c o r n e r of the cage. 

A l o n g with C R E B , Kandel also discovered C R E B repressor, a m o l 

ecule that caused m i c e to almost instantly forget whatever n e w tasks 

they had learned. Kandel realized the implications. In 1 9 9 7 he j o i n e d 

up wi th Harvard molecular biologist Walter Gi lber t , the venture capi

talist Jona than Fleming, and the neuroscientist Axel U n t e r b e c k , and 

toge ther they founded a c o m p a n y called M e m o r y Pharmaceut ica ls , 

wh ich , today, as I wr i te , t rying to keep all the details of this c o m p l e x 

story in my aging brain, today, r ight now, M e m o r y Pharmaceut ica ls is 

c losing in on a n e w class of drugs that promise to revise our not ions 

of age, of t ime, turn ing us all, perhaps, in to min i Prousts, b o r n e aloft 

on the simple scent o f c i n n a m o n , or tea, o r the sudden bakery smell 

pour ing through those doors . 

I O N C E R E A D , o r wrote , I can' t recall now, a story about a woman 

w h o decides to forget. T h i s w o m a n lives a lone in a house wi th roses 

on the wallpaper, and she has b e e n un lucky in love, and she is old, 



and so, o n e day, she decides to ju s t forget the roses on the wallpaper. 

After that, she decides to forget the coffee cup she's holding, and then 

the hand that holds it, and then the legs that move her through the 

lone ly world , and as she forgets each p iece of herself, she gets smaller 

and smaller, sitting there in her k i t chen , she is shaved away, and she 

forgets her face, he r eyes, until at last there is no th ing but he r heart 

left, and then she forgets that too , and so she floats, unconsc ious and 

free and utterly unhuman . 

T h e tale points t o the central i ty o f m e m o r y i n ou r sense o f wha t 

i t means to be alive. We hear i t all the t ime: M e m o r y makes us w h o 

we are. T h o s e w h o forget the past are c o n d e m n e d to repeat it. 

M e m o r y i s narrative, g iv ing con t inu i ty and m e a n i n g to ou r ex i s 

tences . We are, i f no t obsessed wi th m e m o r y , a t least deeply c o n 

c e r n e d wi th it. T h i s may be because it's a force of such metaphysical 

and mo lecu l a r impor t . I t may also be , however , that we are l iving in 

a t ime that has elevated m e m o r y to a un ique status; eve rywhere we 

go, w e see m e m o r y . O u r c o m p u t e r s ho ld m u c h o f ou r m e m o r i e s , 

and s o b e c o m e extens ions o f ou r brains. B y the year 2 1 1 0 , ha l f the 

popula t ion wil l be over the age of fifty, and because those p e o p l e — 

me and y o u — a r e l iving longer , greater and greater percentages wil l 

fall b e h i n d the haze o f dement ia , o r straight in to the swamp o f 

Alzheimer ' s . Improved screen ing devices mean that many o f us n o w 

k n o w we have Alzheimer ' s in its earliest stages, and so we wil l wa tch 

our o w n brain waning . 

Kandel 's company, M e m o r y Pharmaceut ica ls , knows this. T h e 

company, s o m e forty minutes from the N e w York State Psychiat r ic 

Institute, i s loca ted o f f the Garden State Parkway in Mon tva l e , N e w 

Jersey. Inside there are twisty cor r idors , rats and cats in cages, husked 

brains hung up on strings, s ickle-shaped slices of animal cor t i ces sus

pended in r ich broth , closely m o n i t o r e d by Un te rbeck ' s t eam of 

twenty drug-discovery scientists. T h e company 's goal: to f ind a 

chemica l c o m p o u n d that will help the d i sembodied neurons in the 

Petri dish, and then the e m b o d i e d neurons in the human head, to 

fo rm stronger, longer- las t ing c o n n e c t i o n s . T h e hope : t o e n h a n c e 



C R E B pharmacological ly , s o that w e may e m e r g e from the haze o f 

age-related m e m o r y loss, ou r senses newly sharp. 

Kande l believes his drugs, w h i c h M e m o r y Pharmaceut ica ls has 

started to develop, will be available to the publ ic in ten years. T h e 

c o m p o u n d be ing developed is actually no t targeted at Alzheimer 's 

patients; i t is, instead, for you and m e , the bulk of the baby b o o m e r s 

w h o can ' t recall the loca t ion of the car keys, o r that t i p -o f - the -

tongue word. T h e actual drug on trial is called Phosphodies terase-4 , 

and, so far, w h e n given to very gr izzled m i c e , i t yanked t h e m into 

youth again, those old oc togenar ians runn ing mazes as efficiently as 

any rodent youngster . 

" T h e little red pill," Kande l calls it. 

O f all the twent ie th century 's psychologica l exper imen t s , n o n e 

have yie lded an actual t reatment that is poised for such huge impact 

w h e n i t hits. 

Already, even before its release, it is mi red in ethical issues. A drug, 

Kande l says, for no rma l , age-related m e m o r y impa i rmen t . Wel l , 

accord ing to s o m e scientists, age-related m e m o r y impa i rmen t begins 

at twenty, so should we pass these c r imson capsules around in our 

children's j u n i o r year o f co l lege? M a y b e we should give t h e m to our 

teenagers p r io r to taking the S A T , or even dur ing the inevitable 

Kaplan preparatory course . W i l l cer tain companies require that the 

employees use the drugs, or will employees feel they have to in order 

to keep pace wi th the i m b i b e r in cub ic le 4? T h e s e are the obvious 

ethical quest ions. Less obvious: W h a t happens i f this drug, by helping 

us consol idate and store memory , also s o m e h o w loosens the lids of 

ou r archives, so our past c o m e s pour ing over us, a k ind of nostalgic 

i n c o n t i n e n c e that carries wi th i t the oh so specific m e m o r y you did

n't even k n o w you had of your aunt in a tide poo l , o f the humidifier 

in the hallway in your house, its dial wi th every n u m b e r e tched , illu

minated , the smell o f your father's neck , the swooshing sound o f 

sprinklers underground, the key in the co rne r , the dust on the long-

ago ledge? W h o ' s to say? T h e drugs that are mean t to propel us invig-



orated in to the future migh t trap us in a past so detailed and descr ip

tive we c a n n o t concen t ra t e on w h e r e we are. 

T h e r e are a mil l ion potential problems with m e m o r y - e n h a n c i n g 

drugs. R a m p up C R E B and god knows what will happen to our hold 

on the present as well as the past. Even if the past doesn't c o m e pour 

ing back, might not such a drug make every aspect of the present so 

unforgettable that we are k ick ing around in mental clutter? There ' s a 

reason, after all, why our brains are capable of forgetting. There ' s an 

evolutionary imperative. We toss out the detritus and keep what we 

need in order to survive, in a h igh- tech world, on the P l iocene plains. 

I w o n d e r i f anyone has ever considered the benefits o f m e m o r y 

loss. W h i l e I ' m sure this shows my gross naivete, I 've never cons id 

ered Alzheimer 's , o n c e the pat ient has crossed the l ine in to its fluid 

world, to be as hor r ib le as it's portrayed. O u r m e m o r i e s , after all, are 

bulky noisy things that keep us trapped in the past or fretting about 

the future. We are so busy r e m e m b e r i n g backward or p ro jec t ing for

ward (and th inking forward is a k ind of memory , for whatever e x p e c 

tations you projec t are based on wha t you have learned) that we 

rarely dwell in the present. We probably have little idea of wha t the 

actual pure present feels l i ke—righ t now—unta in t ed by ou r sense of 

time. Animals probably have an idea, and they seem a happy lot , and 

late-stage Alzheimer 's patients may have an idea—in fact, in Dav id 

Shenk 's exce l len t b o o k , The Forgetting, he quotes an Alzheimer 's 

patient: "I didn't k n o w I cou ld see such serenity in this disease, but I 

have; life is very beautiful as the curtain slowly closes." Perhaps H . M . 

felt some th ing similar, somewhere . F o r H . M . , every single t ime he 

tasted a strawberry, it was the first t ime. Eve ry t ime he saw snow, it 

was brand n e w snow falling from the sky. Eve ry t ime he was 

touched , i t was the f i rs t t ouch , the or ig inal touch ; c o m e here. 

K A N D E L M U S T K N O W about the dangers associated wi th t o o m u c h 

memory , and, conversely, the human brain's need to forget. O n e o f 



the mos t famous patients in the literature of neuro logy was a t w e n t y -

one -yea r -o ld man, treated by A. L. Luria . S., at twenty years old, had 

such vivid recall you cou ld present h im wi th four co lumns of n u m 

bers, and after on ly a m o m e n t ' s glance, he cou ld reci te t h e m all back 

to you . Luria tested S. for years, and maybe mos t amazing was that 

even after m u c h t ime had passed S. cou ld r e m e m b e r every single c o l 

umn; he cou ld r e m e m b e r the precise ar rangements of words on a 

page; twenty years later he still k n e w every story word for word in 

every newspaper pr inted in his province. 

S., however, had serious problems. He was unable to glean m e a n 

ing from anything he read. S h o w h i m The Odyssey and he cou ld 

reci te the thousand-page t o m e b a c k to you after six minutes of star

ing, but he had no idea wha t i t mean t . People baffled h i m because he 

was unable to read facial expressions. So caught up was he in the 

miniscule mechan ic s of a mou th m o v i n g that he couldn ' t step back 

and see—was that a smile or a smirk? S. couldn ' t for the life of h im 

imag ine h o w he might solve the problem. He never did solve it. S . 

lived, dul l -wi t ted and aimless, cr ippled by his keen capacities. 

A n d then, there are the less f lor id examples of people's need to 

forget. T h e V i e t n a m vet, for instance, w h o obsessively replays the 

trauma in his brain. T h e child raped in he r o w n canopied bed . T h e 

boy, j u s t nine, hear ing the crack of glass and seeing his father dragged 

o f f under a midnight m o o n , perhaps never to return. We want to 

r emember , but perhaps for Kande l , and us all, we have an equally 

strong need to forget. 

Kande l m igh t well deny any personal mot ivat ions for his w o r k in 

memory-suppress ing drugs, a c o n c o c t i o n that M e m o r y P h a r m a 

ceuticals is also investigating. He migh t say he is mot ivated simply by 

a love of scholarship, the raw thrill o f discovery, but o n e wonders . 

W h e n Kandel discovered C R E B , he also discovered its opposite. He 

discovered that the n o r m a l human brain has built wi th in i t m e c h a 

nisms that al low for forgett ing. Essential to these mechan i sms is an 

e n z y m e called ca lc ineur in . Kande l and his team, in 1 9 9 8 , ove rex-

pressed the gene responsible for ca lc ineur in product ion in rats and 



found, sure enough , the rats had Tef lon-coa ted cor texes ; everything 

slipped off. Fears were forgot ton. 

C o u l d M e m o r y Pharmaceut ica ls , o r o n e of its rivals, make such a 

drug for humans? T i m Tully already has o n e in the works . I f mar 

keted, the drug could be used wi th in twenty- four hours of a trauma, 

and i t wou ld delete your m e m o r y o f the trauma, a long wi th wha t 

ever else happened that day. S u c h a drug could be used for survivors 

of terr ible events, terrorist bombings , plane crashes, vicious personal 

attacks. S u c h a drug would effectively obli terate the diagnosis of 

post - t raumat ic stress disorder; post- t rauma would be a pill, a pha rma

cologica l capsule of water from the river Le the , where old souls in 

Hades go to erase their pasts. 

Kande l migh t like the idea of a drug for forgetting, and on the o n e 

hand this makes sense, given h o w his difficult past is always there and 

no t there, present but " lacking in affect." D o e s he see potential ethical 

problems wi th such a drug? D o e s he see i t cou ld be used in survivors 

of the nex t genoc ide , as a tool of political si lencing, given to the girl 

in he r bed before her father rapes her? Yes, Kandel surely sees these 

things. W h i c h may be o n e reason why, whi le he has discovered the 

mo lecu l a r - chemica l processes involved in forgetting, he and Axel 

U n t e r b e c k , M e m o r y Pharmaceut ica ls ' C S O , are no t actively pursing 

the c o m p o u n d . 

In the end, it seems, Kandel in the end is casting his lot wi th the 

power and impor t ance of memory . On the day I see h im, a sunny 

spring day, l ight streaming in to his mul t iwindowed office, on this day 

Kande l is work ing on his own memoi r s . " Y o u see this," he says, wav

ing a sheaf of papers a t me , " these are my memoi r s , I 'm beg inn ing 

them. I want to set it all down for my children, before it's t o o late." 

He sets the sheaf of papers on the coffee table be tween us. I'd like 

to lift the pages up and have a look , but I k n o w I 'm no t w e l c o m e to 

them. 

Kandel 's eyes flick away from the manuscript , over toward the 

windows in his office. "I was six inches from Dachau ," he says, "and 

that's o n e reason why I like to squeeze everything I can out of life." 



Kandel then tells me he's go ing to Austria in a few months , that 

he's organizing a confe rence there. I assume it will be a scientific 

confe rence , but w h e n I ask, he says no . "Austr ia ," he says, "has never 

faced its past, w h i c h the o the r European count r ies did. I ' m go ing to 

Austria to do a con fe rence to help the coun t ry recall wha t hap

pened," and I picture h im then, wi th a syringe, in jec t ing into Austria 

the C R E B - e n h a n c e r drug, so all those m u c k e d - u p brains are j o s t l ed 

back to Kris te l lnacht . Kande l started ou t his career w o n d e r i n g h o w a 

single neuron r emember s , and he is finishing i t wonde r ing h o w to 

help a w h o l e coun t ry f o r m n e w neural pathways, a national set of 

synapses. His twen t i e th -cen tu ry canvases have been at o n c e min i s -

cule and m a m m o t h , the approach undoubted ly reductive, but y ie ld

ing insights so m u c h m o r e than the sum of their separate parts. 

A FEW D A Y S after visiting with Kande l , I g o to Kendal l Square, 

where M I T sits amidst coffee shops and books tores . I 'm here to use 

the library, but instead of tu rn ing r ight and heading ou t o n t o 

M e m o r i a l Dr ive , w h e r e the en t rance is, I turn left and walk down 

the nar row side streets and alleys of this campus. I 've lived in B o s t o n 

my w h o l e life, but I 've never b e e n back here, in the bowels of sc i 

ence , w h e r e students hur ry past m e , ce l lphones c lu tched in their 

hands. I don ' t k n o w where I 'm going , jus t walking, the spr ingt ime air 

wi th its faint smell of soap a pleasure to breathe, the magnol ia trees in 

b l o o m , their flowers big as ar t ichokes, I p ick one . I th ink of Kandel 's 

little red pill and w o n d e r i f soon we will be able to undo no t only 

aging, but death itself, a purple pill for that, would we want it? If we 

k n e w we could live to see our children's children's children's ch i l 

dren's chi ldren, wou ld we say yes? A n d in saying yes, would we no t 

lose wha t i t means to be human, bir th and death bracket ing back our 

m e m o r i e s , g iv ing our lives some shape? W h a t , exactly, is our shape as 

we accept and fund and finally i m b i b e whatever enhancers we can? 

Kandel is taking us to n e w cogni t ive heights, but at some poin t we 

may find ourselves spinning in space, wi th no tether. 



Now, up ahead of me , I see a very old man leaning on a nurse, tak

ing in s o m e sun on the sidewalk. N e x t to t h e m is a bui lding wi th 

t inted doors . I squint. T h e building says, " C l i n i c for Neuro log ica l 

Disorders ." Is no t H . M . housed near here? I w o n d e r i f that could be 

h i m even as I k n o w it's not . I go closer, parsing my way down the 

sidewalk. T h e old man has bland, bo i led eyes, and jus t above them, I 

imag ine Scoville 's holes . H . M . He lost his o w n personal his tory even 

as he t o o k up pe rmanen t residence in the larger literature of an ever 

expanding field. It seems a p o o r trade-off, terr ibly unfair, and then I 

know, w h e n I see that old man standing there, that I would rather 

have my m e m o r i e s than see things anew each t ime, than over and 

over again bi te in to fruit, the en joymen t sucked back in to blackness 

before it can leave the faintest residue. Le t us leave residues, stains, 

pictures, prints. Le t us take Kandel 's medic ine , if i t c o m e s to us, and 

return to people w h o have lost t h e m their lives, pull ing t h e m out of 

the gap of forgett ing that is in wait for us all, i f we live long enough . 

B u t no drug, of this I am sure, no drug will be able to stave o f f 

senility indefinitely. We may be pos tmodern , but we are not , in fact, 

pos thuman. No sc ience , in any field, has yet to deliver us from our 

o w n flesh. Eventually, the lights go out . We go back , into blackness. 

Now, the old man and his nurse beg in to shuffle toward the bui ld

ing, go ing in to the tinted-glass entrance. After they've left, I stand by 

the doors, l ook ing in, but all I see is my own face reflected back to 

me , and I am disturbed. It must be someth ing about the glass, its 

wavers or tints, but there I am, l ook ing terribly tired, my face full of 

holes, eyes sunken in, and on my forehead, strange spots, wha t are 

they? Freckles , moles b leeding ou t o f their borders, o r reflections o f 

my aged neurons suspended in a cor t ical sea, the synapses shrinking, 

shrinking, even as I think. 
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Practitioners of current-day psychosurgeries—lobotomies, leucotomies, 

and cingulotomies—insist the procedures are not experimental; their 

claim raises questions as to how the term at hand should be defined. If 

one defines an experimental procedure as one lacking institutional 

acceptance, then psychosurgery indeed is not experimental; insurance 

carriers cover it. However, as this chapter explores, lobotomy, or its off

shoot, cingulotomy, is performed with as much guesswork as actual 

knowledge, is rooted far more in opinion than fact, and is always an 

unpredictable journey into the grayest matter. Psychosurgery's long his

tory, and ironically its dark reputation, illuminate perhaps most power

fully the central ethical questions raised by experimental psychology 

throughout the twentieth century, while at the same time laying the 

groundwork for the field's future excavations into the tactile minds of 

human beings. 

P A R T O N E 

His head is on a stamp, in Portugal . T h i s seems appropriate for 

the father o f l o b o t o m y — t h a t every day thousands o f 

mou ths t ongue h i m to tackiness, flip h i m backward in to cavernous 

Chipped 

T H I S C E N T U R Y ' S M O S T R A D I C A L 

M I N D C U R E S 



bins, his co r t ex run through sorters and sheers, buried beneath m o u n 

tains of white , only to emerge days later at its destination, this head, his 

head, still stuck on, scored with dark lines, a date pressed in like a brand. 

A n t o n i o Egas M o n i z , the man on the stamp and the w i n n e r o f the 

N o b e l Pr ize in 1 9 4 9 for his discovery of psychosurgery, was b o r n a t 

the turn of last century, in a small coastal fishing village miles from 

Lisbon . Lit t le i s k n o w n of his m o t h e r o r the c i rcumstances o f his 

bir th, but we can imagine he c a m e ou t head first, the midwife p lac 

ing her hands on e i ther side of his still-soft skull and pull ing h i m like 

a roo ted vegetable from the red earth. Moniz ' s father was landed g e n 

try, and his ch i ldhood h o m e was large, wi th a chapel on the second 

floor, a tiny flame burn ing on a silver platter. 

M o n i z did no t live wi th his mother , and, i t turns out , he did no t 

live wi th his father for long. He spent his youth in the nex t town 

over, wi th an uncle named Abadelde, w h o was a priest and wore the 

frock and collar. Strangely, Abadelde failed to convey to M o n i z the 

expec t ed priestly things, the image of Chr i s t on a cross, a humble life 

w h e r e the p o o r shall inheri t . Abadelde was a man infused wi th a 

sense of Portugal's g lor ious past, the b lood , the battlefields, the 

dream-blue seas on w h i c h whi t e sails walked like apparitions; he read 

to the boy, the finest literature, so M o n i z cou ld reci te epic poems 

before he started school , cou ld translate passages of Latin, his o w n 

brain like a blade, h o n e d and shined in his uncle's hands. 

He went to col lege, o f cou r se—such a boy would have no 

c h o i c e — a n d in his senior year he decided to study med ic ine . T h e 

win te r that year was chilly in Lisbon, and the peacocks at the palace 

died. M o n i z developed gout in his hands, so all his j o in t s swelled red 

and tender, his fingers curl ing up into claws. He never fully recovered 

from the gout , and years later, w h e n he did his l obo tomies , he had to 

have help holding the knife, his assistant mak ing the cri t ical cuts 

whi le M o n i z looked on, instructing from the sidelines as his patients, 

comple te ly awake, could hear his words, words like, " C u t the nerve 

tract. Go deeper into the left lobe . Are you feeling anything strange, 



B u t that was yet to c o m e . In the late 1 8 0 0 s M o n i z was ju s t a 

young man at C o i m b r a C o l l e g e wi th hur t ing hands and a desperate 

desire to s o m e h o w m a k e his mark in the vast f ie ld of neurology. 

W h e n the acute gout passed, he packed his bags and t o o k a train to 

Paris, w h e r e he studied wi th P ie r re M a r i e and Ju les D e j e r i n e , f o rmer 

students o f C h a r c o t . M o n i z roamed the wards o f Salpetr iere and 

wa tched people foam and faint and t remble ; i t must have amazed 

h im, h o w utterly strange people can be , h o w very sick thei r souls, and 

i t s eemed obvious to h i m that there was no schism b e t w e e n m i n d 

and matter. F r o m the very b e g i n n i n g he saw menta l illness as utterly 

organic , the product of a tangled neural net . 

B a c k in Portugal , he wondered h o w o n e migh t visualize the brain. 

T h i s a l l - impor tant organ lay ou t o f reach, encased in a cage of b o n e . 

Surely, i f o n e cou ld see the brain, o n e migh t be able to see the i l l 

nesses affecting it. Perhaps there were tumors , burst b l o o d vessels. He 

expe r imen ted , then, wi th dyes and cadavers. S ince the seventeenth 

century, scientists had b e e n t rying to use dyes to i l luminate the 

mic roscop ic or the mere ly obfuscated. T h e r e had b e e n saffron dyes, 

dyes made of c rushed crocus , silver nitrate dyes that glossed the veins 

of a leaf's body, but no o n e had yet seen in to the skull of a human . 

B e f o r e M o n i z actually altered the human brain, his ambi t ion was ju s t 

to v i e w it. 

A n d that is wha t he did. He developed a dye that cou ld be 

in jec ted straight into the neck's b l o o d vessels, spreading upward to 

i l luminate, wi th the aid of an x- ray mach ine , the previously hidden 

branches of vessels and lobes . W i t h this invent ion, M o n i z made i t 

possible to loca te tumors and fault lines; he made i t possible to see 

sickness in the pulsing human head. 

B u t success c a m e at a pr ice . Says E l l io t Valenstein, " T h i n k abou t it. 

W h o wou ld have had the hubris to in jec t b romide in to the carotid 

arteries o f live human beings? W h o wou ld have dared to have done 

that? I ' m sure many peop le had thought of i t before, bu t a man like 

M o n i z , w h o let his ambi t ions get the be t te r o f h im, he's the o n e w h o 

actually did it." 



First in to cadavers, then in to people he p lucked from his o w n 

thr iv ing neuro logy pract ice; he shot the patients up and o n e of t h e m 

died, the brain aflame, backl i t b lue and silver. 

M o n i z c la imed he was " t o r m e n t e d " by the death. 

Never theless , he w e n t ahead, shoot ing up patient after patient. He 

called his t echn ique angiography, and it b e c a m e wide ly used and still 

is today, albeit wi th m o r e t echno log ica l sophist icat ion. Angiography 

is an indispensable diagnostic tool . M o n i z strode in to the landscape 

of people's lives and t o o k things he shouldn' t h a v e — w h i c h is why 

he's no t l iked—but he left, he always left, some useful things behind . 

T h e father o f psychosurgery, you can hate h im but chances are, in 

many ways, he cou ld have helped your head. 

A C H I L D D E V E L O P S vision first, grasp s e c o n d . W e have to see what 

i t is we want to hold. So i t was wi th M o n i z . First he saw the brain, 

and then wi th his gout -swol len hands, he wanted to t ouch it, to try 

to change it. T h i s was in the 1 9 2 0 s and 1 9 3 0 s w h e n there were few 

available treatments for menta l patients excep t insti tutionalization, 

s o m e living out their w h o l e lives raving and sweat stained. M o n i z 

k n e w this, as up to o n e third of the patients in his thr iving neurology 

pract ice were psychiatrically impaired. D o c t o r s had already tried 

induc ing hypog lycemic comas , c o o l i n g cures, removal o f tee th and 

co lons , in jec t ions o f malaria; it's strange. On the o n e hand we have 

Freud, w h o was rising to p r o m i n e n c e in V i e n n a , put t ing forth a 

s c h e m e of human m i n d that relied entirely on history, and a t nearly 

the very same t ime we had M o n i z , w h o bel ieved that the only cure 

was a somat ic cure. T h e recent debates over chemis t ry versus history, 

drugs versus talk, are n o t recent at all. We are jus t repeating the same 

old schisms, with no t necessarily m u c h m o r e or less insight. 

In 1 9 3 5 , a t the age of s ix ty-one , M o n i z wen t to L o n d o n for a n e u 

rology confe rence . It was held in a grand hall, wi th very F r e n c h -

l o o k i n g busts of alabaster, a marble floor, a grand cei l ing sport ing 

medal l ions leafed with gold. M a n y impor tan t m e n were there, in 



dark suits and w h a l e - b o n e but tons , eyeglasses on chains, all c o n v e n 

ing to hear the latest reports in exper imen ta l studies. O n e lecturer 

talked about bu rn ing the m o t o r strip in the c o r t e x of a dog; ano ther 

proc la imed he had severed the audi tory c o r t e x in a monkey. T h e n 

c a m e a pair o f researchers, Car lyle J a c o b s o n and J o h n Ful ton , w h o 

descr ibed a female pr imate n a m e d B e c k y wi th a very bad attitude. 

She was always screaming and pissing on things and turning over her 

food and water dish in a frenzy. Finally these researchers put B e c k y to 

sleep, lifted up the lid of he r head, did a snip snip to the fibers c o n 

nec t ing the frontal lobes to the l imbic system, and upon awakening, 

the animal was supposedly t ransformed. S h e was quiet and peaceful. 

H e r in te l l igence appeared to be intact , as she cou ld do all the m o n 

key tests, but whatever snarl had caused the chaos was gone . It was 

cure by subtract ion, r emoving some th ing instead of sett ing i t straight. 

M o n i z heard the B e c k y lecture, the c h i m p g o n e gracious, and he 

thought of his o w n patients back in Portugal , the ones in the ward, 

the ones in his c l in ic w h o couldn ' t stop shaking, and he was bo ld . He 

s tood up, there in that lecture hall, benea th the gold-leafed meda l 

lions and chandeliers , he s tood up and said ou t loud, so all cou ld 

hear, " W h y wou ld i t no t be feasible to relieve anxiety states in man 

by surgical m e a n s ? " 

His tory has i t that everyone was startled, i f no t shocked by Moniz ' s 

suggestion, the m e n maybe b l ink ing and swiveling to see ju s t w h o 

had spoken. T h e r o o m grew quiet . Was the s i lence because even sc i 

ence has its taboos , a place beyond w h i c h o n e may no t travel? Or was 

the s i lence because mos t m e n in that r o o m had already though t o f 

traveling there, and were hear ing in Moniz ' s words no t the s h o c k of 

trespass bu t of recogni t ion? After all, these doctors knew, as do we, 

that the history o f sc ience has b e e n the history o f o n e incurs ion 

m o r e seemingly inappropriate than the nex t . In our t ime we have 

those w h o want to c lone w h o l e humans , this desire spr inging in part 

from the procedures that p receded i t—in vitro fertilization, assisted 

hatching, s ingle-sperm in jec t ions , test tubes sprouting de iced life. 

L ike c lon ing , l o b o t o m y was a t tached to a chain of p r io r in te rven-



t ions. Autopsies, o n c e prohibi ted by rel igion, eventually b e c a m e 

acceptable , and so the human viscera was opened , the heart held in a 

hand. E v e r m o r e dar ing exper iments were per formed on dogs and 

pigs, their parts strewn about , and then live humans wi th electrodes at 

the i r skulls, their bodies flipping and twi tching. Trea tmen t had been 

o n e steady progression into the skin, beyond the skin, and the m e n at 

the confe rence unders tood this. We understand this. M a y b e M o n i z 

was the only one daring to utter wha t many have secretly whis 

pered—Let me go there. Let my knife excise a piece of his hurting head. It 

made intuitive sense, even before J a c o b s o n and Fulton's ch impanzee 

lecture. Do n o t those in psychic pain b o w their heads and rub their 

temples , as though to erase those fiery frontal lobes? 

M o n i z traveled by train back to Portugal . He t o o k a slow walk 

through s o m e of the city's wards, w h e r e he regularly did rounds. T h e 

patients were foaming and filthy, and w h e n distress over took them, 

they were p lunged in to w o o d e n tubs o f ice . M o n i z k n e w about these 

terr ible tubs, and the wet rubbe r suits, and the ropes for restraint. In 

the 1 9 3 0 s , i f you were admit ted to a menta l hospital, chances are you 

wou ld stay there for an average of seven years, compared to today, 

w h e r e you' l l stay for three days i f you're lucky. T h e halls were packed 

wi th D a n t e - e s q u e figures wr i th ing in their rings of hell, people w h o 

prayed to aliens and felt angels sleeping in their s tomachs. T h e 

patients may have l o o k e d up, seen M o n i z strolling, his round shiny 

face and navy blue suit. He was here to help them, was he not? T h e y 

didn't k n o w that before he had entered the wards, jus t as soon as he 

had stepped o f f his train, he had g o n e straight to the morgue and 

ordered up three cadavers. U s i n g a pen, M o n i z had "prac t iced" his 

t echn ique , stabbing i t in to the cadaver's c o r t e x until he got the right 

angle and depth. T h e r e . Like that. 

T h e first patient is k n o w n to history as Mrs . M. She was sixty-

three years old. S h e was severely depressed and anxious. She had 

paranoid ideas, be l ieving the po l i ce were trying to poison her. Before 

her hospitalization she had secretly b e e n pract icing prostitution in 

he r apar tment until o the r residents forced her to stop. Mrs . M. was 



miserable in the deep damp m a n n e r o f the me lancho l i c . S o m e t i m e s , 

she cou ld no t stop shaking. S h e had b e e n in the ward for a total of 

four and a ha l f years. 

T h e night before the surgery he r hair was cut and he r scalp 

c leaned wi th a lcohol . Of what was she thinking? H o w was this p ro 

cedure expla ined to her? D i d she grasp its exper imenta l nature? D i d 

she care, after so m u c h pain? T h a t night , the last n ight of life w i th an 

intact brain, she wen t to sleep in the narrow ward bed , and M o n i z , he 

stayed up in his palatial house, the windows ablaze, the sea a dark 

inked l ine outside. 

" O n the eve of my f i r s t a t tempt, my just i f ied anxie ty and all fears 

a t the m o m e n t were swept aside in the hopes of obta in ing favorable 

results. I f we cou ld suppress cer tain psychologica l complexes by 

destroying c e l l - c o n n e c t i n g groups . . . this wou ld be a great step fo r 

ward, mak ing a fundamental con t r ibu t ion to our knowledge of the 

organic basis o f psychic functions." 

Indeed M o n i z did have a theory regarding why l o b o t o m y would 

work . He had heard about i t work ing on Becky , the female ch imp, but 

he was go ing on m o r e than that. M o n i z bel ieved that insanity was a 

series of thoughts that were literally physiologically f ixed in the brain's 

nerve f ibers . T h e f ixat ions were fossilized in the fibers connec t i ng the 

forebrain to the thalamus, and i f M o n i z cou ld cut those f ibers , he 

cou ld free a person of noxious ideas and feelings. As it turns out , 

Moniz ' s theoret ical s cheme is probably far t o o simplistic, but it is p re 

scient of Kandel , w h o proved that m e m o r y and its attendant affect 

reside in a neural net. Kandel says, " M o n i z made some contr ibut ions ." 

S o did Mrs . M . , o f course , w h o s e con t r ibu t ion was he r poor ly 

behaved buck l ing brain. On N o v e m b e r 1 1 , 1 9 3 5 , she was transferred 

from the M a n i c o m e B o m b a r d a Asylum to the neuro logy service o f 

the Santa M a r i a hospital, w h e r e he was wait ing. 

T h e f i r s t l o b o t o m y was no t actually done by blade. M r s . M. lay 

down on a table, whe reupon he r shaved scalp was swabbed wi th 

novoca ine and two pen po in t - s i zed holes were drilled on e i ther side 



of he r skull, in to w h i c h M o n i z and his assistant L ima inserted an 

a lcohol- f i l led syringe. M o n i z bel ieved an in jec t ion o f a lcohol would 

be a safe and effective m e t h o d for destroying nerve tissue. He pushed 

the p lunger down. 

Five hours after surgery, M o n i z recorded the fol lowing conversa

t ion wi th his convalescing patient: 

" W h e r e i s your h o u s e ? " 

"Ca lcada o f Des te r io ." 

" H o w many fingers?" 

"F ive . " S h e responded wi th slight hesitat ion. 

" H o w old are y o u ? " 

L o n g hesitation. S h e was no t precise. 

" W h a t hospital is this?" 

S h e did no t respond. 

" D o you prefer mi lk o r b o u i l l o n ? " 

" I prefer milk." 

H e r answers certainly didn't indicate significant spectacular 

improvement ; i f anything, they indicated s o m e cogni t ive decl ine, but 

M o n i z wasn't worr ied . He k n e w that a per iod o f confusion fol low

ing brain surgery is normal . He had the patient transferred to a room, 

w h e r e she spiked a small fever, after w h i c h she was transferred back 

to the asylum. Two m o n t h s later, o n e of the asylum's psychiatrists 

made the following evaluation o f Mrs . M . : 

T h e patient behaved normally. She is very calm, anxiety is not 

apparent. Mimicry still a little exaggerated. G o o d orientation. 

Consc ience , intelligence, and behavior intact. M o o d slightly sad, 

but somewhat justified because of her concern about her future. 

Fair appreciation of her previous pathological state; appreciation of 

her situation is appropriate. 

The re are no new pathological ideas or other symptoms and for 

the most part previous paranoid ideas are primarily gone. Tha t is 

to say, after the treatment the patient's anxiety and restlessness had 



declined rapidly with a concomitant marked attenuation of para

noid features. 

Clear ly a success. 

E x c e p t — n o o n e knows wha t happened t o M r s . M . because 

Moniz ' s work suffers from p o o r fol low-up. W h a t b e c a m e o f he r brain 

as i t f loated wi th its neural cords cut? D i d he r improvemen t c o n 

tinue? D i d she relapse? W h e r e is he r vo ice in this tale? We don' t 

know. T h e cords have b e e n cut . 

After M r s . M . , M o n i z p roceeded t o find m o r e patients. He chose 

patients based on availability, no t diagnosis, and he has b e e n cr i t ic ized 

for this. He used humans as guinea pigs and c o n d u c t e d his e x p e r i 

m e n t wi thou t the double-b l ind procedure . However , h o w could he 

have created a doub le -b l ind expe r imen t? T h e r e is no way to give o n e 

group of patients a sham lobo tomy, ano the r group a real one . A n d as 

for the patients themselves, it's true, they were used as guinea pigs. 

B u t then there's this: many of t h e m were in a rapid state of decl ine , 

heading toward an inevitable de ter iora t ion . T h a t by no means makes 

the patients less human , bu t i t does alter the cos t -benef i t ratio. M o n i z 

was probably th inking, This could really help these people who have noth

ing left to try, and if it doesn't help, it surely won't make them worse. They are 

as bad off as can be. M o n i z wri tes , "I recognized that the m e t h o d could 

be harmless, and capable of benef i t ing the insane." 

So he wen t ahead, p lucking patients whereve r he could , drill ing 

them, filling the bulbs of their heads wi th co ld clear a lcohol , and then 

c h e c k i n g their vital signs as the e ther bu rned through intel l igent t is

sue. Afterward, several scarred and barren places on the brain, like 

land looks as it is seen from an airplane fo l lowing a forest fire. 

M o n i z , in his initial expe r imen t , subjec ted twenty patients to the 

procedure, first using a lcoho l and then swi tching to a l e u c o t o m e , a 

bladed ins t rument that sliced sideways, cut t ing neural connec t i ons , 

damaging tissue. He saw s o m e remarkable things. M o n i z saw patients 

seized wi th a l i fet ime of anxie ty g r o w calm; he saw delusional ideas 

dwindle; patients w h o had spent years in the asylum n o w returned 



h o m e , s o m e of t h e m even to work . He pe r fo rmed a l o b o t o m y on a 

th i r ty-s ix-year-o ld w o m a n w h o , dur ing a voyage to the Be lg ian 

C o n g o , threw her c lo thes overboard the ship and, in a deep depres

sion, swallowed sulfuric acid. After the procedure the family found 

he r " in exce l len t cond i t ion . Jus t as she was before the psychosis." T h e 

patient he r se l f said, a few days after he r surgery, "It 's over now. I want 

to go back to live wi th my daughters." 

Of the twenty or ig inal cases, M o n i z c la imed a c o m p l e t e cure for 

seven of t hem, a partial cure for ano ther seven, and six w h o were 

unhelped . Al toge the r then, supposedly seventy percent of the patients 

had some significant remission of long-s tanding intractable menta l 

illness wi th no repor ted l o n g - t e r m problemat ic side effects. Scholars 

o f psychosurgery dispute these numbers , c la iming that lack o f l o n g -

t e r m fol low-up skewed the early results in a far t o o favorable d i rec

t ion. T h e y also c la im that the fact that IQ scores tended to rise 

postoperatively means very little, because the IQ test is no t at all sen

sitive to the types of brain damage inflicted by lobo tomy. T h e s e 

claims undoubted ly have mer i t . Never theless , the bald bru te story of 

M o n i z and the surgeons w h o followed in his footsteps contains 

wi th in i t numerous patients w h o e x p e r i e n c e d e i ther significant re l ie f 

or m u c h improved behavior , and this data, i f we are to bel ieve it, 

demands we reconsider or renarrate the story of psychosurgery as a 

possibly g o o d enough cure for some patients in the c o n t e x t of a t ime 

wi thou t T h o r a z i n e o r Prozac . 

M O N I Z P U B L I S H E D H I S findings in 1 9 3 7 in the American Journal of 

Psychiatry, and so it was that l o b o t o m y made its way to the U n i t e d 

States. T w o surgeons, Wal ter F reeman and James Watts, wen t to work 

on this side of the sea. F reeman and Watts developed a t echn ique 

called the transorbital lobo tomy, w h e r e they entered the brain wi th a 

sharply po in ted ins t rument jus t above the eyeball, forcing the point 

through the b o n y orbi t in to the brain's quadrants. T h e essential dif

ference b e t w e e n the Wat t s -F reeman transorbital procedure and 



Moniz ' s prefrontal procedure i s the m e t h o d of access. M o n i z w e n t in 

a t the hairline. T h e A m e r i c a n surgeons wen t straight for the softest 

door , insert ing their knives up and under the open eyes, and then 

cut t ing wha t they could . 

As horr i fying as this procedure sounds, F reeman and Watts had 

findings similar to Moniz ' s w h e n they restr icted their opera t ion only 

to patients suffering from anxie ty and depression. F reeman recounts 

o n e w o m a n from Topeka , Kansas, w h o suffered from severe agi tat ion 

and chose the opera t ion over inst i tut ionalization. As wi th M r s . M . , 

she had her hair cut the night before , weep ing as the curls c a m e off, 

and then the n e x t m o r n i n g she was delivered, her head as bald as an 

infant's b o t t o m , p ink and wait ing, slit. F r eeman and Watts wen t in and 

then sewed up he r scalp, and the w o m a n , lying on the table, repor ted , 

wi th a sense of awe, that all her terror was n o w gone . 

Freeman: Are you happy? 

Patient:Yes. 

Freeman: Do you remember being upset when you came here? 

Patient:Yes, I was quite upset, wasn't I? 

Freeman: W h a t was it all about? 

Patient: I don't know. I seem to have forgotten. It doesn't seem 

important now. 

F reeman wro te that the results were extraordinary. " J u d g m e n t and 

insight are apparently no t d iminished, and the ability to enjoy e x t e r 

nal events is cer ta inly increased." Al together , in their initial spree, the 

two surgeons pe r fo rmed five m o r e operat ions wi th in the n e x t six 

weeks and found that in all of the patients, w h o shared "a substratum, 

a c o m m o n d e n o m i n a t o r o f worry, apprehension, insomnia , nervous 

tension, there was a lifting of the mesh of anxiety." 

A n d then, of course, there were the downsides. Seizures. Deaths. 

Burst b lood vessels. A blade lost in the brain. Postsurgical infections. 

Relapses. Incont inence . M o n i z writes o f o n e woman who , four days 

after the surgery, shouted obscenities and sang; other patients b e c a m e 



childlike, clutching teddy bears and following directions meekly. 

Freeman wrote, " L o b o t o m y patients may make good citizens," a chilling 

c o m m e n t but not in its essence different from the criticisms levied at 

the psychiatric drugs we imbibe today. O n e of the myriad central ques

tions was, did l obo tomy lead to a loss of some "vital spark"? Mos t 

patients in fact did not clutch at teddy bears and shout obscenities after 

the surgery, or if they did so, it was only for a while. B u t here's what 

wasn't for a while: many lobo tomy patients were just a tad bit flatter 

after their skulls were sewn up, a slight and subtle shift, as though the 

patients were not really themselves, but X e r o x copies, in black and 

white, the quirks and curves compris ing their character irreproducible. 

However , there is someth ing to be said for flattening, and the spark, 

i f i t burns t o o brightly, can singe the skin. O n e lobo tomized psychia

trist was able, after surgery, to run his o w n psychiatric cl inic. A n o t h e r 

built an ex t remely profitable business and flew his own plane. So 

who 's to say? W h a t makes l o b o t o m y great is not necessarily what i t 

did or didn't do, but how, in its extremity, it forces us to question m e d 

ical ethics: W h a t constitutes informed consent? Is it ethical to substi

tute o n e form of orgasmic brain dysfunction for another? C a n doctors 

ever justify ha rming apparently healthy human tissue? Is there some 

inherent sanctity to the human brain? Wi l l surgeons soon, i f they have 

no t already, b e c o m e the long arm of the law? I t is i ronic that the oper 

ation feared to remove the soul, the spark, forces us to ask the ques

tions that b r ing us r ight to the burn ing place, where we must weigh 

what we're will ing to lose, and tussle with the complexi ty of cure. 

T h e press, never k n o w n for its complexi ty , caught on to the n e w 

procedure and p romo ted it. In 1 9 4 8 the New York Times ran this 

headline: 

Surgery used on the soul-sick; re l i e f o f obsessions 

is reported. N e w Brain technique is said to have aided 

6 5 % of the mental ly ill persons on w h o i t was tr ied as a last 

resort, but some leading neurologists are highly skeptical of it. 



Harper's in 1 9 4 1 repor ted the t echn ique as revolutionary. T h e 

Saturday Evening Post tou ted it as well . T h e n appeared patient test i

monials , no t at all unlike the testimonials we have today, mean t ha l f as 

advert isement, ha l f as medi ta t ion. O n e such patient, by the n a m e of 

Har ry D a n n e c k e r , wro te an article in the 1 9 4 5 Coronet Magazine 

enti t led "Psychosurgery C u r e d M e . " He describes h imse l f before the 

l o b o t o m y as hopelessly suicidal, wi th no th ing left to live for, and after 

the lobo tomy, as having e m e r g e d "f rom that terr ible underwor ld of 

the sick mind." Ha r ry D a n n e c k e r lifted his head up and marched 

in to the auto mechan ic s business, w h e r e he repor ted significant s u c 

cess. In his art icle he wri tes , " M y purpose . . . i s a s imple one : i t may 

give hear t and courage to readers w h o have afflictions such as I had, 

or w h o have friends wi th similar miserable obsessions." 

WHY, T H E N , H A V E we persisted in narrat ing l o b o t o m y as purely 

evil? Its downsides are evident: a seizure rate somet imes as high as 

thirty percent , and its A m e r i c a n evangelizer, F reeman , a tilted cor t ica l 

c o w b o y r iding high wi th his knife, no t b o t h e r i n g to sterilize his 

instruments or even drape the patient before the t e n - m i n u t e p r o c e 

dure in w h i c h he r ipped ou t cords. F reeman did a lot to give l o b o t 

o m y its bad name ; like the doc tors o f today w h o prescr ibe ou r 

newest antidepressants for j u s t about any ill, F r eeman was ind isc r imi 

nate in his c h o i c e of patients, even as he appeared to care for those he 

cut , sending t h e m Chr is tmas cards every year, traveling across the 

coun t ry in his van to c h e c k on thei r progress. 

Desp i te the p o o r o u t c o m e s repor ted here, despite Freeman's 

myopic and zealous v iew of the knife as cure-al l , there is still no 

quest ion that this surgery helped numbers of people . A congressional 

c o m m i t t e e fo rmed in the 1 9 7 0 s to investigate psychosurgery, wi th a 

plan to out law it, found, m u c h to their surprise, that psychosurgery is 

a legi t imate procedure that "can be of significant therapeutic value in 

the t rea tment o f certain disorders o r in the re l i e f o f certain symp

toms." T h e c o m m i t t e e wen t further and stated psychosurgery was "a 



potential ly beneficial therapy." El l io t Valenstein, o n e of the sharpest 

cr i t ics of the lobo tomy, wri tes that " fo l lowing a lobo tomy, many ag i 

tated and anxious patients did e x p e r i e n c e a str iking re l i e f from their 

mos t t roublesome symptoms. In the best cases this led to a n o r m a l 

ization o f behavior ." 

W h y , then, has l o b o t o m y been preserved in the dust bins of his

tory, told as a long dark tale in the deve lopment of somat ic treat

ments , a dangerous digression? Perhaps we need to see l o b o t o m y like 

this because, well , because of our brains. We may be wired to prefer a 

neat s c h e m e of black and wh i t e over o n e wi th gray. A n d perhaps we 

never qui te g row out of the pueri le b e l i e f that i f this o b j e c t i s bad, 

then that o b j e c t must be good . We take pleasure in polar izat ion, the 

way things on opposi te ends of a single axis b e c o m e clear and s e e m 

ingly definitely defined. There fo re , in order to justify the general 

b e n e v o l e n c e o f our psychiatr ic cures today, we underscore the bar 

barism o f wha t they o n c e were. D a r k and light. We didn't k n o w what 

w e were do ing back then, B U T W E D O N O W W e say this a s w e 

pop our Prozac pills, our R i t a l i n tablets, as we toy with our h o r 

m o n e s , egg ing on ou r estrogen in the hopes o f happiness. B u t h o w 

different, really, are ou r c o n t e m p o r a r y cures from their historical 

bre thren? L o b o t o m y has been widely cr i t ic ized for its lack of spec i 

ficity. Surgeons drilled into the head, s tuck in sharp things, snapped 

the tough tissue of dream and thought , and k n e w no t what they were 

snapping. T h e y had vague ideas, o f c o u r s e — s o m e t h i n g about the 

thalamus and the frontal lobes , e m o t i o n and in t e l l igence—but they 

didn't understand wha t underbrush in the brain they were really 

clear ing. Cons ider , however, Prozac today. It is a drug hailed for its 

supposed specificity, and we like that. I t makes us feel we k n o w what 

we are doing, shoo t ing we l l - a imed missiles in to our m i n d now, 

instead o f s o m e primit ive p lunge wi th a knife. T h e truth o f the mat 

ter is, though , no o n e really knows where or h o w Prozac operates in 

the brain; no o n e understands its mechan isms . "Pha rmaco log i ca l 

specificity," says researcher Harold S a c k h e i m , "is a myth." A n d like 

lobo tomy, no o n e knows qui te why Prozac cures. I t is about as blunt 



a tool as any M o n i z used. W h e n doc tors prescribe a Prozac pill, they 

are act ing as did M o n i z , blindly but in great faith, wi th a real desire to 

heal, and wi th at least as m u c h wish as fact. 

People also cr i t ic ize l o b o t o m y because it is irreversible. However , 

who ' s to say ou r cur rent i m b i b e m e n t of psychiatr ic pills isn't do ing 

grave indelible damage we have yet to unear th? Psychiatrist J o s e p h 

G lenmul l en has given warn ing that Prozac use can cause A l z h e i m e r -

type plaques and tangles in the brain, w h i c h may be w h y so many 

imbibers compla in they can' t retain a thing, the p lacement of those 

car keys or even w h e r e the car is parked. It is also possible that our 

newest medica t ions could , over the l ong haul, cause irreversible dysk

inesias, so in twenty years this Prozac nat ion might be twi t ch ing its 

way through the forgetful days. We take t h e m anyway, ou r pills, 

because we hurt , because we have to, and so t o o did the patients w h o 

lay down for a lobo tomy. D i d they lose their vital spark after the p ro 

cedure? T h i s has been , of all things, the mos t persistent public o b j e c 

t ion to the l o b o t o m i z e d patient; that in cu t t ing into the frontal lobes , 

the por t ion of the brain that is biggest in humans and that shrinks as 

we move down the phylogenet ic l ine, doc tors were cut t ing in to the 

core of the soul and afterwards: empty. 

W h e t h e r or n o t this was the case is actually less interest ing than 

the fact that we have the very same fears and cri t icisms of ou r c o n 

temporary cures. T h r o u g h o u t all of history, actually, w h e n e v e r pre

sented wi th an oppor tuni ty for psychic wel l -be ing , we have 

immedia te ly feared losing the dividends of darkness. R i l k e did no t 

want to en ter psychoanalysis because he was afraid he would get well 

and no longer have poe t ry to wr i te . T h e central character in the play 

Equus, w h o s e love for horses brings m u c h mean ing to his life, finally 

agrees to psychotherapy, on ly to find he's b e e n talked straight out of 

his passion. In today's day and age there are novelists and windsurfers 

and mothe r s and businessmen w h o compla in their nifty n e w pills are 

mak ing t h e m "less in t ense" or "less creative." W h e n o n e looks a t the 

persistence o f the compla in t i n every type o f psychiatr ic in te rven

t ion, o n e starts to w o n d e r w h e t h e r i t has less to do wi th the in ter -



vent ion a t hand and m o r e to do wi th our c o m p l e x relationship to 

suffering, w h i c h we hate even as we bel ieve i t humanizes us. T h e 

l o b o t o m y may or may no t have removed a vital spark, but perhaps no 

m o r e so, no less so than wha t we do to feel be t t e r today. As for 

w h e t h e r or no t that vital spark is integral to our humanity, ask H e n r y 

Danneke r . Ask M r s . M. I imag ine t h e m saying, as seriously ill as they 

were, " W h o gives a rat's ass about vital spark? Jus t deliver me from 

my symptoms." 

E x t r e m e suffering snuffs ou t the spark. Or makes i t irrelevant. 

We wish to be delivered. 

IN 1949 , W H E N M o n i z was awarded the N o b e l Pr ize for his discov

ery o f the lobo tomy, the procedure popular ized to the po in t w h e r e 

twenty thousand operat ions a lone were pe r fo rmed in the U n i t e d 

States, and the Nation wro te i t was wor r i some , h o w we were creating 

cong lomera te s o f bra in-damaged people as cit izens o f this country. 

By s o m e estimates, a total o f thirty-five thousand operat ions were 

pe r fo rmed in the U n i t e d States be tween 1 9 3 6 and 1 9 7 8 , wi th the 

highest f requency o c c u r r i n g in c o n j u n c t i o n wi th the N o b e l Pr ize , 

and a fast falling o f f o c c u r r i n g after 1 9 5 0 , w h e n the first ant i 

psychot ic was discovered. P h a r m a c o l o g y and all the profits it 

spawned were b o r n in the 1 9 5 0 s and that, a long wi th a g rowing low 

rumble of publ ic suspicion regarding the cure, led to l o b o t o m y s fall 

from favor. A drug s eemed so m u c h better , less invasive, even though 

the side effects were obvious stupefaction, sweating, and acute m o t o r 

restlessness. I t seems we would rather en te r the brain through our 

s tomachs than do so directly, same as we would often rather talk 

around a terr ible truth than touch it. 

T h e r e were o ther factors as well . T h e nat ion was b e c o m i n g 

increasingly suspicious o f unregulated medical exper imenta t ion . 

Stanley Milgram's shock m a c h i n e set o f f an ethical furor over what 

o n e may do to subjects, as did the Tuskegee expe r imen t , w h e r e d o c 

tors denied s o m e black m e n syphilitic t reatment so they could 



observe the demise of their brains. Perhaps mos t impor tant , the press 

caught on to pha rmaco logy as the n e w n e w th ing and began p ro 

m o t i n g it as i t o n c e did lobo tomy, so the publ ic had ano the r cure that 

held wi th in i t all our hope and desperat ion. 

By the 1 9 7 0 s , fewer than twen ty l o b o t o m i e s were be ing per 

fo rmed each year in this country, even as a small group of neurosur

geons con t inued to refine their t echn iques so that less and less of the 

brain was les ioned, resulting in fewer and fewer negative side effects. 

T h e 1 9 5 0 s and 1 9 6 0 s saw the deve lopment o f s tereotaxic instru

ments that made it possible to insert a small e lec t rode that destroys 

very minu te bits of targeted tissue, in contrast to the rather bl ind 

gropings of the blade. Surgeons also began focusing less on the 

frontal lobes , and m o r e on the l imb ic system, o therwise k n o w n as 

" the e m o t i o n a l brain." T h e y began targeting a particular part of the 

l imbic system, the cingulate gyrus, an area supposedly responsible for 

media t ing anxiety. It is impor tan t to note , however , that there appears 

to be very little ag reement , then and now, as to wha t brain sites to 

slash, and this lack of ag reement underscores psychosurgery's e x p e r i 

menta l nature. Different neurosurgeons appear to have favorite c o r t i 

cal targets, a bias that preexists the patients. S o m e , for instance, truly 

bel ieve that an amygda lec tomy—remova l o f the amygdala—works 

wonders , whi le o thers hold fast to the site of the cingulate gyrus and 

still o thers p r o m o t e the caudate nucleus . A c o m b i n a t i o n of lack of 

consensus in the field and its h is tory of controversial characters has 

kept m o d e r n - d a y lobo tomies , dressed up in different names, a last-

di tch op t ion for only the sickest a m o n g us, a procedure shrouded in 

secrecy, in shame. 

P A R T T W O 

Massachusetts Genera l Hospi tal is loca ted on Fruit Street in d o w n 

town B o s t o n . Its h igh - t ech buildings and g leaming glass doors are at 

odds wi th its n e i g h b o r h o o d of c o b b l e - s t o n e d pathways and titled 

townhouses w h e r e br ight f lower boxes c h a r m every w i n d o w ledge. I f 



you were to stand jus t a b l o c k away, in his tor ic B e a c o n Hil l , you 

wou ld never k n o w h o w close you are t o o n e o f the mos t technical ly 

proficient institutions in this country. 

Y o u c a n n o t get psychosurgery easily in this coun t ry ; in fact, i t is 

out lawed in several states, inc luding Cal i fornia and O r e g o n . T h e 

U S S R , w h e n i t was the U S S R , banned psychosurgery completely, a s 

be ing ou t of keeping wi th its Pavlovian past. Patients w h o seek this 

cure have to l o o k long and hard; they have to have exhausted every 

o the r t rea tment op t ion , and prove i t to the ethics c o m m i t t e e before 

they can get any holes dril led in their heads. 

Emi ly Este, from Brook lyn N e w York, has suffered depression all her 

life, and she was unable to get approved for a l obo tomy by the Mass 

General Psychosurgery Ethics C o m m i t t e e because she had no t tried 

enough rounds of electroconvulsive therapy. Charl ie Newi tz , on the 

o ther hand, from Austin, Texas, was approved. He had been through 

over thirty rounds of shock therapy and on more than twenty-three dif

ferent psychiatric medications; he can name them, t icking them o f f on 

his fingers like little rhymes—Luvox, Ce lexa , Lamictal, Effexor, lithium, 

Depakote , Prozac, Risperdal, Haldol, Serzone, Zoloft , R e m e r o n , 

Wellbutrin, Cy tomel , Dexedr ine , Imipramine, Parnate, Nortiptyline, 

Thoraz ine—Char l i e names his meds, his own personal p o e m of one 

life, his life, lived in perpetual illness. 

Char l i e is a for ty-year-old b ig bear of a m a n wi th the barest 

shadow of a mustache and dazed- looking eyes, eyes that seem c loudy 

from all the c o n c o c t i o n s he and his psychiatrist have poured in to the 

bo t t l e of his body. W h e n Char l ie was twen ty - two years old and 

work ing as a geologica l eng inee r in Texas, he developed, qui te out of 

the blue, incapaci tat ing obsessive compuls ive disorder ( O C D ) . T h e 

urge to coun t , c h e c k , and tap glutted his mind , held up his hands, so 

he cou ld do n o t h i n g — n o t work , no t l o v e — h e was frozen in repet i 

tious rituals. " T h e suddenness of i t was amazing," Char l i e says. " I was 

okay, and then o n e day, I was no t okay." 

A n d so i t wen t from there. T h i s highly skilled engineer , a man 

w h o k n e w h o w to read the flat faces of rocks for the oil that might 



lie benea th them, b e c a m e a recluse, hover ing in his ho t Dallas apart

men t , turn ing on o n e toe in circles. 

Char l i e feels he is o n e of the un lucky ones in that he didn't 

respond to any of the drugs his psychiatrist, Dr . R o b e r t s , prescr ibed 

for h im. In o n e way he's r ight , but in ano ther way he's wrong . 

Char l ie i s unlucky, but he's no t a m o n g the mino r i t y in his lack of 

response, despite wha t the industry wou ld lead us to th ink. 

Psychopharmacologis t s and the drug companies that back t h e m 

proudly procla im that pha rmaco logy i s the brave n e w wor ld of m e n 

tal illness t reatment , that pills the size of peas have fairy-tale power, 

that we can feel t h e m through piles upon piles of confusion and 

clouds, that they can alter our sleep, pull us in to alertness, turn us 

m o r e sensitive or less sensitive, each capsule made by each c o m p a n y 

j a m - p a c k e d wi th powders and proteins that elevate. 

T h i s is the message, and it's wrong , no t only because it's obviously 

oversimplified. It's m o r e deeply w r o n g than that. T h e statistics drug 

companies and many psychopharmacologis t s like to quo te are that 

seventy percent o f people w h o try med ica t ion will get bet ter , and 

thirty percent won ' t , so don ' t worry, you have a g o o d chance . I f we 

l o o k closer though , a different sort of s tory emerges . It's t rue that 

roughly seventy percent o f people w h o take med ica t ion will 

respond, but in reality on ly thirty pe rcen t will respond robustly; the 

rest e x p e r i e n c e only m i n i m u m or modera t e relief, and of the total 

patient populat ion, some estimate that up to sixty percent will 

develop a drug to le rance that makes their med ica t ion eventually use 

less. So refigure. Of all the people taking pills, the vast major i ty o f 

t hem ei ther stay seriously sick, or get on ly somewha t bet ter , and 

" s o m e w h a t better ," w h e n you're hor r ib ly hobb led to beg in wi th , 

isn't m u c h to celebrate . P h a r m a c o l o g y has helped, but no t nearly 

enough . T h e s e statistics a lone should make us w o n d e r w h y we c a n 

n o t be a t o n c e cri t ical o f psychosurgery, whi le a t the same t ime 

respectful of its place in our c o n t e m p o r a r y canon . 

Char l ie N e w i t z and Dr . R o b e r t s worked long and hard to get 

Char l ie approved for psychosurgery at Mass Genera l . H e r e is still 



ano the r way in w h i c h the procedure differs markedly from Moniz ' s 

t ime: First, s tereotaxic instruments make i t possible to create de l iber 

ate lesions that avoid the destruct ion of peripheral brain tissue, thus 

min imiz ing the chances for unwanted side effects, and, second , no 

o n e is walk ing the ward halls anymore , p lucking patients at random. 

At the end of the twent ie th century, strict guidelines for psy

chosurgery were cons t ruc ted by the Nat iona l C o m m i t t e e for the 

Safety o f H u m a n Subjec ts , the sort o f c o m m i t t e e Freeman's and 

Moniz ' s medical c o m m u n i t i e s sorely lacked. 

ON D E C E M B E R 15, 1 9 9 9 , Char l ie N e w i t z and his wife Sasha f l ew 

to B o s t o n . Char l ie m e t his neurosurgeon there and submit ted to 

endless rounds of testing. T h r o u g h o u t , Sasha, a diminut ive b lond w h o 

speaks wi th a southern accent , l ooked scared. W h e n Sasha mar r i ed 

Char l ie in he r early twenties , he was symptom-free . T h e n o n e day, he 

was incapacitated; obsessive compuls ive disorder can w o r k l ike that, 

appearing swiftly on a seemingly clear life. 

" I ' m afraid," Sasha kept saying. " W i l l he be any d u m b e r after the 

p rocedure?" she asked the doctors , in the halls, in the testing rooms , 

and then she says it to Char l ie himself, whi le we are eating pizza in a 

B e a c o n Hil l deli. "Honey , " she says in he r sweet southern voice , 

"honey , I j u s t hope you're no t d u m b e r after this operat ion." 

Char l ie , w h o is lifting a wedge of pepperoni pie to his m o u t h , 

stops all m o v e m e n t . T h e pie hangs suspended, and then he places i t 

s lowly b a c k on his plate, w h e r e R o r s c h a c h blots o f grease have 

spread. " M y greatest fear," he says slowly. He touches his temple . 

" M y greatest fear for s o m e reason isn't abou t be ing dumb." He looks 

at Sasha, at m e , the repor te r he's let in to this in t imate t i m e in his 

life. " M y greatest fear about the psychosurgery is that afterwards, I ' l l 

be i n c o n t i n e n t . I 've read that some t imes happens. I j u s t don ' t want 

to be whizz ing all over myself," he says. He looks toward his wife, 

smiles, takes he r hand. " O r whizz ing on you ei ther ," he tells her. 

Sasha laughs. 



T h e next m o r n i n g dawns clear and cold. T h e sun i s the co lo r of 

orange sherbet in the sky. T h e cobbles tones of B e a c o n Hill have on 

them a dangerous skim of ice that cracks with your weight; down you 

go. We—Sasha , Charlie, and I — m e e t in a courtyard where , from an 

anc ien t - looking br ick building, s o m e o n e is playing a bugle, the sound 

terribly clear and full of portent . " D o you hear that?" Charl ie asks. 

We make our way down the hill, taking little minc ing steps. Despi te 

all the facts and figures I've read by now, I t o o find it hard to believe 

Charl ie won' t be left a little dull-wit ted by this procedure. I t o o think 

that here, right now, is a vital human named Charl ie , but in a mat ter of 

mere hours, someth ing substantial will have been sliced from his soul. 

Th i s makes our descent down the hill almost mythic , full of meaning; 

earlier this century Freeman had wri t ten that psychosurgery does take 

something essential from the patient, but in the days and years fol low

ing the procedure, a newer, mature self is b o r n from the lobo tomized 

lesions. Charlie's surgeon, has assured h im that he will exper i ence no 

intellectual or personality deficits; the procedure is so finely h o n e d 

now, it targets only the problematic tissue. In any event, we slide down 

the ice . B r igh t daggers of ice hang from the eaves and drip. 

At the hospital, Char l ie is given his ID bracele t and then lies 

down. His head is shaved and swabbed wi th a lcohol . Sasha starts to 

cry. " H o w many cuts are you go ing to m a k e ? " Char l ie asks. " T w o , " 

the surgeon says. " N o , " says Char l ie . 

" N o ? " the surgeon says. 

" N o , " Char l ie repeats. 

" I can' t j u s t make one ," the surgeon says. " Y o u won ' t get any 

symptom re l i e f wi th one ." 

"I k n o w that," says Char l ie , and his eyes are wide and glistening. "I 

want s y m p t o m relief. I don ' t want o n e cut and I don ' t want two. I 

want three," he says, "at least." 

A L T H O U G H D O C T O R S T O D A Y are qu ick t o point ou t the differ

ences be tween c ingu lo tomy and lobo tomy, they in fact share signifi-



cant similarities. N e i t h e r l o b o t o m y n o r c ingu lo tomy involves cut t ing 

any obviously diseased tissue; they bo th cut apparently healthy p ink

ish gray and whi t e matter, turn ing the Hippocra t i c o a t h — d o no 

h a r m — r i g h t on its head. Of course , somet imes ha rm leads to health, 

chemothe rapy be ing a case in point , plastic surgery a still m o r e subtle 

example , the nose sawed o f f and afterward, the b lood ied patient's c r i 

sis o f conf idence cured. 

T h e r e are impor tan t differences in the procedure though . In 

lobo tomy, surgeons separate s o m e o f the cables c o n n e c t i n g the 

frontal lobes to the thalamus. In c ingulo tomy, surgeons separate some 

of the nerve tracts from the frontal lobes to the cingulate gyrus, 

w h i c h is the place in ou r brain supposedly responsible for media t ing 

anxiety. W i t h these neural cords cut , anxious , obsessive messages sup

posedly can' t get through; the p h o n e l ine is down. 

Suzanne C o r k i n , head o f the p sycho logy depa r tmen t a t M I T , did 

o n e o f the longes t prospect ive studies o f c i n g u l o t o m y pat ients i n 

the c o u n t r y and found i t to be a p rocedure that did no t mar n o r 

mal e m o t i o n a l reac t ions bu t did decrease s o m e psychia t r ic s y m p 

toms . In this count ry , scores o f hopeless patients have b e e n restored 

to sanity by the c ingu lo tomy , w h i c h was b o r n , o f course , f rom its 

parent , M o n i z . U n l i k e M o n i z ' s l o b o t o m y , however , there have b e e n 

no deaths associated w i t h the p rocedure ; no blades are ever lost in 

the brain . 

In the operat ing r o o m , Charl ie 's head is placed in a steel halo to 

ensure he holds it absolutely still dur ing the drilling. A h igh - t ech 

imaging device reflects Charl ie 's brain on a v ideo screen. T h e c ingu 

late gyrus l o o m s large and grainy as a planet b e a m e d back to Ear th . A 

d o c t o r posi t ions a drill r ight above Charl ie 's temples , and then it is 

in, slipping past the strangely yielding skin. On the screen you can see 

it, the drill's b i t mak ing its way oh so slowly through dunes and r ip

ples of Charl ie 's c o r t e x . A n d then, the needle stops. I t slashes s ide

ways, and a whi t e l i n e — t h e les ion—appears on the v ideo screen. 

T h i s is a l ine that wil l lead to health, but to Char l ie it looks like a 

minus sign or a frown, and it's m o n o g r a m m e d in to the tissue. 



A n o t h e r o n e appears. Charl ie 's eyes are wide open . T h e surgeon 

moves the needle and Charl ie 's m o u t h starts twi tching . His left hand 

leaps. "Sorry ," the d o c t o r says. " C a n you bl ink your eyes?" " C a n you 

coun t backwards from seven." "A lmos t done," the surgeon says. " C a n 

you tell me your n a m e ? " 

"I can't ," says Char l ie , lying b raced on the table, his vo ice th ick and 

slurred. 

" Y o u don ' t k n o w your n a m e ? " the surgeon asks, l ook ing wor r i ed . 

"I can' t . . . Char l ie . . . you know," he says, " n o w my tongue's all 

numb." 

IN 19 9 7 Discover magazine ran an art icle t i t led " L o b o t o m y s B a c k . " 

A n d whi le the author of that art icle clearly saw the trend as disturb

ing, i t migh t actually be a w e l c o m e deve lopment in s o m e instances. I t 

migh t actually be that M o n i z was on to someth ing , that the dark 

digression was no t psychosurgery, but psychopharmacology . We have 

never b e e n able to create a drug that acts wi th the specificity of 

mode rn -day psychosurgery. No drug can go r ight t o the o n e -

mi l l imeter target of tissue on the cingulate gyrus. Drugs are l ike oi l 

spills; they leak everywhere , and washed up on shore are the slick 

b lack birds, the insomnia and sweats. Says neuroscientis t Haro ld 

S a c k h e i m , " D o you th ink sexual dysfunction is a result of Prozac's 

specificity? N o , obviously the S S R I s are target ing o the r systems as 

well . On the o the r hand, an in te rvent ion that can target a very spe

cific p i ece o f tissue, w i thou t overloading the w h o l e system, w i thou t 

causing massive brain dysfunction, w h i c h is what medica t ion does, 

that's w h e r e the future of psychiatry is." S a c k h e i m works a t the N e w 

York State Psychiat r ic Institute, an old b r i c k building in N e w York . 

S a c k h e i m believes in the efficacy of m o d e r n psychosurgery; he also 

believes that w h e n M o n i z drilled the friable skull o f old Mrs . M . , he 

was creat ing a por tho le through w h i c h m u c h m o r e than a singular 

cure cou ld be conveyed. T h a t surgical e x p e r i m e n t lay the foundat ion 

for s o m e of psychiatry's mos t promis ing future cures, and the cures 



aren't pills, anymore . T h e cures are c i n g u l o t o m i e s — w h a t Char l ie is 

having—precise wh i t e lesions in an anc ien t brain system. A n d then 

more . S a c k h e i m speaks o f exc i t ing and o m i n o u s n e w technolog ies : 

transcranial magne t i c s t imulat ion where in magne t i c fields are held 

over the head in the hopes of recalibrating an ou t -o f -ba lance brain; 

g a m m a knife surgery w h e r e radiation in the fo rm of g a m m a rays is 

a imed at ho t spots on the c o r t e x ; and finally, deep brain st imulation, 

w h i c h sounds almost spa-like, rub there. D e e p brain st imulation has 

already been approved by the F o o d and D r u g Adminis t ra t ion for the 

t rea tment of Parkinson's disease, and S a c k h e i m predicts that wi th in 

the nex t few years i t will be used for menta l illnesses as well . T h i s 

procedure requires the bilateral implantat ion of t w o tiny electrodes 

that stimulate specific brain locales, regions responsible for, say, obses

sive worry, or rage, or compuls ive behavior , or terr ible melancholy . 

T h e theory, S a c k h e i m expla ined to me w h e n I visited h i m before 

Charl ie 's surgery, is that " w e k n o w the neural circuitry, the specific 

tissue, impl icated in cer tain cogni t ive states. So we can do a P E T 

scan, find that tissue, implant an e lec t rode w h i c h by cont inuous ly 

st imulating the circuit effectively takes i t o f f l i ne . " 

As to the charge that psychosurgery and possibly its offshoots like 

deep brain st imulation ha rm healthy tissue, S a c k h e i m is swift to 

retort , a lmost angrily: "Depress ion harms healthy brain tissue. There ' s 

ample ev idence that depression and stress are neuro tox ic , necro t ic ; 

depressed people's h ippocampi are up to fifteen percent smaller than 

normal , " says S a c k h e i m , hold ing up his t h u m b and forefinger, s h o w 

ing me the smallest space be tween them, ju s t e n o u g h to slide a knife. 

O u r cures are only as g o o d as our courage . 

C H A R L I E ' S S U R G E R Y IS finished. He's w h e e l e d back to his r o o m 

with a big whi te bandage wrapped around his head. W h e n his wife 

sees h im, she says, "Honey , h o n e y ? " He makes terr ible smacking 

sounds wi th his lips and puts his finger up his nose and then cracks up 

laughing. "Just kidding," he says. " I ' m fine. I'd like some ice cream." 



It appears his h u m o r is still intact , and if h u m o r is no t at least part 

of the spark, I can ' t imag ine wha t else is. Five days later he's back in 

Texas . I wait awhi le before I call h im. W h e n I do, he says, " T h e O C D 

is gone , and that's incredible." 

" G o n e , " I say. 

" O r at such a low level," he says, "that it's no t bo the r some . " 

O u t there in Texas i t is high and d r y Charl ie 's head is clear, the 

two tiny ent ry points c losing over wi th the thinnest m e m b r a n e o f 

sk in—does his wife t ouch h im there? He is well , and he has, awfully 

or wonderfully, t w o m o r e holes in his head that manage to be a t o n c e 

utterly h igh - t ech and grossly pr imit ive, two holes that po in t to the 

future even as they te ther us to the past. 

Char l i e says, " T h e O C D ' s g o n e but I ' m feeling a little low." 

It's impossible to k n o w w h e t h e r he's l o w because he's lost the 

thing that bo th tor tured and titillated h im, or w h e t h e r the surgery set 

o f f s o m e depression, o r w h e t h e r he's j u s t expe r i enc ing wha t Freud 

called the inevitable misery o f n o r m a l life. He has no m e m o r y 

impa i rmen t from the surgery, and as is often the case, a recen t bat tery 

of tests showed his IQ to be h igher n o w than i t was preoperatively. 

" A r e you glad you did i t ? " I ask. 

"I w o u l d do it again in a second," he says. "It 's remarkable . I have 

n o m o r e O C D . N O M O R E O C D . I f the depression doesn' t g o away, 

I ' m go ing back . I want ano ther lesion." 

G o o d god! D o c t o r raise my dose. D o c t o r increase the cor t ica l 

cuts. No mat te r wha t the facts show, no mat te r h o w persistently the 

in format ion points to the possible efficacy of psychosurgery and the 

inefficacy of medica t ion , there is still some th ing ho ly about that 

t h ree -pound wr ink l ed walnut wi th a sheen. It may be that as doctors 

en ter i t m o r e and m o r e directly and discretely, we ' l l b e c o m e used to 

having holes in ou r head, and we ' l l show t h e m like we do ou r o the r 

surgical scars—breast reduct ion, brain reduct ion, no difference. B u t I 

doubt this. M o n i z gave us a way ou t of pha rmaco logy ; he gave us a 

procedure that led to a procedure that is leading n o w to a procedure 

as small and neat as a mic roch ip , so thank you . T h a n k h im. B u t he 



also gave us some th ing else, I th ink. It has yet to be seen, but of all the 

twent ie th century 's great exper imen t s , he gave us, I hypothesize, a 

cer tain cher i shed re luc tance that, wh i l e i t will no t stop us in ou r sur

gical j o u r n e y s , will nevertheless prove to us again and again h o w we 

bel ieve the brain is sacred. 



Conclusion 

Ibegan this b o o k in search of D e b o r a h Skinner , the elusive, mytho l -

ogized daughter of the twentieth century's most radical neobehav-

iorist, and I never found her. I ' m sure she is alive, but I did no t c o m e 

across any data that could convince me of her mental status. After years 

of serving as her father's exper imenta l subject, did she fare well? D i d 

she thrive? Is she dented or damaged in some way? I don' t know. 

T h e r e are many things we don ' t k n o w in regards to psychologica l 

expe r imen ta t ion , no t the least of w h i c h is its effects on human sub

j e c t s , w h o are its dubious benefic iar ies . W i t h o u t exper imen t s such as 

Mi lgram's , o r R o s e n h a n ' s , o r Mon iz ' s , we wou ld be poo re r in k n o w l 

edge and in story, but w h o , in the end, can calculate the cos t -benef i t 

ratio and say wi th conf idence wha t it is? 

I wanted , w h e n I c a m e to the end of this b o o k , to offer up an 

answer, a conclusion, but as of tent imes happens in exper imen t s , w h i c h 

this b o o k ul t imately is, the data yields on ly n e w domains for further 

explora t ion . W h e n I l o o k back over these pages, I can see m u c h r ich 

material , bu t i t all resists the k ind of encapsulat ion that wou ld allow 

me to pen a message for the future. S u c h a message, if I were even 

capable o f conceptua l iz ing one , wou ld const i tu te a s econd b o o k , 



occ luding , perhaps, the o n e we have here. The re fo re , I conc lude , the 

message of this b o o k is this book, wi th D e b o r a h Sk inne r missing and 

Kandel 's myster ious little red pills. Ul t imate ly the pattern must be 

d iscerned by the reader wil l ing to dwell wi th in the many v iewpoints 

compressed be tween these covers. 

I do not ice , however, certain c o m m o n threads haphazardly e m e r g 

ing from these chapters, a series of questions that inform and give den

sity to many of these exper iments . O v e r and over again arise issues of 

f ree will (Skinner, Alexander, Loftus, M o n i z ) , c o n f o r m i t y / o b e d i e n c e 

(Milgram, Darley and Latane, Festinger, Rosenhan ) , the perceptual inad

equacy and inevitable i m m i n e n c e of the human condi t ion (Rosenhan , 

Loftus, Kandel) , and the ethics of exper imenta t ion itself on living 

beings (Harlow, Skinner , Mi lgram, M o n i z ) . Even the most technically 

proficient exper iments , like Kandel's, ultimately c o n c e r n themselves 

no t with the value-free questions we traditionally associate wi th " sc i 

ence ," of wh ich psychology insists i t is a part, but with the kinds of 

ethical and existential questions we associate with philosophy. 

In her deeply cri t ical essay on psychology, D o r o t h y Brag insky 

wri tes , " T h e literature o f the f i e l d o f psychology i s tes t imony t o ou r 

failure to explore and investigate any meaningful problems in m e a n 

ingful ways. Indeed, i f all that remained of our socie ty for an thropol 

ogists of the future were the psychology journa l s , they would have to 

c o n c l u d e that we enjoyed near paradise. Al though we have witnessed 

dur ing this cen tu ry s o m e o f the mos t e n o r m o u s violent , social, pol i t 

ical, e c o n o m i c and personal upheavals, the volumes of psychologica l 

research do no t reflect upon or record these events." 

Ear l ier in the cen tu ry W i l l i a m J a m e s , in a let ter to his b ro the r 

Henry, expressed similar sent iments : " I t is indeed strange to hear p e o 

ple talk t r iumphant ly o f ' t h e N e w Psycho logy ' and wr i te 'His tor ies o f 

Psycho logy ' w h e n in to the real e lements and forces w h i c h the word 

covers no t the f i r s t gl impse of clear insight exists. A string of raw 

facts, a little gossip and wrangle about opinions ; a little classification 

and general izat ion on the mere descriptive level . . . but no t a single 

law in the sense in w h i c h physics shows us laws, no t a single proposi -



t ion from w h i c h any c o n s e q u e n c e can be casually deduced." A n d in 

ano ther let ter to a poet , J a m e s wri tes , " T h e only Psyche n o w r e c o g 

nized by sc ience is a decapitated frog w h o s e wri th ings express deeper 

truths than your w e a k - m i n d e d poets ever dreamed." 

Brag insky and J a m e s have a point , a l though it should be ju s t that, a 

point , no t an eclipse of the ent ire quest ion at hand. I t is t rue that 

there is a k ind of r idiculous reductiveness to cer tain psychologica l 

pursuits and formulat ions; i t is t rue that the rise of logical positivism 

and its m e r g i n g with psychology in the 1 9 4 0 s did a lot to pervert the 

kinds of conversat ions scholars in the field were able to have. A n y 

onto log ica l quest ion had to be translated into a " formal m o d e of 

speech," w h e r e i t b e c a m e simply the issue of measurable relations 

be tween wel l -def ined words. T h i s sort of thing is t ir ing, and whi le i t 

passes for thoroughness , it's often really j u s t pickiness of the mos t 

o b n o x i o u s sort. A n d i t is true that certain subspecialties of psycho l 

ogy were all t o o happy to study the t imed react ion rates of the Wis te r 

rat ad nauseam, as though that is relevant to the grave issues we grap

ple wi th , in ou r human heads. 

T h a t said, however , Braginsky and J a m e s are no t at all comple te ly 

co r rec t in their assessment of psychology's social i rrelevance. E v e n a 

cursory glance a t some of the p r io r century 's leading exper imen t s 

shows a series of setups clearly defined at tackl ing the deepest p r o b 

lems of l iving life in the particular t ime we live i t—problems of c r u 

elty, o f genoc ide , o f compass ion , o f love and h o w i t happens; 

problems o f m e m o r y and mean ing , o f ju s t i ce , o f au tonomy. T h e 

exper imen t s investigated these themes so persistently and imagis t i -

cally that they are, indeed, almost fablistic; they certainly "p rove" h o w 

exper imenta l psychology and its supposedly sterile irrelevant labs no t 

only reflect real life, but are real life. W h a t we learn, perhaps, in the 

end is that wha t happens in the lab happens in the world , because the 

lab lives in the world and is undoubted ly as real, and therefore as re l

evant, as your breakfast table, or your bed . After all, many of 

Milgram's subjects c laim that they were profoundly altered, and edu

cated, by the revelations o f that setup; Mar t i n Se l igman, o n e o f 



R o s e n h a n ' s pseudopatients, wept w h e n he told me the story o f 

en te r ing a mental hospital under false premise, the cruel ty and also 

the kindness of wha t he found there. T h i r t y years later, Se l igman, 

h imse l f a famous psychologist , still recounts his role in the e x p e r i 

m e n t as a vivid, l i fe-al tering event that taught h i m about the power 

o f c o n t e x t and expec ta t ion i n shaping expe r i ence . 

A n d because, despite wha t its cr i t ics say, exper imenta l psychology 

really is of the world, its quest ions are naturally raw, compel l ing , h o r 

rifying, funny. W h y do we lack the moral cen te r from w h i c h rebe l 

l ion grows? W h y do we fail to offer ou r immedia te and global 

ne ighbors a helping hand? W h y , t ime and again, do we abandon ou r 

o w n percept ions and capitulate to the dominan t po in t o f v iew? 

T h e s e are s o m e o f the dominan t quest ions o f twen t i e th -cen tu ry 

exper imen ta l psychology, and they are interesting no t on ly for their 

obvious relevance to the world , but also for the i r strange absence 

from psychotherapy, a subspecialty of psychology. At what point does 

expe r imen ta l psychology and cl inical psychology mee t ? Apparent ly 

at no point . I in te rv iewed twelve l icensed pract ic ing psychologis t s— 

psychologists seeing patients, do ing therapy—and n o n e o f t h e m even 

knew mos t of these expe r imen t s , never m i n d used t h e m in their 

work . O f course , there can b e n o cohe ren t discipline w h e n subspe

cialties fail to cross-poll inate each o ther ; that's o n e problem. A bigger 

p rob lem is h o w m u c h is psychotherapy losing by failing to absorb the 

data, or demonstra t ions , yielded by its close cousin? Psychotherapy, as 

it evolved in the twent ie th century, is all about feeling good, to its 

de t r iment I bel ieve. E x p e r i m e n t a l psychology, on the o the r hand, 

wi th its relentless pursuit o f ethical quest ions about obed ience , c o n 

formity, is all about doing good, and w h e n we do good , w h e n we act 

wi th honor , we have a c h a n c e to e x p e r i e n c e dignity. I f cl inical psy

chologists , w h o have b e e n trained to pass no j u d g m e n t , or to hold 

the patient in "uncond i t iona l regard," instead dared to focus on their 

patients ' mora l lives, using informat ion from M i l g r a m , or Asch , or 

R o s e n h a n , or Loftus, they migh t finally offer wha t everyone really 

wants: a true chance at t ranscendence. 



As for exper imenta l psychology, even i f we can' t qui te see what 

subdisciplines i t has inf luenced, we can cer ta inly see wha t disciplines 

i t has b e e n inf luenced by O v e r and over again in wr i t ing this b o o k , I 

asked myself, W h a t is an e x p e r i m e n t ? Are these demonst ra t ions or 

t rue scientific pursuits? W h a t is sc ience? Is psychology sc ience? Is it 

f ict ion? Is i t phi losophy? T h a t i t is. E x p e r i m e n t a l psychology's insis

t ence on asking the ethical and existential quest ions art iculated by 

August ine, by Kant , by L o c k e and H u m e shows that its b lood l ine is 

here, in this tradition. E x p e r i m e n t a l psychology is in the end perhaps, 

a way of systematically asking phi losophical quest ions that escape 

measurement ju s t as you apply the tape to them. 

Perhaps this is a shame. After all, psychology has had a great s trug

gle to break wi th the humani t ies , to d isentwine i tself from the tenta

cles of philosophy, w h e r e for so long, in the 1 8 0 0 s , i t was subsumed. 

T h e first psychologists were phi losophers . F o r a long t ime no dis t inc

t ion was made be tween the two pursuits, and then o n e day, in the late 

1 8 0 0 s , that man named W i l h e l m W u n d t said, Enough of this! He said, 

You philosophers can sit around and think all you want, but I'm going to 

measure something, damn it. He left his col leagues tugging at their 

beards, staring at the sky, whi le he , Wund t , started a lab wi th all sorts 

o f instruments and began to measure the measurable things. T h u s , 

psychology as a sc ience was, supposedly, b o r n . 

I t had bi r th defects r ight from the start. I t never really brea thed on 

its o w n , this c o n j o i n e d psycho logy-sc ience duo. If sc ience is defined 

as the systematic pursuit of quest ions resulting in the revelation of 

universal laws, psychology has failed and failed again. S c i e n c e 

depends on the ability to name, isolate, and temporal ize p h e n o m e n a , 

but h o w do you separate the thought from the thinker, or the idea 

from the cur rent in w h i c h i t f lows? H o w do you survey a stream of 

thought itself? O n e can hold a b o d y still, but a behavior? T h e nature 

of the field i tself defies successful scientific explora t ion and e x p e r i 

men ta t ion , w h i c h hardly means we must dismiss the p r io r chapters, 

no t a t all. B u t the exper imen t s , many of t h e m anyway, may be best 

unders tood as k ine t ic philosophy, phi losophy in act ion; the e x p e r i -



merits may be at their mos t successful w h e n they al low themselves, or 

we allow them, to yield us intuitive as opposed to quantifiable infor

mat ion . Mi lgram's w o r k is a powerful p iece of myster ious theater. 

Ha r low shows us in ou r bones , in ou r lonely bodies , wha t loss looks 

like, and we k n o w i t to be true, w h e t h e r we can quantify i t or not . In 

fact, we need no t derive a Harlovian law, for to do so would be b o m 

bastic, l imi t ing love to a cur rent set of equat ions . W h e n psychology 

has tr ied to do this, i t has sounded foolish, b loated, and insecure. We 

have no sc ience here, and that may be good . 

A n d yet, I do no t mean to imply that there can be no sc ience here. 

S o m e domains wi th in the f i e ld—notab ly neuropsycho logy—clear ly 

lend themselves to the t echniques of chemistry, biology, and physics. 

I t is c lear to me that Kande l has some th ing to measure, and that he is 

work ing wi th discrete p h e n o m e n a that yield consensual agreement : 

77m is a sea slug. This is its neuron. W h e n I started this b o o k , I thought 

I wou ld find a natural narrative arc that would beg in wi th e x p e r i 

ments closely allied wi th the humani t ies and then wou ld gradually, 

over t ime, move in to expe r imen t s m o r e and m o r e akin to the natural 

sc iences as the cen tu ry progressed. However , it turns ou t that arc is 

nonexis ten t . T h e r e have always b e e n a t least t w o schools o f e x p e r i 

menta l psychology, r ight from its bare beginnings : o n e schoo l in te r 

ested in somat ic exper imen t s (here we place M o n i z , a t the century's 

beg inn ing , and Kandel , a t the century 's end) , and ano the r schoo l 

m o r e interested in descr ib ing social o r cogni t ive p h e n o m e n a . O u r 

fascination wi th the neuron i s no th ing new; the decade of the brain 

has really b e e n the cen tu ry of the brain, t empered wi th o the r kinds 

o f quest ions. 

A quest ion: as we move further in to the twenty-first century, will 

expe r imen t s that are decidedly nonsomat i c , l ike Mi lgram's or 

R o s e n h a n ' s or Festinger's, finally fall by the wayside? W i l l all e x p e r i 

menta l psychology o c c u r a t the level of the single synapse? 

Current ly , the Nat iona l Institutes of M e n t a l Hea l th reserves the vast 

bu lk of its funding for somat ic and neuropsychologica l expe r imen t s , 

and that, a long wi th ethical guidelines and a l i t igious society, makes it 



unlikely we wil l ever see a M i l g r a m , or even a Festinger, today. T o o 

bad, I say, for there was an undeniable r ichness to the work , even as I 

recognize its problems. 

Kande l believes that as this n e w cen tu ry progresses, a b io logy of 

the m i n d wil l eventually eclipse all o the r subspecialties and the 

expe r imen t s they migh t spawn. He believes that we will find the 

neural substrates for everything, and, o n c e we have, o n c e p s y c h o l o 

gists have, well then, perhaps the field can finally free i tsel f from its 

scient ism to b e c o m e truly scientific. As for myself, I await this day in 

great eagerness, because so m u c h wil l be possible. I f we k n o w the 

neuronal basis o f obed i ence , o f love, o f tragedy, o f compuls ion , then 

can we no t fix it, radiate it, i rr igate it, do some th ing to it? My o w n 

head hurts, and I l o o k forward to the cures b rought on by n e w 

knowledge . On the o the r hand, my o w n head hurts, and there i s 

some th ing to be said no t really for pain maybe , but for mystery. I ' m 

no t sure I want a psychology so smart it can tell me w h i c h ac t ion 

potent ial leads to wha t neurot ransmit ter that leads to the smile you 

see on my face. I ' m no t sure I want to k n o w my parts, my L e g o 

l imbs, for then w h e r e are the questions? B e r t r a n d Russe l l wri tes that 

our quest ions keep us human . 

B u t o f course , there will always be n e w quest ions, i f only the ques

t ion about having no quest ions and wha t that means , and here we 

are, b a c k to phi losophy again. I t seems we can' t escape. No mat ter 

h o w technolog ica l ly proficient ou r newest expe r imen t s , we canno t 

escape the residue of mystery and murk , so we carry the residue wi th 

us. We seek ou t answers. We try this and that. We love and work . We 

kill and r e m e m b e r . We live our lives, each o n e a divine hypothesis . 



Endnotes 

C H A P T E R O N E : O P E N I N G S K I N N E R ' S B O X 

For the interview with Richard I. Evans, see his book B. F. Skinner; the Man and His 

Ideas (Dutton, N e w York, 1 9 6 8 ) , p. 5 4 . Time, September 2 1 , 1 9 7 1 , and the Gale 

On-Line Encyclopedia (Web address www.gale.com) are just two of the citations 

that list Skinner as being a highly influential psychologist. He was also referred to, 

again and again, in the many interviews I did regarding a whole range of experi

ments; he is clearly felt everywhere in the field of experimental psychology, from 

contemporary neurobiology to social psychology. Ayn R a n d had a lot to say about 

Skinner, much of it negative, some of which can be found in her book Philosophy, 

Who Needs It (Macmillan, New York, 1981) ; I refer the reader specifically to p. 103 . 

John Mills, Control, a History of Behavioral Psychology (New York University Press, 

N e w York, 1 9 9 8 ) , p. 123 , is the source for the Winston Churchill quote applied to 

Skinner regarding mysteries wrapped in enigmas. Skinner's quotes about his own 

life were drawn largely from Daniel Bjork's thorough and thoughtful biography of 

Skinner, B. F. Skinner, A Life (Basic Books, N e w York, 1 9 9 3 ) ; I specifically refer the 

reader to pp. 1 0 4 , 1 5 2 , 7 1 , and 87 . For an excellent, cogent description of Skinner's 

operant conditioning experiments, see Morton Hunt's The Story of Psychology 

(Doubleday, N e w York, 1 9 9 3 ) , p. 2 7 2 , as well as Skinner's original papers, such as 

"Superstition in the Pigeon," Journal of Experimental Psychology 38 ( 1 9 4 8 ) , pp. 

168—172. Some of Skinner's particularly unique means of phrasing language, such 

as "thank you for positively reinforcing me today," came from interviews with his 

daughter, Julie Vargas, who not only provided me with access to the family 

archives, but also took the time to read and make corrections to this chapter. TV 

http://www.gale.com


Guide, October 17, 1 9 7 1 , published one review about Beyond Freedom and Dignity 

in which the reviewer compared Skinner's system to a dog obedience school. 

Jerome Kagan, of Harvard University, invited me to his office, regaled me with 

tales, and read over his portion of the chapter as well. All Jerome Kagan quotes 

come from direct face-to-face interviews with him. Quotes from Stephen Kosslyn 

and Bryan Porter also come from interviews. Kosslyn refers to interesting work 

being done on the basal ganglia and habit formation; for more specifics on this, I 

refer the reader to the work of Ann Graybiel, professor of brain and cognitive sci

ences and investigator at MIT's McGovern Institute for Brain Research 

(http: / /web.mit .edu/mcgovern) . The Skinner boxes are no longer housed in the 

basement ofWilliam James Hall; they are now in a classroom on the first floor. The 

Ladies' Home Journal article that first mentioned "Baby in a B o x " was from the 

October 1 9 4 5 issue; citations from Beyond Freedom and Dignity (Alfred A. Knopf, 

New York, 1971) can be found on pp. 1, 19 , 12, and 4. 

C H A P T E R T W O : OBSCURA 

Quotes from Milgram's subjects are from the Yale University Archives, as well as 

Alan Elms's papers and books, specifically Social Psychology and Social Relevance 

(Little, Brown, Boston, 1972 ) , p. 131 . Milgram's interview with Psychology Today is 

also housed in the Yale archives, and can be found in the June 1974 issue, p. 72 . 

Alexandra Milgram spent a long time with me on the telephone, and her recollec

tions of her husband, his life, his work, and the specifics of his death were invaluable 

in preparing this chapter. T h e Yale University Archives contain much material 

regarding Milgram's mail orders and requests for the electrical gadgetry required of 

his experiment, in addition to an original sketch of his shock machine, scripts he 

intended for his A+ victim James McDonough to enact, and copies of the initial ads 

that went out asking for volunteers. Copies of these ads can also be found in many 

other publications, including Milgram's own Obedience to Authority; An Experimental 

View (Harper and Row, New York, 1 9 7 4 ) , and Ian Parker's "Obedience," in Granta 

71 (Autumn, 2 0 0 0 ) . Lee Ross, professor of psychology at Stanford University, also 

provided me with interviews from which quotes are taken. Alan Elms's direct 

quotes are drawn from numerous interviews he was kind enough to give me, in 

addition to an extremely useful paper, "Personality Characteristics Associated with 

Obedience and Defiance toward Authoritative Control," Journal of Experimental 

Research in Personality ( 1966) , pp. 2 8 2 - 2 8 9 . Sharon Presely s dissertation, "Values and 

Attitudes of Political Resisters to Authority," has the dissertation publication num

ber of A A t 8 2 1 2 2 1 1 . "Joshua Chaffin" is a pseudonym to protect the identity and 

privacy of this defiant Milgram subject. T h e New York Times article stating " 6 5 % in 

Test . . . " was cited in Parker's "Obedience," p. 114. B. Mixon's paper questioning the 

validity of Milgram's result is "When Is Obedience Obedience?" Journal of Social 

http://web.mit.edu/mcgovern


Issues 5 1 , no. 3 (Fall 1995 ) , p. 5 5 . Edward E. Jones's rejection of Milgram's original 

obedience paper was cited in Parker's "Obedience"; other, similar objections can be 

found in the Yale archives from his National Science Foundation funders, who 

questioned whether the experiment went beyond demonstration and who also, ini

tially, questioned its ethics. Daniel Jonah Goldhagen's quotes are from an interview. 

Diana Baumrind's 1964 article, "Some Thoughts on the Ethics of Research: After 

Reading Milgram's Behavioral Study of Obedience," American Psychologist 19 

( 1 9 6 4 ) , pp. A1X-A2A, was the seminal paper that brought to light the putative ethical 

violations of this experiment. "Jacob Plumfield," is also a pseudonym to protect the 

identity and privacy of this obedient Milgram subject. David Karp's words are 

drawn from personal interviews. "In Defense of External Invalidity," by Douglas 

Mook , is in American Psychologist 38 (April 1983 ) , pp. 3 7 9 - 3 8 7 . Some of subjects' 

letters to Milgram, including the one from the conscientious objector, can be found 

in Obedience to Authority, p. 196. Harold Takooshian's quotes come from an inter

view. T h e chapter's final Stanley Milgram quotes again come from Obedience to 

Authority, pp. 196 , 3, and 2 0 5 . 

C H A P T E R T H R E E : O N B E I N G S A N E I N I N S A N E P L A C E S 

Jack Rosenhan's descriptions of his father and his childhood come from a personal 

interview. Martin Seligman's descriptions of his part in the pseudopatient experi

ment are drawn from interviews and email exchanges I had with him. Rober t 

Spitzer's comments and reactions to the experiments are drawn from an interview 

and from his writings on the subject, "On Pseudoscience in Science, Logic in 

Remission and Psychiatric Diagnosis: A Critique of Rosenhan's 'On Being Sane in 

Insane Places,' "Journal of Abnormal Psychology 8 4 , no. 5 ( 1 9 7 5 ) , pp. 4 4 2 - 4 5 2 . T h e 

descriptions of Rosenhan's inpatient experience are drawn from his article "On 

Being Sane in Insane Places," Science 179 Qanuary 1973) ; for the description of the 

nurse fixing her bra, patients being beaten, and other neglects and abuses, see p. 2 5 6 

and 2 5 3 ; for examples of charts kept on pseudopatients, see p. 2 5 3 ; and for 

Rosenhan's quote, "clearly, the meaning ascribed . . . " p. 2 5 3 . The quote from the 

inpatients to Rosenhan and confederates can be found on p. 2 5 2 of the article, and 

the "writing behavior," on p. 2 5 3 . Rosenthal and Jacobson's experiment with IQ 

and expectation was published in "Teacher's Expectancies: Determinates of Pupils 

IQ Gains," Psychological Reports 19 (1966) , pp. 1 1 5 - 1 1 8 . To locate discharge quotes 

of pseudopatients, see Rosenhan's article, p. 2 5 2 . Florence Keller's words come from 

a personal interview. For the letters written in response to Rosenhan's article, see 

Paul R. Fleischman, "Letters: Psychiatric Diagnosis," Science 80 (April 1973) ; the 

reader can also find there the letter by Fred M. Hunter. T h e letter regarding the 

quart of blood is by J. Kety and is cited in Rober t Spitzer's "More on Pseudoscience 

in Science and the Case for Psychiatric Diagnosis," Archives of General Psychiatry 33 



(April 1976 ) , pp. 4 5 9 - 4 7 0 . Quote from Adolph Meyer is cited in Edward Short, A 

History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac (John Wiley and 

Sons, Inc., N e w York, 1997 ) , p. 175. 

C H A P T E R F O U R : I N T H E U N L I K E L Y E V E N T O F A W A T E R L A N D I N G 

Transcripts and descriptions of the Kitty Genovese murder, as well as the letters from 

the New York Times, are drawn from A. M. Rosenthal's book, Thirty-Eight Witnesses: 

The Kitty Genovese Case (University of California, Berkeley, 1999); see pp. xix, xxi , 4, 

4 3 , 46 , 40 , and 4 1 - 4 2 . Quote from Susan Mahler drawn from personal interview. 

Quotes from John Darley recalling the catalyst for the experiment are drawn from a 

personal interview. Quotes about the pre-recorded seizure, the experiment's meth

ods, the subjects' reactions, and the statistical results are from John Darley and Bibb 

Latane's paper, "Bystander Intervention in Emergencies: Diffusion of Responsibility," 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 8, no. 4 (1968) , pp. 3 7 7 - 3 8 3 . Quotes from 

Genovese witnesses who chose not to get involved are from Rosenthal's book, 

pp. 27 , 3 2 , and 3 4 . "Oh my god! He stabbed me! Please help me," cited on 

www.crimelibrary.com/serial/killers/predators/kitty.genovese/3html?sec=2. Darley 

and Latane's interpretation of a bystander's inaction in their own experiment is from 

their above-mentioned article, pp. 381 and 3 8 2 . All data from Darley and Latane's 

phase two, smoke experiment, is drawn from their paper "Group Inhibition of 

Bystander Intervention in Emergencies," Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 10, 

no. 3 (1968) , pp. 2 1 5 - 2 2 1 . David Phillip's studies into the Werther effect are cited in 

Robert Cialdini's book, Influence, the Psychology of Persuasion (William Morrow, New 

York, 1984 ) , p. 146. The writings of Rober t Cialdini are also drawn from this book, 

pp. 1 4 6 - 1 4 7 and 1 4 9 - 1 5 1 . The effects of education as inoculation in the bystander 

effect are cited in A. Beaman, P. Barnes, B. Klentz, and B. Mcquirk's paper, 

"Increasing Helping Rates through Information Dissemination: Teaching Pays," 

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 4 (1979) , pp. 406—411. 

C H A P T E R F I V E : Q U I E T I N G T H E M I N D 

"The psychological opposition of irreconcilable ideas . . ." quote is from Leon 

Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Stanford University Press, Palo Alto, 

Calif., 1 9 5 7 ) , p. 8 6 3 . All quotes regarding the Marion Keech/prophecy experiment 

are taken from Leon Festinger, Henry W. Riecken, and Stanley Schacter's work, 

Wlien Prophecy Fails (Harper and Row, N e w York, 1956) ; see pp. 56 , 169 , 175 , and 

182. Note that all names of subjects in this experiment are pseudonyms chosen by 

Festinger. The quote from Elliot Aronson is drawn from an interview with him. 

The lying-for-one-dollar-versus-twenty-dollars experiment is from L. Festinger 

and C. Carlsmith, "Cognitive Consequences of Forced Compliance," Journal of 

http://www.crimelibrary.com/serial/killers/predators/kitty.genovese/3html?sec=2


Abnormal and Social Psychology 58 (1959) , pp. 2 0 3 - 2 1 0 . The Induced Compliance 

Paradigm is from E. Aronson and J. Mills, "The Effect of Severity of Initiation Rites 

on Group Liking," Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 59 (1959) , pp. 1 7 7 - 1 8 1 . 

Material regarding Linda and Audrey Santo is from personal interviews with Linda 

Santo and friends of the family, in addition to TV shows and numerous articles 

written on the subject. Festinger's quote "we spend our lives paying attention only 

to information consonant with our beliefs," is from "A Theory of Cognitive 

Dissonance," p. 3 6 1 . V. S. Ramachandran's articles and books, specifically Phantoms in 

the Brain (William Morrow, New York, 1998 ) , describe some of what could be c o n 

sidered the neural correlates to cognitive dissonance. As of this writing, Mathew 

Lieberman's work with East Asians and cognitive dissonance at U C L A is ongoing 

and unpublished; material comes from an interview. Festinger's speculations on 

Christianity as a form of cognitive dissonance can be found in When Prophecy Fails, 

pp. 2 4 - 2 5 . 

C H A P T E R S I X : M O N K E Y L O V E 

M u c h of the material regarding Harlow's life came from his biographer, Deborah 

Blum, who was kind enough to provide me with information, via personal inter

view, before she finished and published her own excellent volume on Harlow's life, 

Love at Goon Park: Harry Harlow and the Science of Affection (Perseus, Cambridge, 

Mass., 2 0 0 2 ) . Rober t Israel, Harlow's son, also provided me with autobiographical 

writings, as did James Harlow, who described for me his father's drawings and imag

inary land of Yazoo. Material regarding Harlow's testing of monkey intelligence is 

drawn from H. Harlow and J. Bromer ,"A Test Apparatus for Monkeys," Psychological 

Record 2 ( 1 9 3 8 ) , pp. 434—436. T h e written quote regarding the human heart and 

breaking it comes from Deborah Blum's book, The Monkey Wars (Oxford University 

Press, New York, 1994 ) , p. 82 . T h e descriptions of wire and cloth mother monkeys 

are from H. Harlow,"The Nature of Love," American Psychologist 13 ( 1 9 5 8 ) , p. 3. T h e 

description of the primate reaction to separation comes from Clara Mears Harlow's 

volume of her husband's papers, From Learning to Love: The Selected Papers of H. F. 

Harlow (Praegar, N e w York, 1986) . The quote "we were not surprised to discover 

that contact comfort was an important basic affectional love variable . . ." comes 

from Harlow, "The Nature of Love," p. 5, as does the quote "Man cannot live by 

milk alone." John Watson's quote is cited in Morton Hunt's The Story of Psychology 

(Anchor Books, New York, 1993) , p. 2 5 9 . T h e quote "love for the real mother and 

love for the surrogate mother appear to be very similar" is from "The Nature of 

Love," p. 2 0 . T h e faceless-versus-masked-mother experiment is described in From 

Learning To Love. Rober t Israel's words are from a personal interview. All quotes 

from Harlow's speech to the American Psychological Association are cited in 

Harlow, "The Nature of Love." Harlow's comments about wives and women's lib-



bers are from a personal communication from Deborah Blum. Jonathan Harlow's 

description of his own work is from a personal interview. Descriptions of the effects 

of the cloth mother-raised monkeys' later pathologies are from From Learning to 

Love, p. 2 8 2 . T h e description of the New York Times reporter and Harlow's response 

to him is from a personal interview with Deborah Blum. Len Rosenblum, one of 

Harlow's former students, also provided me, via an interview, with descriptions of 

some of the later experimental variations. Helen LeRoy's words are from a personal 

interview. The experiment with the "rape rack" appears in a 1966 paper, "The 

Maternal Behavior of Rhesus Monkeys Deprived of Mothering and Peer 

Associations in Infancy," reprinted in From Learning to Love. R o g e r Fouts's words are 

also from a personal interview, while William Mason's statements about animal 

experimentation as it relates to his own ethics are from Deborah Blum's The 

Monkey Wars, as is the interview with Stuart Zola-Morgan. Descriptions of "the well 

of despair" can be found in L. Joseph Stone, Henrietta T. Smith, and Lois B. 

Murphy's edition, The Competent Infant; Research and Commentary (Basic Books, 

N e w York, 1 9 7 3 ) . 

C H A P T E R S E V E N : R A T P A R K 

The physician Galen wrote extensively on opium, and his words regarding the sub

stance as a means of curing "chronic headache," etc. can be found in his published 

List of Medical Indications, which I found cited on www.opites.net (accessed 

1 / 3 / 2 0 0 2 ) . The names of opium, as "Mrs. Winslow's Soothing Syrup," etc. , are also 

posted on that site, as well as in Bruce Alexander's book, Peaceful Measures, Canada's 

Way out of the War on Drugs (University of Toronto Press, Toronto, 1990) . Alexander's 

two claims about the nature of addiction are from a personal interview as well as an 

unpublished manuscript, "Do Heroin and Cocaine Cause Addiction; The Interplay 

of Science and Conventional Wisdom," which can be accessed by contacting 

Alexander at the Department of Psychology, Simon Fraser University, Vancouver, 

Canada. That manuscript also cites the Ontario household survey and the 1974 San 

Francisco Study. Alexander's direct, conversational quotes are drawn from my per

sonal interviews of him, as was the biographical information regarding his early life 

and his memories of Harlow's monkey lab. The information on the electric brain 

stimulation experiment and its relationship to pleasure centers is drawn from James 

Olds and Peter Milner's paper, "Positive Reinforcement Produced by Electrical 

Stimulation of Septal Area and Other Regions of the R a t Brain," Journal of 

Comparative and Physiological Psychology 47 ( 1 9 5 4 ) , pp. 4 1 9 - 4 2 2 . T h e experiments 

involving animals hooked up to self-administering catheters were very c o m m o n in 

the 1970s and 1980s; the one I cite here is from M. A. Bozarth and R. A.Wise , 

"Intracranial Self Administration of Morphine into the Ventral Tegmental Area in 

Rats," Life Sciences 28 (1981) , pp. 5 5 1 - 5 5 5 . Olds and Milner also published, in their 

http://www.opites.net
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1954 paper cited above, that rats will self-administer pleasurable electrical pulses up 

to 6 , 0 0 0 times an hour. Herb Kleber's comments regarding P E T studies and the rat 

park experiment in general are from a personal interview. Quote from Joe Dumit 

drawn from personal conversation. R a t park statistics are drawn from B. Alexander, 

B. Beyerstein, P. Hadaway, and R. B. Coambs's paper, "Effect of Early and Later 

Colony Housing on Oral Ingestion of Morphine in Rats," Pharmacology, 

Biochemistry, and Behavior 1 ( 1 9 8 1 ) , pp. 5 7 1 - 5 7 6 . Naloxone is used to reverse the 

potentially lethal effects of a heroin overdose; it has also recently been discovered as 

an effective agent in treating autism. Some researchers theorize that autism, with its 

vacant stares and intensely inward behavior, is in part the result of a brain saturated 

in opiate-like substances called endorphins. A small percentage of children given 

naloxone show a reduction in rocking, chanting, and other repetitive behaviors. On 

naloxone these children are better able to interact with the world, and, most impor

tantly, with those in their specific "colony," in far more socially appropriate ways. 

The quote "we think these results are socially as well as statistically significant . . . " 

is cited in B. Alexander, P. Hadaway, and R. Coambs, "Rat Park Chronicle," in Illicit 

Drugs in Canada, edited by J. Blackwell and P. Erickson (Toronto University Press, 

Toronto, 1 9 9 9 ) , pp 65—66. Temperance quotes are cited from www.prohibition 

.history.ohio-state.edu/xeniah.html (accessed on 5 / 1 5 / 2 0 0 3 ) . The quote, "long 

enough to produce tolerance and physical dependence" is from "Rat Park 

Chronicle," p. 65 . Information about percentages of smokers who quit is from 

Stanton Peele, The Diseasing of America: Addiction Treatment out of Control (Houghton 

Mifflin, Boston, 1989 ) , p. 202 . Avram Goldstein's research on endorphins is cited in 

Richard Restack,"The Brain Makes Its O w n Tranquilizers," Saturday Review, March 

5 , 1 9 7 7 . W h y opiates rarely lead to addiction when they are used for pain appears to 

be unclear. Neurophysiologists use diffuse phrases to describe the mechanisms 

underlying the hypothesis that opiates are less addictive when used for pain than 

pleasure. "There's just some sort of difference in the pain versus the pleasure systems 

in the brain," one researcher said to me. "On a neurocircuitry level, heroin interacts 

differently with pain than with pleasure." Answers like this, while obfuscatory, are 

also instructive. They serve as potent reminders about how litde we know and how 

vastly nonspecific that knowledge is, despite the high gloss of drug company adver

tisements and the ease with which we engage in a kind of collective "neurospeak." 

Research into crowding and fertility in Iran is from A. Padyarfar, "The Effects of 

Multifamily Housing on Marital Infertility in Iran," Social Biology 42 , no. 3 / 4 

( 1 9 9 6 ) , pp. 2 1 4 - 2 2 5 . Prison studies regarding crowding are from G. McCain , V. C. 

C o x , and P. B. Paulus, "The Relationship between Illness Complaints and Degree of 

Crowding in a Prison Environment," Environment and Behavior 8 (1976) , pp. 

2 8 3 - 2 9 0 . The study of humans and problem-solving abilities in small spaces is from 

G. W. Evans, "Behavioral and Psychological Consequences of Crowding in 

Humans," Journal of Applied Social Psychology 9 (1979) pp. 2 7 - 4 6 . Alexander's 

http://www.prohibition
http://history.ohio-state.edu/xeniah.html


thoughts on dislocation, free market societies, and addiction are drawn from his arti

cle "The Globalization of Addiction," Addiction Research 8, no. 6 ( 2 0 0 0 ) , pp. 

5 0 1 - 5 2 6 . Herb Kleber's quote is from "Clinical and Societal Implications of Drug 

Legalization," in Substance Abuse, edited by H. Kleber, J. Calafano J r . , and John C. 

Demers (William and Wilkins, Baltimore, 1981 ) , p. 8 6 2 . 

C H A P T E R E I G H T : L O S T I N T H E M A L L 

All quotations that are not identified as coming from Loftus's articles are from per

sonal interviews. In addition, I relied on Jill Niemark's article, "The Diva of 

Disclosure: M e m o r y Researcher Elizabeth Loftus," Psychology Today 2 9 , no. 1 ( 1 9 9 6 ) , 

p. 4 8 . In the interviews with Loftus we focused on her false memory experiments, 

with the result that the wider range of her work is not reflected in this chapter. 

Loftus has been instrumental in using her work on memory and its malleability to 

alter the legal system's appraisal of eyewitness accounts, and in June 2 0 0 1 she was 

awarded the William James Fellow Award for scientific achievement. The award 

read, in part, 

Elizabeth Loftus is an example of the rare scientist who is instrumental in 

both advancing a scientific discipline and in using that discipline to make 

critical contributions to society. . . . Beginning in the mid 1970's, following 

acclaimed basic research on the workings of semantic memory, she waded 

into relatively uncharted waters, investigating how and under what c ircum

stances complex memories change . . . her innovative yet highly rigorous 

research on this topic brought her renewed praise in the scientific c o m m u 

nity. At the same time, however, she realized the fundamental applications of 

her related findings to the legal system, particularly in understanding the cir

cumstances under which a sincere eyewitness may have misidentified an 

innocent defendant. It is not hyperbole to say that in response to her ingen

ious laboratory work and her ubiquitous public presence, both the quality of 

basic memory research and the fairness of the criminal justice system have 

advanced substantially. 

From the American Psychological Association William James Fellow Award presen

tation, on June 14, 2 0 0 1 . The quotes "if you think you were abused . . . then you 

were," and "let your imagination run wild," are cited in E. Loftus, "Creating False 

Memories," Scientific American 2 2 7 , no. 3 (1997 ) . Loftus has described for me, and 

provided me with, examples of the letters she received from parents who believed 

they were falsely accused; for more information on these types of correspondences, 

I refer the reader to the False Memory Foundation Web site (www.fmsfonline.org). 

http://www.fmsfonline.org
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Quotes from Chris, one of Loftus's pretest subjects, are from E. Loftus, "The Reality 

of Repressed Memories," American Psychologist 48 ( 1 9 9 3 ) , p. 18. The Asian girl who 

confabulated the Kmart story is cited in E. Loftus, "The Reality of Repressed 

Memories." Quotes from Judith Herman are drawn from a direct interview, as with 

quotes from Bessel van der Kolk. Marilyn Van Derber was the 1 9 5 8 Miss America 

who, on May 8, 1 9 9 1 , delivered a public statement in a small college auditorium in 

Denver, Colorado, regarding her history of sexual abuse. Her comments were later 

reported in The Rocky Mountain News, May 11 , 1991:6 , and in People, June 10, 

1 9 9 1 . Roseanne Barr's confession is from People, October 7, 1 9 9 1 . Jane Smiley's 

novel is A Thousand Acres (Ivy Paperbacks, N e w York, 1 9 9 6 ) . Given the plethora of 

incest reports, in the realms of both fiction and journalism at that time, there is an 

obvious question with no clear answer: Why was multiple personality disorder 

( M P D ) — a consequence, many thought, of severe abuse—becoming so popular at 

the time that it did? W h a t cultural forces led to MPD's popularity in the 1980s? A 

possible, if plain, hypothesis is that in the 1980s, managed care came into being. 

Under managed care guidelines, most mental disorders required medication and, 

concomitantly, a physician to prescribe them, with the exception of MPD, for 

which there was no agreed-upon drug treatment. Managed care, therefore, posed a 

real threat to the vast majority of mental health workers, who, because they are not 

M.D.'s, have no prescribing rights. Therefore, it may have been to much of the men

tal health profession's financial benefit to diagnose MPD, because otherwise, psy

chologists, social workers, and counselors had to refer their patients to physicians. 

T h e quote "story truth and happening truth . . . " comes from E. Loftus, The Myth of 

Repressed Memory: False Memories and Allegations of Sexual Abuse (St. Martin's Press, 

N e w York, 1994 ) , pp. 3 8 - 3 9 . Quotes from the Paul Ingram case are from Richard 

Ofshe and Ethan Watter's book, Making Monsters: False Memories, Psychotherapy, and 

Sexual Hysteria (Charles Scribner's, N e w York, 1994 ) , pp. 169 and 172. Lawrence 

Wright , in his book Remembering Satan (Alfred A. Knopf, N e w York, 1994 ) , has 

written a full account of the Ingram case as well. Elizabeth Loftus also writes about 

it in The Myth of Repressed Memories. T h e quote "false memories can be created by a 

small suggestion from a trusted family member . . . and by some therapists them

selves" is from "The Reality of Repressed Memories," p. 19. "We live in a strange 

and precarious time . . ." is from E. Loftus, "Remembering Dangerously," Skeptical 

Inquirer 19 ( 1 9 9 5 ) , p. 2 0 . Schachter's words and ideas are from Searching for Memory: 

The Brain, the Mind, and the Past (Basic Books, N e w York, 1 9 9 6 ) , pp. 2 6 4 - 2 6 5 , and a 

personal interview. Judith Herman s reference to rats and high stress is from Judith 

Herman, "Crime and Traumatic Memory," Bulletin of American Psychiatry and Law 

2 3 , no. 1 ( 1 9 9 5 ) , p. 8. T h e sniper study is from R. S. Pynoos and K. Nadar, 

"Children's M e m o r y and Proximity to Violence," Journal of the American Academy of 

Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 28 ( 1 9 8 9 ) , pp. 2 3 6 - 2 4 1 . T h e Challenger explosion 


