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EPIGRAPH


An unfamiliar light—

and suddenly it’s your whole life.

Black out the windows and board them up

and it’s still there in the bowl of the spoon

and in the soup

and in the lamp and in the air after the lamp goes out.

The others can’t see it. They creep up, pitying you.

All their love won’t make it go away.

Look at this instead, they say, offering up some old argument.

The light never goes out. It is so beautiful.

Someday you might learn to ignore it . . .

—SARAH MANGUSO





PART I







1

A HUMAN MYSTERY


THE TERRIBLE MASTER

He left more than a dozen lamps burning in his workroom. They shone upon the desk, and on the unfinished manuscript neatly stacked on top of it. Next to the manuscript was a two-page letter. This was the scene on the evening David Foster Wallace hanged himself.

Wallace’s suicide at the age of forty-six devastated the literary community. He was, at the time, acclaimed as the boldest, most innovative writer of his generation. His novel Infinite Jest was widely lauded by critics and thought to have redefined postmodern American fiction. The manuscript on the desk, which he despaired of ever completing, would be published posthumously as The Pale King. Though it was fragmentary, the novel, many would later argue, contained some of his best work. Despite Wallace’s frustration with his inability to complete the book, in some ways his life had never been better. He had married four years earlier and was comfortably settled in California, with a teaching job he loved. Why, then, did he take his own life?

It’s not that Wallace’s suicide came as a surprise to anyone who knew him well. He had been troubled since adolescence: brilliant, yet stricken with self-doubt and, at times, a paralyzing self-awareness. As a young man, he depended on alcohol and marijuana to dampen his constant anxiety. He had come close to suicide before, and in his fiction he had written of the state of mind that drives one to that abyss. Yet he had also tried to save himself. He had been prescribed antidepressants in college and continued taking them throughout the rest of his life. At the time of his death, he was a dedicated member of Alcoholics Anonymous, having successfully left behind both alcohol and marijuana years before. Though prone to fits of anger and reclusive behavior, he fought his self-destructive impulses and sought community—with his fellow AA members, devoted students, and literary colleagues.

The questions remain: Why would someone who struggled so long not just to stay alive but also to stay vital and connected end his life so violently? Why would someone with such recognized talent choose not to go on? What was it that was beyond the grasp of his clearly formidable intellect and will? What was the underlying cause of the depression that governed Wallace’s deep unhappiness? “Depression” is a label used to describe a group of symptoms. It is not a cause.

From an early age, Wallace wanted to be exempt from the ordinary. He wanted to excel—first as a student, and later as a writer—and he wanted others to recognize his genius. Yet, as soon as he succeeded—if he earned an A-plus or received critical acclaim—he grew uneasy, and then despairing. He wanted to be a good person, but suspected something crooked about the way in which he’d achieved success, something false in himself.

Those closest to Wallace recall that this inner conflict developed in boyhood. Contradictory impulses—yearning for greatness yet feeling like a fake with every new achievement—pushed him further into himself. He wrote about the phenomenon in his short story “Good Old Neon,” in which an advertising executive describes his own suicide posthumously: “The more time and effort you put into trying to appear impressive or attractive to other people, the less impressive or attractive you felt inside—you were a fraud. And the more of a fraud you felt like, the harder you tried to convey an impressive or likable image of yourself so that other people wouldn’t find out what a hollow, fraudulent person you really were.”

Occasionally Wallace worked double time in order to bend reality to meet his fears, employing a kind of meta-logic reminiscent of his fiction. “A lot of his criticism wasn’t that he was stupid in the whole bell curve of the population, but that what he was really good at was pretending to be really smart,” the novelist Mark Costello told me about his old friend and roommate. “The way Dave kept self-pessimism alive was by creating this other narrative where he said, ‘Well, actually, what I am is . . . a false sort of smart.’”

Wallace was haunted by the “fraudulence paradox,” as he called it in “Good Old Neon.” As an adult, he was always on high alert, always sensitive to signs of the beguiling impostor that, though he must have known it exists in all of us, he could not allow for in himself. He once scribbled in the margin of a book, “Grandiosity, the constant need to be and be seen as superstar.” Something about this notion stuck and became a reflexive thought—one that made him feel very bad—when he encountered something that threatened his sense of credibility.

And any number of things could threaten his sense of credibility: critical praise, academic success, romantic attention, somebody laughing at his jokes. These were all land mines and prompted by them Wallace felt an immediate split between how he was perceived and who he really was. In these moments, his life became a lonely performance. Everything else receded into the background. This feeling encompassed him more strongly each time he experienced it, gaining traction in his mind.

Depression involves a continual focus on negative thoughts, experiences, memories, and feelings to the exclusion of all else—a kind of inverse learning. As a person narrows his or her attention, focusing on only the most negative stimuli, the mind slowly devours itself. This process seemed to be particularly true for Wallace. It would be impossible to know just how, and in how many ways, he was gripped by self-doubt, but it seems fair to say that he was seized by his self-destructive refrain. He knew it, but felt powerless to change it. “What goes on inside,” he wrote in “Good Old Neon,” “is just too fast and huge and all interconnected for words to do more than barely sketch the outlines of at most one tiny little part of it at any given instant.”

In a 2005 commencement address he delivered at Kenyon College, Wallace advised the graduating class to “think of the old cliché about ‘the mind being an excellent servant but a terrible master.’ This, like many clichés, so lame and unexciting on the surface, actually expresses a great and terrible truth,” he said. “It is not the least bit coincidental that adults who commit suicide with firearms almost always shoot themselves in the head. They shoot the terrible master.”

CAPTURE

What happens when our rational minds feel as though they’ve been hijacked by something we cannot control? I hope to begin to unravel the mystery of mental suffering, to decipher the underpinnings of a range of intense mental afflictions—including addiction, depression, anxiety, mania, obsessive thoughts, and violent anger.

For more than two decades, I have researched the ways in which certain substances—specifically, tobacco and food—come to influence and, in some cases, control our actions. What most fascinates me is how these substances seem to override both reason and will, directing our thoughts, feelings, and behavior, apparently without our consent. Nobody ever decides he’s going to smoke 780,000 cigarettes over the course of a lifetime—people think they’re going to try smoking once, or perhaps a few times, to see what it is like. We don’t want to eat until we feel sick, but many of us do it anyway. What else, I wondered, could exert such control over our thoughts and actions? Is it possible that the same biological mechanism that selectively controls our attention and drives us to chain-smoke or overeat—in other words, to behave in ways that are not beneficial to our well-being—is also responsible for a range of emotional suffering?

After years of research, I have come to the conclusion that there is, in fact, a common mechanism underlying many of our emotional struggles and mental illnesses. Simply put: a stimulus—a place, a thought, a memory, a person—takes hold of our attention and shifts our perception. Once our attention becomes increasingly focused on this stimulus, the way we think and feel, and often what we do, may not be what we consciously want. I have termed this mechanism “capture.” Capture underlies many forms of human behavior, though its effects may be detrimental or beneficial. By viewing our behavior through this lens, I hope to help explain the power that capture has over us when it drives us to destructive impulses.

The theory of capture is composed of three basic elements: narrowing of attention, perceived lack of control, and change in affect, or emotional state. Sometimes these elements are accompanied by an urge to act. When something commands our attention in a way that feels uncontrollable and, in turn, influences our behavior, we experience capture.

Things command our attention all the time. We notice anomalies in our surroundings; a yellow dot on a screen of black dots will attract us, as will a sudden movement or the sound of someone calling our name. But capture entails more than just that initial marshaling of our attention. Capture changes our mood by evoking memory or imagination, desire or fear. When I am captured, I think that the person calling my name in a certain tone is not simply saying my name, but offering an implicit criticism or personal slight that makes me feel insecure or anxious; soon, it is all I can think about.

There are thousands of examples of mini-captures in our day-today lives. Here is one example from my life. I am sitting on a plane planning to write about the process of “being captured.” I have settled in for the long flight ahead, one that I view as an opportunity for uninterrupted writing. I have a plan. I open my laptop, but as soon as I do, I begin to hear the voices of the two men sitting next to me rapt in a loud conversation. To me they are talking at the decibel level equivalent to truck traffic. As I try to concentrate on my work, I keep on hearing their conversation. The vrooming noise of the jet engines nearby, with an output of twenty-five thousand pounds of force thrust, does not enter into my consciousness. The more I try to focus on my work, the more I hear the conversation. I become more and more annoyed. The more fervently I don’t want to hear the conversation, the more I do. If I could shut it out, I certainly would.

While the exact nature of such everyday experiences varies, the experiences themselves are not uncommon—yet the exact object or thought that has the power to capture is highly personal. Interestingly, I had not even begun to write when I noted the men’s voices in conversation. Did I have a background expectation that they would disturb me based on prior experience? Otherwise, why would I have focused on them in the first place? Or were they just so loud that the sensory quality of the noise captured my attention? I have always hated noisy distractions when working, but why had I not acquired the capacity to strategically shift my attention? Whenever I tried, my attention was pulled back to the voices. It would be fair to conclude that I “attended” excessively to those voices.

We routinely scan our environments, allocating and shifting attention based on characteristics of stimuli we encounter and the goals we intend to pursue.

Capture seizes our attention quietly. We may sense a mental shift, but we do not understand where it comes from. The experience occurs outside our conscious control, and we surrender to it before we perceive it. It is the result of something—an idea, sensation, person—that comes to dominate our minds, thrusting aside all else and occupying the center of our consciousness. Cues that are associated with the source of capture can become as significant as the source itself. Whether a perfume scent or a song, the sound of a helicopter or the sight of a fire truck, a good grade on a test or the prospect of making a speech—association with any and all stimuli affects everyone differently (or not at all), and the power it asserts will be relevant only to those primed for it. Even the briefest encounter with one of these cues can narrow our attention and affect the way we feel.

When we are drawn to a particular stimulus, we act in response to a feeling or need aroused by it. Every time we respond, we strengthen the neural circuitry that prompts us to repeat these actions. As we continue to react in the same ways to the same stimulus over time—thereby sensitizing the learning, memory, and motivational circuitry of our brains—we create emotional and behavioral patterns. Our thoughts, feelings, and actions begin to arise automatically. What started as a pleasure becomes a need; what was once a bad mood becomes continuous self-indictment; what was once an annoyance becomes persecution. This process of neural sensitization occurs, and grows stronger, over the course of a lifetime. It becomes increasingly difficult for us to resist its pull. Eventually, what captures us can become so concentrated and overwhelming that, in its most drastic forms, it feels as if we are being driven by something outside our control.

While capture is often the source of great pain and suffering, it can also grip us in positive ways. The joy of hearing a beloved song, a visit to the quiet interior of a church, the pursuit of a worthy cause in which we believe—all these, too, can be sources of capture.

The genesis of capture is profoundly individual. Our life histories and narratives result from the singular totality of our actions and experiences. What captures me affects who I am—and who I am affects what can capture me.

An ideal way to understand capture is to see it at work—to experience it, albeit indirectly, through the voices of those who have struggled with it. The narratives in this book express a range of thoughts, feelings, and actions—some transient, but many lifealtering. These narratives of mental distress may seem unrelated, but the central role of capture is evident in each of them.

THE NATURE OF MENTAL DISTRESS

David Foster Wallace had come closer than any psychologist, psychiatrist, or other human being to narrating how our minds can seize us, compelling us to act against our will and reason. Though I didn’t say so explicitly, I hoped to enlist the help of his parents, James and Sally Wallace, in understanding the “terrible master” their son had described. They agreed to speak with me about David.

I visited James and Sally in their home in Urbana, the house in which David grew up, located near the campus of the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, where James once taught as a professor. Built in the 1950s, the modest one-and-a-half-story house sits on a quiet tree-lined street, is graced with a southern exposure, and is surrounded by a deep-green lawn. It is a home like so many in America and it produced one of the most prodigious minds of a generation.

Underneath David’s fierce talent and preternatural intelligence lay the seeds of what ultimately led to his suicide. The medical model has long been that depression is the manifestation of a “broken” mind—a biological error—that causes people to experience what feels like unbearable pain. This oversimplification does nothing to help us understand the debilitating force of what we have come to call depression.

Sally tried to explain what precipitated David’s pain. “The first time David manifested any behavior that we thought was troublesome, he was about sixteen,” she said. “He was our first child, and we didn’t know much about adolescents. He was mean to his sister; he was grouchy, moody. He was smoking some marijuana, but we knew about it. We didn’t know exactly how much. We assumed that if we said it was okay for him to smoke it in the storage room right off his bedroom, then at least he wouldn’t be out driving. Then Jim took him around to colleges, and David was terrified.”

“He had anxiety attacks,” James recalled, “really bad ones, ashen gray, vomiting, trembling . . .”

“He was glad Amherst accepted him early so he wouldn’t have to go through that again,” Sally said. “When it came time to think about going off to college, though, he got terribly upset, saying that he didn’t want to go, could he please just stay home. We said, ‘Yes, if you want to stay home. But know that you can always come home, too.’ So off he went. So there was that anxiety. But then he took two separate semesters off. He would start the semester and then have to come home; he just couldn’t function. Then he took himself to a psychiatrist—because he’d outgrown the pediatrician we all loved—and was given some medication. I think he started off with Nardil.”

We talked for hours about what it might have felt like for David. At one point, without prompting, Sally whispered the word “fire.”

“Kate Gompert?” I said, invoking David’s fictional character.

In Infinite Jest, David wrote as Kate Gompert, who struggles with a “predator-grade depression” referred to simply as “It”: “Make no mistake about people who leap from burning windows. Their terror of falling from a great height is still just as great as it would be for you or me standing speculatively at the same window just checking out the view. . . . The variable here is the other terror, the fire’s flames: when the flames get close enough, falling to death becomes the slightly less terrible of two terrors.”

“Yes, jumping out of a burning building,” Sally remarked, reflecting on this passage. “That’s the way I view David’s suicide. Having to end the pain no matter what,” she said. “David was going to be free from the pain. He needed to do it. It wasn’t that he wanted to do it. He needed to do it.”

She began to cry. “I’m sorry,” she said, raising her hands to her face.

My conversations with the Wallaces, always candid and often difficult, kept coming back to this idea: David was driven, in the end, by something that he could not control. His father, a professor of moral philosophy, examined this notion—that there are passions that arise within us that we cannot resist—through the lens of philosophy and history. We discussed Socrates and the Socratic doctrine, which posits that nobody willingly does what he or she regards as irrational.

“Socrates would say, if a person goes on taking drugs, for example, then the person is ignorant. The person really doesn’t think that the thing to do is to stop,” James Wallace offered. “Or if the person isn’t ignorant but keeps on doing it, it must be involuntary, there must be something forcing the person to do it.”

But how, then, I asked him, do we allow for the seemingly conscious component of extreme emotion and behavior?

“Plato seemed to get something like this,” James said. “Plato realized that there were certain kinds of desires that sometimes couldn’t be reasoned away. You look at the ocean water from your raft, and you’re terribly thirsty; you want to drink it. You know damn well if you drink it, it won’t do any good; it will only make things worse. But the desire doesn’t go away with those reasons. You crave it.”

And that craving for salt water cannot be tamed by reason?

“Plato thought, by an act of will,” James replied, “that you could train yourself, but it wasn’t enough to say, ‘I’m going to do this now.’ You had to work at it until you got strong enough to master these nonrational thoughts. But I’m sure he would agree that there are people who are just out of control completely; their passions have become coercive.”

“It’s how depression takes hold,” I suggested. “It’s also how thoughts of suicide can take hold.”

The month before he ended his life, his parents recalled, David had seemed a little better. He was more engaged, in fact, than they had seen him for some time. There had been an extended period of crisis prior to this: he’d tried going off Nardil, the antidepressant he’d been taking continually for nearly two decades. “It was, I think, the fatal—the tragic—misstep of deciding to find another medication,” Sally suggested. But David had been eager for a life without Nardil. It belongs to an older class of antidepressants, and despite stabilizing his mood, it caused a number of unpleasant side effects. Once he tapered off, however, he discovered that no other drug seemed to work as effectively. He resumed taking Nardil, hoping that it would return him to his steadier self, but to no avail. “The last resort,” Sally explained, “wasn’t working.”

David panicked. He felt that there was now nothing left that could help him get better. He was convinced that there was no way out.

When his parents visited their son for nearly two weeks in August 2008—they had agreed to stay with him while his wife, Karen, was out of town—they noticed a shift in his demeanor. When they first arrived, he looked drawn and exhausted, like somebody who’d been suffering from a serious illness for a long time. But toward the end of their stay, he seemed to have pulled himself together. On the second-to-last day of their visit, they accompanied David to the airport to pick up his wife. “Karen skipped down the escalator, and he ran over and hugged her, and it was just joyous,” Sally said. Riding home, she recalled, “we sat in the backseat going back to the house, and although the car was a manual transmission, he drove mostly with his hand on Karen’s knee. And I thought, ‘Oh, thank God. Thank God. Things are going to be okay.’”

“He fooled everybody,” James said. “He fooled his psychiatrist. He fooled his wife.”

I wondered aloud whether he had known he was fooling anybody. Perhaps he had made a decision—one that simultaneously offered an answer and an end.

“But everyone was fooled anyway,” James countered. “Maybe not intentionally by David, but we were. We all thought he’d turned a corner.”

He went on: “What struck me as so strange was that the week or two weeks before he ended his life, he felt better. I guess he found a solution to his problem, right? The problem was this monster, which was himself.”

Understandably, James and Sally Wallace grappled with their son’s pain and his ultimate resolution. It may well be beyond comprehension for any parents to accept that their children want to end their lives. What is clear from my conversations with them, however, is their penetrating awareness of the negative loop in which their son was caught. No matter what his success, either personal or professional, David filtered out everything that reflected well on him and took in everything that could be construed badly. This kind of detrimental filtering can only lead to crushing self-doubt. Sally and James were witness to the “terrible master” at work, and felt helpless to release David from it.

In this heartbreaking life, a self-perpetuating spiral led to suicide. In other instances, it can lead to self-harm of different kinds, or to violence against others, even homicide. It is my hope that by delving deeper into our understanding of capture and by examining the various experiences of it, we might begin to learn how to release those caught in its viselike grip.

THE SEARCH FOR A COMMON MECHANISM

Psychiatry was supposed to figure out the terrible master. Yale’s Department of Psychiatry is generally regarded as one of the best in the world, one that excels in both research and clinical work. Steve Bunney, once the department chair and now a professor emeritus, is an old friend and colleague.

Steve knew only the bare outlines of David Foster Wallace’s story: a gifted writer, in the prime of his life, critically acclaimed, and recently married, decides to kill himself. I filled in some of the details, telling him about Wallace’s battle with intense self-doubt, even as he entertained grand ambitions. Wallace hoped to be read in one hundred years, and yet, at the same time, he felt utterly incapable and unworthy of success. He worried that Infinite Jest, the novel that catapulted him to fame, had used up all his literary energy, that he might never be able to complete another book again.

I asked Steve about the nature of Wallace’s pain. Why does this feeling become crippling for some people but not for others? What is emotional pain? How might he begin to describe it?

“For someone like Wallace, in the simplest form, it is about a disconnect between the person you want to be and the person you perceive yourself to be,” Steve posited. “There is a feeling of losing control; this is one of the biggest issues in psychiatry. If you don’t have control, then that’s when you can get into trouble—whether you have anxiety or depression or whatever—because that can be a threat to your very existence. I can’t fully imagine the anguish that makes an otherwise healthy person want to end his life. But I do know that suicidal people feel there is no other way to escape from the negative thoughts and feelings. One of the paradoxes of suicide is that it becomes the last and only way that a person can exert control.”

Steve pointed out that it’s not uncommon for successful people from all walks of life to feel a similar kind of distress. Research has shown that highly accomplished people often report the feeling of being a “fraud.” Many successful people grow concerned, as Wallace did, that if people really knew them, they’d realize they weren’t deserving of their achievements. “So it’s not uncommon—and in some ways it’s useful, I suppose, this self-doubt,” Steve said. “But it can also become a pathology, dangerous, even fatal if it gets out of control.”

Over the course of his career, Steve has studied multiple ways of evaluating psychiatric distress. He began as an internist with an interest in psychoanalysis, but he devoted much of his time to studying the biological causes of mental disorders. Throughout, however, he remained attuned to the impact of life experiences on brain function and their role in the genesis of mental illness.

I asked Steve who, if anyone, in his field was thinking about these issues in a comprehensive way. “Well,” he said, “psychiatry today is mostly about prescribing. It’s about finding the right medication.”

There was something in his voice that sounded a little wistful. “Don’t get me wrong: You have to be happy for the great progress we have made in pharmacology. We can bring real relief, often life-saving relief, to a lot of people. Maybe medication, in the end, didn’t work for David Foster Wallace, but from what you have told me, it bought him a lot of time and helped him to accomplish a great deal.

“The problem is not medication, but our perception of it. I’m afraid it tempts people, especially those outside of the profession, but even some within, to consider mental illness as a simple malfunctioning of the brain,” he continued. “Whereas mental illness almost always has to do with the interplay between a predisposition and things that happen outside, in the real world. It is often the interaction between the physical brain and the life experience that the mind is trying to deal with—that’s what we have to keep our eyes on. You want to know not just what these disorders respond to but also where these things come from, in the hope that you may find a better treatment.”

Steve knew I had become interested in addiction during my tenure as commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration. As part of our investigation of the tobacco industry, I had to learn everything I could about the science of addiction. Steve was also aware of my later research into obesity, in which I examined the ways people grapple with their desire to eat more than they need. I explained to Steve that I was seeing similarities among addiction, overeating, and mental illnesses—anxiety, obsession, impulse disorder, phobia, panic, depression, mania, hypochondria, and even some aspects of psychosis.

“Well, this is interesting,” Steve replied. “On the one hand, the effort of the profession has been to make finer and finer diagnostic distinctions. We have the DSM-V, which we use to diagnose and classify hundreds of mental disorders. And yet the biology is suggesting that these disorders are related. It’s no longer that schizophrenia is completely different from depression—it looks very much as if there’s this spectrum that’s interrelated rather than separate neurotransmitter system diseases. And the drugs, wonderful as they may be, are not so precisely targeted as is often claimed. We see one drug working for a variety of problems—or not working. It seems to be often largely a matter of individual response. There is also the growing evidence of the huge placebo effect in psychoactive drugs, which is, or ought to be, humbling.

“Physics and chemistry are very complicated,” he went on. “Astronomy is very complicated. But if we keep working on a problem, we arrive at laws that govern these very complex systems. The laws of thermodynamics, for example, explain a lot of really complicated things we couldn’t understand before. I see that you are on a similar path.”

Steve’s analogy articulated the goal of my work over the last two decades. By looking for commonalities across the intricate array of human emotional experience and behaviors, I have been working to unlock our understanding of the complex and potentially destructive constructs that govern our actions.

The past one hundred years of insights, brought about by advances in psychology and psychiatry, have left us without a firm grasp of what causes mental illness. Major depressive disorder ranks second in disabilities globally. The pharmacological remedies to which Steve refers are of limited value and in certain instances may be doing more harm than good. Perhaps most important, they separate us from our feelings and do nothing to deepen our understanding about why we do the things we do. Of course, this is not a new puzzle, but rather an age-old one. In order to see how we might make progress in this formidable quest, it helps to see how others have grappled with these questions.





2


THE HISTORICAL AND SCIENTIFIC CONTEXT OF CAPTURE


“We pass through terrible trials on account of not understanding our own nature,” St. Teresa of Avila wrote in the sixteenth century. “This is the cause of suffering for many people.”

For millennia, gods, priests, and philosophers were the doctors of the soul. Faced with the mysteries of the human psyche, the Greeks found in mythology a set of explanations for the otherwise inexplicable. If anguish or insanity was indeed the result of evil deities, then it could be tamed by the intervention of priests. Likewise, emotional outbursts could be ascribed to the vengeful and fickle gods, whose wrath could be assuaged through sacrifice and prayer. By placing the forces responsible for madness outside the individual subject, the Greeks created a rich system for diagnosing, treating, and understanding mental illness and bizarre behavior—a way of naming the ineffable.

In ancient Greece, religious belief mingled freely with the knowledge of anatomy; the recognizable physicality of the Greek gods, their involvement in the everyday fabric of living, blurred the line between the mythological and biological. When gods were offended, they sent invisible fluids into the offending mortal’s soul, thereby taking possession, quite literally, of the human mind.

Indeed, vestiges of the demonic—the belief in outside forces that can take up residence in the mind—persisted well into the modern period. Arguing that modern psychotherapy has become a system of mere gimmicks, the American psychologist Rollo May claimed that all human motivation was ultimately “daemonic,” or ascribable to Eros, anger, or the desire for power. The demonic, however, need not be destructive; it can be a profoundly creative force. It is most readily apparent in the irresistible attractions of sexual love, or the seemingly superhuman creativity of the poet, artist, or religious leader. According to May, the demonic pervades even our more humble thoughts and actions; it forms the basis of our relationships and many of our creative endeavors. For Goethe, it was “the power of nature”; for Yeats, an “eternal battle” between “the daemons and the gods . . . in my heart.”

Only in the eighteenth century did natural philosophy begin to challenge the authority of previously accepted explanations. A new medicine of the mind was in its infancy, one that sought to elucidate the causes of mental distress through logical deduction and scientific rationality. One of the most influential thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment, David Hume, asserted that our rational faculties always work in the service of the passions. “Reason,” Hume writes, “is utterly impotent in this particular. The rules of morality therefore are not conclusions of our reason.” Cool-headed reasoning and logical argumentation were, in fact, anything but dispassionate: at best, our rational faculties could excite the passions, which would prompt us to action.

The Enlightenment marked a watershed in the history of Western psychology, as scientists began to articulate the first primarily cognitive model of human behavior. Feelings, however, represented slippery ground for early modern science: they are, by definition, ephemeral and diffuse mental states, with no known anatomical or structural basis. Nonetheless, the Scottish physician Alexander Crichton insisted that the passions be given due attention in the evolving scientific understanding of human physiology:


The passions are to be considered, in a medical point of view, as a part of our constitution, which is to be examined with the eye of a natural historian, and the spirit and impartiality of a philosopher. It is of no concern in this work whether passions be esteemed natural or unnatural, or moral or immoral affections. They are mere phenomena, the natural causes of which are to be inquired into; they produce constant effects on our corporeal frame, and change the state of our health.



For Dr. Crichton, all mental suffering could be traced to an “irritability” of the nervous system. Anxiety, grief, anger, and elation all had a physiological basis, even if the precise nature of that basis remained uncertain.

For Crichton, all emotion began with the mental impression of an object—a blooming tree, a human face, an abstract idea. These objects, whether internal or external, excited our passions and, by extension, directed our behavior. As the scientific community gradually assimilated these ideas, consciousness itself lost its aura of divine mystery: once the work of unknown and unknowable forces, our emotional life became the result of a physiological process.

WILLIAM JAMES AND ATTENTION

William James, the philosopher, psychologist, and author of such enduring works as Varieties of Religious Experience, identified an essential question at the heart of capture: “Why certain ideas are so strong,” he once jotted in his notes for a lecture, as to coerce attention.

James was intellectually driven to make sense of the world for not only himself but also an ever-widening audience. As with David Foster Wallace, James’s need to understand human experience was propelled by his torturous emotional life. He repeatedly fell into spirals of self-loathing or terror. “I was on the continual verge of suicide,” he wrote to a friend in his early twenties, after several months of unrelenting mental and physical pain. (The two were often intertwined for James.) “My own condition, I am sorry to say, goes on pretty steadily deteriorating in all respects,” he wrote to his brother, the novelist Henry James, several years later. Even after James achieved career success, settled into a marriage he described as allowing him to be “born again,” and spent decades as a beloved professor at Harvard, he found himself intermittently battling his demons. Yet he managed always to forge ahead, redeeming his struggle by using it as the basis for numerous personal and philosophical breakthroughs.

Early in his life, James showed a penchant for the arts; he was a talented painter. While an apprentice to the artist and teacher William Morris Hunt in Newport, Rhode Island, he discovered that painting offered him not only a creative outlet but also a window onto nature and its cycles. This interest in landscape painting gradually led to a curiosity about the underlying laws of the natural world and an affinity for science.

James ultimately received his MD degree in 1869, but he did not practice medicine. “I embraced the medical profession a couple of months ago. My first impressions are that there is much humbug therein, and that with the exception of surgery, in which something positive is sometimes accomplished, a doctor does more by the moral effect of his presence on the patient and family, than by anything else,” he wrote in a letter to his mother—adding wryly, “He also extracts money from them.” He told a friend, “I am about as little fitted by nature to be a worker in science of any sort as anyone can be and yet . . . my only ideal life is a scientific life.”

James became interested in physiology as well as psychology, which at that time was considered a branch of philosophy. In 1870 two unexpected developments—James’s back went out, leaving him nearly incapacitated, and his beloved cousin died—plunged his mood precipitously downward.

Thereafter, he experienced a crisis. “Whilst in this state of philosophical pessimism and general depression of spirits about my prospects,” he wrote, “I went one evening into a dressing-room in the twilight to procure some article that was there; when suddenly there fell upon me without any warning, just as if it had come out of the darkness, a horrible fear of my own existence.”

He was suddenly faced with the image of an epileptic patient he’d encountered as a medical student—“a black haired youth with greenish skin.” The boy would “sit all day on one of the benches, or rather shelves against the wall, with his knees drawn up against his chin, and the coarse grey undershirt, which was his only garment, drawn over them enclosing his entire figure.”

James would recount this story, more than three decades later, as the experience of a fictional Frenchman in his book Varieties of Religious Experience—he later confessed it was based on his own life. It was the embodiment of his mental deterioration.

The image of this mute, unhappy boy left a searing impression on James. “There was such a horror of him, and such a perception of my own merely momentary discrepancy from him, that it was as if something hitherto solid within my breast gave way entirely, and I became a mass of quivering fear. . . . The experience has made me sympathetic with the morbid feelings of others ever since.”

While seeking a revelation strong enough to pull him up from his deep-rooted misery, James turned to the writings of Charles Renouvier, a French philosopher who would, in the years to come, become a lasting influence. But at first, it was by opposing Renouvier that James was able to hoist himself back onto his feet.

“I finished the first part of Renouvier’s second Essais and saw no reason why his definition of free will—the sustaining of a thought because I choose to when I might have other thoughts—need be the definition of an illusion. At any rate, I will assume for the present—until next year—that it is no illusion. My first act of free will shall be to believe in free will.”

James came to one of the cornerstones of his intellectual and emotional life by taking issue with Renouvier’s idea that we deceive ourselves when we believe in our power over the mind. He pushed against the destructive current of his thoughts and would reclaim a measure of control over his mood.

Regardless of whether his belief was credible, it galvanized James. He soon realized it was not enough to adopt a strong point of view; he needed to act on it. “Now I will go a step further with my will, not only act with it, but believe as well,” he wrote in his journal; “believe in my individual reality and creative power.”

Once James’s spirit had begun to improve, he ventured still further, declaring that he’d given up the belief that mental disorders had a physical basis. When his father asked him how he’d come to make this change in himself—from sadness to “great effusion”—James replied in part that “he saw that the mind did act irrespectively of material coercion, and could be dealt with therefore at first-hand, and this was health to his bones.” He reasoned that disorders such as melancholy or hypochondria—two afflictions that James himself battled—were not simply irreversible physiological inheritances, but in fact, could be deliberately refused.

In taking this up as a cause, in his own life and as an organizing pursuit within the study of psychology, James granted himself both strength of conviction and the positive emotional charge that accompanies it. He had stepped out of the jaws of misery—even if only for a time. This triumph would set the tone for the course of his career. “Despair lames most people,” he would proffer in a lecture more than thirty years later, “but it wakes others fully up.”

James was not the first, of course, to pose questions of how we surrender authority over, or regain control of, our thoughts and actions. As we’ve learned, the ancient Greeks sought to explain the mysteries of human behavior in supernatural or cosmological terms. In Homer’s epic poem The Iliad, King Agamemnon, leader of the Greek army, blames the gods when he is compelled to apologize for having acted unreasonably toward his most powerful soldier. “It was not that I did it: Zeus and Fate and Erinys that walk in darkness struck me mad when we were assembled on that day that I took from Achilles the prize that had been awarded to him,” he pleads. “What could I do?”

In the century that followed, the influential triumvirate of Greek philosophers, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, shifted the discourse from such magical thinking to a more discerning view of human conduct. By examining human impulses, they sought to uncover the ways in which we are directed from within. Of course, these Greek philosophers were not speculating within a psychological context; rather, they were striving to understand the human spirit through the lens of ethics and the desire for a just society.

Socrates’s argument that humans are motivated by reason above all else essentially suggests we do wrong only when we don’t know it to be wrong. His protégé, Plato, put forth a more complex view. He argued that the soul is governed by three distinct forces: reason, appetite, and spirit—each with its own needs. Reason loves learning and wisdom; spirit yearns for fame and distinction; and appetite seeks bodily pleasure. In the virtuous person, these three elements exist in harmony, with reason holding sway over both appetite and spirit. For others, however, persistent conflict among these urges results in psychological turmoil, a civil war within the soul.

With this concept, Plato not only moved the seat of the struggle to the mind itself but also presented the mind as a dynamic system of opposing forces.

James used Plato’s concept to build a psychological framework for understanding human behavior. Among the Greek philosophers, however, it is Aristotle who was James’s closest intellectual forebear. Perception, Aristotle suggested, is not a passive state through which we take in the world around us, but a form of active selection. The virtuous person, he argued, directs his attention toward the most worthy subjects, in a process of sustained and deliberate contemplation. Consequently, behavior is more a matter of focus than reason: careful attention to suffering will inspire generosity, for example, and contemplation of the beautiful will initiate a desire to create.

James came to a similar conclusion, but from a different angle. He defined consciousness as a rushing stream of thoughts and insights—fleeting, idiosyncratic, often irrational and unrelated—that nonetheless cohere into the impression of a continuous life. He framed his investigation of consciousness in evolutionary terms: why might human consciousness be necessary in the first place?

Expanding on Aristotle’s notion, he, too, concluded that the answer lay in attention. Consciousness allows us to attend judiciously to one—or two or ten—of the infinite array of things available to the mind at any given moment and, just as important, to ignore the rest. What distinguishes the human mind, he explained, is this very particularity: “Millions of items of the outward order are present to my senses which never properly enter into my experience. Why? Because they have no interest for me. Only those items which I notice shape my mind—without selective interest, experience is an utter chaos.”

What James called “interest”—the process by which each of us chooses what to attend to—could likewise be termed investment or care. James offered further explanation (harking back to his days as a painter) for how this process creates an individual world: “Interest alone gives accent and emphasis, light and shade, background and foreground—intelligible perspective, in a word.”

After publishing, in 1890, his first major work, Principles of Psychology, which explores his theories of consciousness, James shifted his focus toward understanding mental illness. In a lecture he gave in 1896, he described a wide range of extreme conditions (kleptomania, alcoholism, sexual impulsivity, pyromania, suicide, and even homicide) and proposed that each one held within it the seed of everyday anxieties and impulses. When we dutifully pay the cashier for our items, for example, thoughts of petty theft might dart through our minds. Likewise, a degree of paranoia and fear accompanies other common activities: making sure that the door is locked, the gas is off, no one is hiding under the bed. Those who cannot resist such inclinations and, in turn, amplify them, according to James, suffer from a loss of control over the faculty of attention. James saw in the extreme behaviors of the mentally ill the key to understanding the dynamics of attention in everyday life. Building on a concept developed by nineteenth-century French psychologist Théodule-Armand Ribot known as idée fixe (literally translated as “fixed idea”), James formulated a theory of mental illness.

For Ribot, the answer lay in the passions, states of mind suspended somewhere between the fleeting world of emotions and the permanence of complete insanity. On one side of Ribot’s spectrum lay the everyday emotional states of surprise, envy, boredom; on the other were the ongoing numbness of melancholia, the wandering detachment of psychosis. When emotions outlasted their natural duration, when they became “fixed” in the mind, they slid along this spectrum, away from recognizable forms of human experience and toward mental illness.

Ribot believed that a single mechanism lay behind this process. How and why might a momentary feeling gradually take root in the mind, losing any recognizable connection to the stimulus (a blooming flower, the death of a lover, a joke) that gave rise to it?

Like many other psychologists and physicians of the nineteenth century, Ribot thought that our mental life was governed not by God, nor by any other nonmaterial force; rather, the mind operated according to strictly mechanistic principles, which could be understood through rational inquiry. The human mind was, in short, a complex machine, akin to the increasingly complex industrial machinery that rapidly transformed the European landscape over the course of the nineteenth century. Ribot therefore sought to make sense of the passions in mechanical terms: an abnormality in the brain became his explanation for behaviors that would otherwise elude explanation.

In the idée fixe, or monomania, Ribot found a model for inherently irrational states of mind. The idée fixe took root during a period of incubation, when patients began to display symptoms of generalized agitation and psychological suffering. Monomania gradually infected the workings of the healthy mind, slowing and eventually stopping the gears and levers of rational thought. Once in the thrall of an idée fixe, the impassioned brain redirected all its energies away from goal-driven projects and toward impulsive behavior. As the monomaniacal patient deteriorated, the physician became a powerless witness to a violent struggle between passion and reason, between “the overmastering impulse and the arrestive powers of the will.”

Though he could not prove his hypothesis with medical imaging or brainwave monitoring, Ribot believed that all impassioned states, or idées fixes, resulted from excessive irritations of an isolated group of brain cells. The psychologist Pierre Janet later refined this idea: Janet used the term to describe not a rare form of pathology but, rather, obsession as a “response to the assault of the everyday”—anxiety created as a diversion from life.

James later expanded his study of extreme preoccupation to include public figures fervently committed to a social or political cause: Dorothy Dix, an advice columnist who questioned the sexist mores of her day; Henry Bergh, who founded the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals; and Henry Parkhurst, who single-handedly fought organized crime and pork-barrel politics in New York City. These people relinquished themselves, albeit in a more successful direction, to their own kind of single-mindedness; their passions, too, as James put it, “show under a microscope the play of human nature.”

James recognized that in all people there was a need for transforming personal change, drawn from the “hot place” of consciousness. He saw this as much in patients overcome by obsession as in those consumed by an external cause; he even identified it as an urge behind religious ardor.

“The higher and lower feelings, the useful and erring impulses, begin by being a comparative chaos within us,” James writes in Varieties of Religious Experience, which comprised lectures he gave throughout 1901 and 1902 on the nature of religion. Religion, to James, was defined as “the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider divine.” He is referring not to institutional dogma or to those for whom religious observance is merely a “dull habit,” but rather to the experiences of the faithful for whom belief in God is the “very inner citadel.” “Remember,” he writes, “that the whole point lies in really believing.” It was the belief in belief that mattered.

Yet James also understood that the torment of the mind is not easily settled by religion. Belief alone is not enough; the emotional charge that accompanies such belief is equally important. In order to achieve transcendence, he posited, belief has to be compelling enough to subsume lesser tendencies; it has to have, in James’s words, “that touch of explosive intensity.”

Meaningful religious experience, James adds, involves the “push of the subconscious, the irrational, instinctive part . . . vital needs and mystical overbeliefs.” He was the first scientist to implicate the mind in religious experience—to assert that hidden faculties controlled “the sense of union with the power beyond us.”

James offers the words of St. Augustine, describing a moment when Augustine discovers his overpowering weakness, as an example of a higher desire failing to conquer: “The new will which I began to have was not yet strong enough to overcome that other will, strengthened by long indulgence. So these two wills, one old, one new, one carnal, the other spiritual, contended with each other and disturbed my soul. . . . It was myself indeed in both the wills, yet more myself in that which I approved in myself than in that which I disapproved in myself. Yet it was through myself that habit had attained so fierce a mastery over me. . . . I made another effort and almost succeeded, yet I did not reach it, and did not grasp it.” Conversion, James claims, is one of the ways in which people find their way to happiness—as St. Augustine eventually did.

Yet religion, James reassuringly continues, “is only one out of many ways of reaching unity; and the process of remedying inner incompleteness and reducing inner discord is a general psychological process, which may take place with any sort of mental material. . . . For example, the new birth may be away from religion into incredulity; or it may be from moral scrupulosity into freedom and license; or it may be produced by the irruption into the individual’s life of some new stimulus or passion, such as love, ambition, cupidity, revenge, or patriotic devotion.”

A radical shift in perspective was, for James, the only way to release the ever-tightening grip of capture on our attention. Like Aristotle and Plato, however, James could not explain the pathophysiology of capture. Why—and how—can a single thought seize our attention without our awareness and become fixed in our minds?

FREUD AND DRIVE

Any historical discussion of why we do, think, and feel what we wish we did not do, think, and feel must include an examination of Sigmund Freud’s work. At the center of Freud’s theory of the mind is his concept of drive: a source of stimulation or pressure, a “demand made upon the mind for work.” Freud understood drive as though it were a physical force, animated by a certain quantity of energy and balanced by counterforces. Approaching the mind as a neurologist, Freud postulated that there were two physiological components underlying all drives: neurons in a state of excitation and “flow”—a nonspecific measure of energy. This rather nebulous concept reflected the difficulty of explaining mental distress using only the science of his day. As Freud himself said, he sought his answer to the problem of human behavior “between medicine and philosophy,” “between the mental and physical.”

Freud needed a theory to explain why people did, thought, and felt as they did. A student of the Viennese psychologist Josef Breuer, Freud was exposed at an early age to one of Breuer’s patients, whose bizarre condition would have a substantial influence on the young physician’s theory of mind. The patient was unable to drink any liquids whatsoever. She recalled during her treatment that in the home of her governess, she once saw a dog drink out of a glass and had felt a profound wave of disgust. Freud hypothesized that the patient’s memory of this disturbing image, albeit unavailable to the conscious mind, persisted throughout adolescence and adulthood. The emotional valence of the experience survived, hidden in the depths of the unconscious.

For Freud, repressed memories such as these lay at the root of almost all human suffering. Even after they drifted beyond the boundaries of conscious life, mental representations of certain objects or events continued to cause mental distress. The repressed memory, and the emotions attached to it, could thus serve as an unconscious motive for certain patterns of behavior. Freud was particularly interested in the inevitable conflicts between the demands of the present moment and these early memories.

Freud’s journey into the unconscious led him to conclude that, beginning in early childhood, human drives were systematically repressed by social norms. The realm of the unconscious thus broadened to include not only ideas and memories but drives themselves—fundamental biological needs and urges. Chief among these were the libido, or the sexual drive, and the death drive, the primary source of human aggression. This latter drive aimed at the violent undoing of the world, including the destruction of the self. For Freud, all mental activity occurred as an attempt to let off mental steam, to reduce the accumulated tension of these neglected drives. This need was expressed in wishes and urges; any reduction in mental pressure was experienced as pleasure. Painful memories, then, were not the only thoughts that were shunted into the realm of the unconscious. Stifled at an early age, our most basic drives also occupied this largely invisible terrain.

Central to Freud’s theory was the belief that the unconscious fashioned out of experience a complex symbolic language that disguised the socially unacceptable content of our drives. This “psychic alchemy” involved transforming repressed or unfulfilled drives into phobias, obsessions, and other neuroses. The surreal landscape of dreams became the primary site of these transformations, as the unconscious mind refashioned the elements of daily living into a coded representation of desire. Freud’s theory borrowed from the functionalist and associationist schools of the English psychologists the idea that, through experiences, particular phenomena become associated with pleasure or pain. For Freud, it was repressed drives that were ultimately responsible for these associations, which collectively gave rise to affect, or the emotional lens through which a given person sees the world. Moreover, these associations were all embedded in a complex web of meaning. Over time, certain stimuli became linked to other stimuli; affect attached to one object or idea could be “displaced” onto another.

Perhaps Freud’s most enduring observation was that motivations have both biological and psychological correlates. He was right that stimuli, both external and internal, can elicit emotional reactions, that the motivational forces behind our actions are not necessarily apparent, and that emotional processing can cause intense distress. In short, he recognized that the boundary separating wellness and distress is fluid. Freud’s unconscious was populated not by submerged ideas or memories that floated, from time to time, to the surface of consciousness. (That, for Freud, was the “preconscious.”) Rather, the unconscious had its own structure, rules, and dynamics that walled its contents off from the conscious mind. Freud postulated that drives remained in the unconscious because their content was antithetical to the very foundations of culture. He compared the forces of repressed desire to the “legendary Titans, weighed down since primeval ages by the massive bulk of the mountains which were once hurled upon them by the victorious gods and which are still shaken.”

Only in his later years did Freud fully articulate his structural model of the mind. On this model, the id was the origin of the aggressive and libidinal drives; “a cauldron full of seething excitations,” the id has “no organization, produces no collective will, but only a striving to bring about the satisfaction of the instinctual needs subject to the observance of the pleasure principle.” These diffuse energies could be sublimated into the ego, a more mature, integrated conception of the self.

There was little empirical evidence to support Freud’s hypotheses. The only tangential evidence for the unconscious that Freud could muster was memory: if we can know something at two distinct points in time, then such memories must reside somewhere in the interim. Moreover, any study of the clinical efficacy of psychoanalysis was necessarily uncontrolled. As several writers have noted, Freud’s clinical strategy was largely fitting traces of evidence into an organized, comprehensible, and compelling whole. “When we invent an unconscious mind to give coherence and continuity to the conscious, we voluntarily leave the sphere of fact for the sphere of fiction,” wrote the psychologist E. B. Titchener in 1910.

Nonetheless, by shifting the study of the mind away from morality and rationality and toward the unstable ground of desire, Freud moved science toward a clearer understanding of human thought and behavior.

At the same time, even Freud’s own disciples lamented that Freud did not pay enough attention to the problem of affect. As one scholar of Freud concluded, “We do not possess a systematic statement of the psychoanalytic theory of affects.” Another scholar described Freud’s theory of affect as “fitful” and “largely unfocused.” Defining the unconscious as the source of all drives ultimately proved futile: by focusing on altered states of consciousness such as hypnosis and dreams, Freud failed to prove the relevance of his theory to everyday mental life. By the end of the twentieth century, orthodox Freudianism had become the province of an increasingly small group of clinicians and theorists.

Freud’s downfall reflected not only the fantastical nature of his theories, which reduced all drive to sex and aggression, but also the clinical failure of psychoanalysis, or of the talking cure, to eradicate psychopathology. As scholars adopted an increasingly critical perspective on Freudian analysis, the content of analysis came to be seen as the mental projection of the treating physician. After all, Freud rejected the possibility that insight could result from conscious mental activity on the part of the patient. By subtly planting suggestions, the therapist could convince the patient that a fantastical narrative was not only plausible but irrefutably true. The results of this process were more akin to “theatrical scripts or stage directions” than to scientific findings, according to a scholar. This is not to say that therapy in itself had no value. In addition to revealing the inadequacies of a given narrative, the therapist could work with the patient to develop a new theatrical script. The sum total of our past experiences and anxieties about the future would still have a role in determining what and how we think, feel, and behave, but these individual constellations of meaning could always be reorganized, or viewed from a more flattering angle.

One of the most important, albeit unsung, inheritors of the Freudian tradition was an aspiring playwright turned psychologist named Silvan Tomkins. Like Freud, Tomkins valued intellectual originality and refused to make his theories conform to accepted scientific dogma. His influence, however, has barely been recognized by the psychiatric establishment.

Though Tomkins agreed with Freud that mental illness is ultimately emotional in nature—a disorder of feelings—he thought that Freud was unduly wedded to drive theory. Freud saw in the obstinate recurrence of traumatic memories a hidden desire to rewrite one’s personal history, to be given a second chance at redemption. Patients enthralled by trauma were acting out the haunting “if only” of remorse: if only I had dodged the bullet; if only I had rescued the child.

For Tomkins, however, more important than drives or wish fulfillment was how such thoughts became dominant, or immune to our feeble attempts at controlling them. In the case of a soldier tormented by traumatic memories of war, for instance, Tomkins saw no wish fulfillment at work: what end could such repetition of trauma possibly serve? Rather than posit entire narratives of submerged or hidden desire, Tomkins turned his attention to the forces that reactivated these traumatic memories and invested them with so much power.

Tomkins found the germ of an answer in awareness, or attention. Over the past six decades, the cognitive sciences have gradually returned to these basic questions: How do our brains represent the world around us (sounds, smells, images, and thoughts)? How is information processed and transformed as it travels through neurons and across synapses? Rejecting the dogma that only observable actions can be studied, cognitive science has slowly but surely rekindled the study of the human experience. As scientists shifted their focus from behavior to consciousness, the acquisition, processing, storage, and transformation of information became important subjects of study.

Yet missing from this approach is any attempt to understand the phenomenology of subjective experience—what it is like to feel, think, and be. For Freud, drives, not experience, were central to understanding the mind. Affect was simply the conscious perception of underlying desire, the sex drive or the death drive. Tomkins saw affect as an object of study in its own right, akin to drive, perception, memory, and cognition. Whereas drives represented biological needs, affects were innate reactions to the environment that could either amplify or inhibit drives: in the absence of an excited affect, Tomkins argued, the sex drive becomes rather impotent. Over the course of his life, he identified nine basic categories of affect, including interest, fear, distress, rage, and humiliation. Though these affects triggered thoughts and desires, the triggering process itself was automatic and virtually undetectable.

Tomkins’s contemporaries largely ignored subjective experience in favor of objective, observable action. The mind was an information processing system: science made little provision for what it feels like to be a thinking being. Yet for Tomkins, affect was the all-important lens through which we came to know the world. It was not the content of perception (what we hear, touch, taste, and think) that defined our mental life; rather, it was the affective state we brought to bear on those perceptions. Over the course of the twentieth century, Tomkins’s claims gradually took hold in the scientific community: experimentalists turned to the role of feelings in psychotherapy, and cognitivists such as Aaron Beck and Albert Ellis included affect in their models of psychopathology.

Applying the ideas of Stoicism to clinical practice, Ellis argued that “faulty” ideas were the ultimate cause of distressing thoughts. Suffering was the by-product of dysfunctional beliefs or a distorted worldview, which generated what an IT consultant might call systemic errors in processing information. Elaborating on Ellis’s theory, Beck noted that distressing thoughts cannot be simply turned off or ignored; they are functionally automatic. His solution was to bring to the surface the faulty reasoning, the irrational beliefs, that lay behind them. Cognitive behavioral therapy, or CBT, is premised on this theory: if my dysfunctional beliefs are exposed as illogical, I will come to understand that I have misconstrued a particular situation and, over time, will reorganize my perceptions.

What, then, if I already know that my worldview is dysfunctional but find myself unable to change it?

THE SCIENCE UNDERLYING CAPTURE

From Aristotle to James, those who have attempted to explain why we feel, think, and act as we do have operated within the limits of theory; their contributions were based on a philosophical perspective of the human mind. These thinkers acknowledged the difficulty of controlling thoughts, feelings, and actions, but were, for obvious reasons, unable to draw from scientific research to validate their conclusions. Today, however, advances in our understanding of the human brain have made it possible to explain such ideas in scientific terms.

But while we can view the brain with much greater accuracy, our emotional lives cannot be reduced to a single neurobiological function or theory. The human brain (and the role it plays in subjective experience) is far too intricate to reduce all subjective experience to biological principles. Our brains give rise to our abilities to learn, reason, feel, and remember, and those aspects of our lives cannot be found directly in our neurophysiology. No amount of research could track the countless stimulations, arousals, and physiological changes that affect us in a lifetime—not to mention the learning and memory that accompany these phenomena or the infinite possible responses to such variables. Our knowledge of the brain is still and always will be evolving.

Despite these constraints, however, a theory of mental illness is more relevant if it is grounded in neurobiological evidence. By tying subjective experience to physiology, we can see how the process of capture fits within our current scientific framework.

Capture arises from a vast and complex circuitry in the brain. The brain is composed of neurons (nerve cells responsible for relaying information through electrical and chemical signals) organized in discrete layers, networks, and regions. Every time we experience something new, a neural pattern (a kind of microcircuit that connects different areas of the brain) is created in response. Over time, those neural patterns become associated with anything that evokes that experience. The sound of the ocean, the feel of sand on our feet, the glare of sun overhead are all markers of childhood trips to the beach. When we remember this kind of experience, or something connected to this experience, or even when we do something that calls to mind a thought or feeling we associate with this experience—these neural patterns are reactivated.

The brain creates these neural patterns through an elaborate sequence of events. When we encounter a stimulus (an object, a thought, a sound, a smell), our neurons begin to “fire.” When neurons fire, they transmit chemicals that stimulate neighboring neurons by binding to them, thereby opening channels that allow a positive electrical charge to flow through the cell. With this jolt of electricity, the neighboring neuron becomes unstable; when it can no longer hold back, it fires in turn, propagating its own electric signal. Thus, neural activation is a chain reaction; the firing of the first neuron initiates the response of others. And, generally, the more intense the initial stimulus, the more rapidly the neurons will fire.

There are many different kinds of neurons, and each subset, as well as each individual neuron, is highly selective in the kind of stimulus to which it responds. For example, our sensory neurons are coded to fire in response to stimuli with specific characteristics. Some sensory neurons detect pain and temperature, while others detect position, vibration, or light touch. Certain neurons in our visual system become activated only when a horizontal line passes through our visual field, while others respond only to vertical lines. There are neurons with a preference for thick lines, or for thin ones, or for lights that blink rapidly, or for those that blink slowly.

While individual sensory neurons contribute to how we perceive a stimulus, there are also “hub” neurons (highly connected neurons) located throughout the brain. These neurons receive input from multiple other subsets of neurons. In addition, there are groups of neurons in the brain that are programmed to respond in concert to the same stimulus. Together, they fire more frequently and strongly than they would if each were tuned to a separate stimulus.

The brain’s response to stimuli, then, is fundamentally a collective enterprise, with different neurons activated by different kinds of sensory input and various networks of neurons activating one another. The more frequently neurons fire together, the more powerful their connection to one another becomes. This is nicely summarized in an axiom known as Hebb’s rule: neurons that fire together wire together.

Likewise, when we are repeatedly exposed to a stimulus that triggers a particular neuron to fire, its response becomes more vigorous. That stimulus may be a drug, or a particular song, or a coworker’s taunting glare. If two characteristics of a stimulus are present at the same time—a visual cue and an associated memory, for example—neurons tuned to one characteristic may gradually become associated with neurons tuned to another.

Once a connection has been established between two neurons, or two groups of neurons, one becomes primed to activate the other. Thus, when one group of neurons fires in response to a stimulus, the second group of neurons is more likely to fire as well. A similar association occurs in regions of the brain that process information from multiple sensory sources—for example, a neuron in the visual cortex that is tuned to red and a neuron in the auditory cortex that is tuned to a certain pitch can become associated in the prefrontal cortex, the area of the brain from which our thoughts and decision making are believed to arise. Couple these two sensory inputs with the memory of an ambulance and you’ve got a clear example of Hebb’s rule.

While some neurons activate other neurons, roughly half our neurons do the opposite: they inhibit firing. Instead of transmitting a positive electrical charge to another cell, these neurons emit a negative electrical charge that counteracts any possible response from the other neuron. The chemicals capable of either strengthening or weakening the neural response, known as neuromodulators, include dopamine, serotonin, and norepinephrine.

Bundles of neurons create a network, or a neural pattern. These networks can fire together or in sequence and can communicate across different areas of the brain. Branching out even farther are networks linked to other networks, which are likewise stimulated or inhibited by neuromodulators. Each interconnected network serves a particular function, such as triggering movement or stimulating sensation within the body. These cortical networks are interconnected and never function independently.

Neurons in different regions of the brain oscillate at different frequencies. These movements are associated with different states of arousal, such as moving or sleeping. Oscillations can either allow or block the transfer of information between neurons. The complex communication that determines neural response to any stimulus is shaped by both the timing and the frequency of this oscillation within or across a network. There is increasing evidence that selective attention uses these oscillations for amplifying relevant and suppressing irrelevant and distracting information.

At the biological level, capture is the result of neural patterns that are created in response to various experiences. A first experience can result in the creation of a unique neural network that is associated with certain feelings and actions, and in turn, these neural networks can elicit emotions and physical responses. The neural response, and the gradual creation of neural patterns, is not a static or immutable process. Neurons can change their tuning based on experience; as the information coming into a neuron changes, so does its response. This offers opportunities for new learning to occur. Often referred to as neuroplasticity, this idea has largely replaced the once widely held belief that the adult brain cannot change.

Capture is predicated on our ability to selectively attend to specific stimuli. When something grabs our attention, such as when the lights come up on Bruce Springsteen in concert as he counts off the opening notes of “Born to Run,” our neurons are responding more vigorously to that particular stimulus than to the push of the crowd around us or the heat in the arena. As Springsteen starts to sing, we focus on specific stimuli because the networks of neurons that allow us to make sense of the world do not respond equally to everything in our environment. Rather, they permit us to distinguish between what matters more or less at a given moment, what is out of place or what is threatening—and to channel our attention in the appropriate direction. This is called selective attention; it is the gateway to awareness.

Yet even when we are not consciously paying attention to stimuli, our neurons are still responding to them. Neurons that fire in the presence of visual stimuli, for example, keep firing as long as our eyes are open: even as our minds have wandered from the book in our hands, we continue to register the words on the page in front of us. So many objects fall within our visual field that we cannot process all of them at once: there are simply too many stimuli competing for our attention at all times. We use the mechanism of selective attention to amplify neuronal signals so that certain stimuli become more insistent—or we inhibit signals that we do not need to consider.

The triggers of neural response are not merely sensory or external stimuli—thoughts and feelings can also activate neural firing. Separate neural networks respond to external and internal stimuli, with controls in place that allow us to switch our attention from one to the other.

There are two separate yet highly connected ways in which attention is controlled, bottom-up and top-down processing, each with its own networks of neurons. The top-down processes that control attention take place in parts of the brain that deal with sensory input and in regions that have learned to respond to tasks. These top-down processes often play a role in decision making. Most parts of the brain are involved in some sort of top-down processing.

Bottom-up processing is best understood as involuntary and automatic, a tool for detecting and focusing our attention on unexpected stimuli. Just as the body’s immune system continuously scans the body for microbial invaders, so, too, the bottom-up networks of the brain are always monitoring the environment for urgent signals. When such a stimulus is detected, these networks reorient our attention, allowing us to register it immediately. This is how we perceive a person running in front of our car even before we become consciously aware of him.

Memory also plays an important role in the process of selective attention. The brain processes memories in two different ways. Working memory, or short-term memory, is essentially a mechanism for keeping at hand information we’ve recently learned or experienced. Working memory houses information long after the initial sensory stimuli associated with an experience have disappeared: there is no object to see, smell, taste, touch, or hear, and yet we can draw on our earlier recollections. One part of working memory, lodged in the lower parts of the brain, holds the information while the higher parts of the brain manipulate and update the stored contents. The information that is currently being held in working memory determines what we are focusing on presently.

Working memory is vital for learning. For example, when you first learn to drive, you need to make an active effort to coordinate all the steps involved in safely operating a car. You need to actively think about what you are doing, a process that involves manipulating information, because the endeavor is new and challenging. After you become an experienced driver, however, the skill requires less active mental manipulation and places less demand on working memory. Indeed, once you have learned to drive, the process can become so automatic that it can be challenging to teach someone else each step in the process.

There is a close interaction between attention, which allows us to highlight relevant information, and working memory, which allows us to use that information. Both are selective processes influenced by how vigorously our neurons respond to an internal or external stimulus. When we pay attention to something, it is more likely to remain in working memory. Conversely, if something remains in working memory, there is a greater chance we will pay attention to it. The act of paying attention can also allow us to control the relevance of the contents of our working memory. Having shown a person a red object and a yellow object, we can take those items away and then ask her to think about only the red one. Immediately, the neurons tuned to red will respond more rapidly. Both objects remain in working memory, but the one to which she is giving her attention generates more activity within the circuits of the brain.

Paying attention is also the conduit to lasting recall. If an event, feeling, or thought remains in working memory long enough because it is consistently the focus of our attention, it will be processed for storage in the regions of the brain designed to house long-term memory. This pathway can also operate in the opposite direction: working memory has the capacity to bring long-term memories back into active use.

Whatever we are paying attention to at a given moment (whether it’s an external stimulus, such as food, or an internal stimulus, such as self-doubt or regret) initially resides in working memory. Over time, unless a competing goal redirects our attention, our response eventually becomes so instinctive that our brains no longer mobilize to create a new or different reaction. Our response becomes automatic—and when our response is discordant with our conscious intentions, we begin to feel as if we’re losing control. This loss of control is a key feature of capture.

There are certain stimuli that seize our attention, with obvious reason—it would be hard not to concentrate on a bear approaching us or, for that matter, Game 7 of the World Series, bottom of the ninth, bases loaded, full count. But we are not always conscious of the stimuli that command our focus and, ultimately, come to steer our thoughts, attitudes, feelings, and behavior. A good deal of new learning is implicit, meaning it is so subtle as to be imperceptible to the conscious mind. If you feel a surge of self-doubt every time you are about to speak publicly, it is very likely that your anxiety is based on a previous response to a similar experience. Subsequent related experiences, or thoughts and feelings that evoked those experiences, allowed this learned response to gain more traction along the way. This is how we come to develop patterns of behavior and emotional response without ever being aware of their taking hold.

At the core of implicit learning is the association that develops among networks of neurons as they respond to stimuli. The associations between two stimuli are strongest when both are highly salient—that is, when they have features that make them stand out from other stimuli in the environment. But even seemingly neutral stimuli can provoke a strong neural response once they become associated with a salient stimulus.

The neutral stimulus acts as a cue to the more salient stimulus, and in doing so becomes salient itself. When we encounter this neutral stimulus, we can experience strong thoughts, urges, and desires that seem to have come from nowhere. For some, merely seeing the neon sign of a bar may evoke the heady pleasures of alcohol. There is an involuntary component to this response. It is not surprising that the areas of the brain that register salience are the same areas, or are connected to the areas, that register physiological changes, such as increases in heart rate and skin temperature. This explains why our heart rate increases so soon after we encounter a salient stimulus.

How, then, does a stimulus become salient for us? At the simplest level, brightness, color, shape, motion, and novelty can all give an object salience. Sensory properties are a key determinant—a bright color in a black-and-white scene or a red balloon traveling through a blue sky are salient images. Something markedly different from surrounding objects is also salient. When researchers placed a printer on a stove, observers looked at the scene longer than they did when a cooking pot was placed in the same spot. Things that are unexpected invariably capture our attention.

There is also salience in powerful desires, immediate or distant goals, attitudes toward adversity or opportunity, and major life events. The salience of a stimulus is heavily influenced by how closely it relates to our own emotional state or personal experiences. The same stimulus can be profoundly salient to one person, but generate no response at all in another. Crossing a bridge is just part of the daily drive to most commuters, but to a few it can trigger a sweat-inducing terror. Sometimes the same stimulus will be highly salient for two people, but in opposite ways, depending on their past learning and memories. Boarding a flight back to one’s hometown, or merely thinking about getting on the flight, for example, can easily have a positive valence for one person and a negative valence for another. (Valence is the emotional dimension of a stimulus that prompts us to view it as positive, neutral, or negative.) While we all process stimuli differently, there is also a lot of commonality in how we come to assess stimuli. For example, violent or dangerous stimuli and sexually arousing stimuli are salient for many people.

Ultimately, the stimuli with the greatest salience—often those that are associated with past emotional events—capture our attention most fully. When this occurs, we pay less and less attention to other stimuli, which gradually cease to influence our emotions, or even to remain vividly in our working memory. Capture thus changes how we feel and, in turn, influences our responses to our environment in the future.

Though the exact circuitry of our brains has yet to be clearly mapped, researchers have confirmed that there are interconnected neural pathways that play a primary role in processing emotional stimuli. An essential component of this circuitry is the amygdala, the almond-shaped part of the brain’s temporal lobe. The amygdala plays a role in instigating many of our emotions (fear, arousal, and disgust, among them), but it also functions to create “relevance detection,” an individual process by which we appraise as particularly meaningful a stimulus that takes place outside consciousness. Specific portions of the amygdala are also involved in refocusing attention; still other parts of it are engaged for associating memory with particularly salient stimuli. The amygdala thus serves as a crucial neural circuit hub that prioritizes our conscious awareness. Our emotional circuitry, in turn, links the amygdala with other networks that instigate learning, memory, habit, motivation, and decision making.

This transaction wires us to pay closer attention to stimuli associated with past emotional events—which is a pivotal moment in the neurobiological narrative of capture. These very salient stimuli—the voice of an ex-lover, the handwriting of a parent, the restaurant where a crucial conversation took place—capture our attention and activate an emotional response, triggering the neural circuitry of the brain that spurs us toward motivation and action. Every time a stimulus triggers particular neurons to fire, a neural pattern emerges. Over time, this pattern is strengthened. As the intensity of the neuronal firing increases across the networks, our attention is drawn ever more acutely to the voice, the writing, the restaurant. Consequently, our thoughts and behavior are reinforced.

There is an equally important feed-forward mechanism in capture. The feed-forward loop is one of the basic elements of engineering and physics: the output of a given process becomes the input for the next stage, which then determines the next step in the process. For David Foster Wallace, this feed-forward mechanism was the source of his infinite regress: feeling broken, dispassionately scanning his mind for weakness, identifying it but finding himself still powerless to fix himself. This sequence caught him in a perpetual loop of negative thoughts and feelings.
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WHAT CAPTURES?


A CONTINUUM FROM THE ORDINARY TO MENTAL ILLNESS

The phenomenon of capture encompasses a broad spectrum of psychological concepts, including attention, learning and memory, triggers, sensitization, reinforcement (when salient stimuli inspire repetitive thoughts and behaviors), obsession, motivation, the lasting effect of childhood experiences, attachment, and perhaps most notably, emotion and mood.

The feelings associated with capture can take many forms, and can vary in intensity, duration, and quality. Sometimes the mental commotion that is provoked lasts for only a few moments. But capture can also take hold with increasing intensity over a protracted period. It can come to resemble something more like single-mindedness. It changes how we feel and can limit our worldview.

The actions we take as a result of capture also differ wildly. The effect can be temporary, with only mild consequences or changes in behavior. Or it can be so long-standing as to wholly change the course of a life. Always this process begins outside awareness. As capture takes hold and narrows our attention, we may begin to feel as if our thoughts are beyond our control—a sensation that may induce fear or even panic. Alternatively, capture can allow for an experience of flow, the sense that all consciousness is channeled in a single direction in an uninterrupted manner for positive effect.

The following stories chart a range of human experiences, from romantic yearning to addiction to artistic passion to despair. Some show how a single thought or idea can seize us in a more commonplace way, even as it gives rise to a powerful shift in perception; others depict the ways in which inflexible thought patterns lead to destructive and painful actions. The first is the only narrative told from the point of view of a fictional character—but Edith Wharton’s depiction of Darrow’s sudden capture is one to which most of us can relate. As we will see, art is often born of capture. At the same time, it might be said that art is a productive expression of the attempt to release us from capture’s grip.

REJECTION

Darrow could not wait to see his beloved Anna. And then a telegram arrived.

“Unexpected obstacle. Please don’t come till thirtieth. Anna.”

With no explanation, without the “shadow of an excuse or regret,” as Edith Wharton writes in her 1912 novel, The Reef, Anna had postponed their highly anticipated reunion for two weeks. The telegram was tossed into Darrow’s compartment as the train pulled away from the station. Though he had boarded the train looking forward to an exquisite exchange—he was planning to propose to Anna—Darrow now felt robbed. His world had been suddenly upended, and he could think of nothing else.

“All the way from Charing Cross to Dover the train had hammered the words of the telegram into George Darrow’s ears,” writes Wharton. At the end of his rail journey, as Darrow wonders whether to continue on to France, nature itself seems to turn against him: “And now, as he emerged from the compartment at the pier, and stood facing the windswept platform and the angry sea beyond, [Anna’s words] leapt out at him as if from the crest of the waves, stung and blinded him with a fresh fury of derision.”

Clearly, he’d been a fool to think Anna would ever marry him. How else could he interpret such a directive?

Three months earlier, when he’d run into her at a dinner party in London, he’d been overwhelmed by a sudden rush of memories. He could still feel the surprise of coming “upon her unexpected face, with the dark hair banded above grave eyes; eyes in which he had recognized every little curve and shadow as he would have recognized, after half a life-time, the details of a room he had played in as a child. . . . All that and more her smile had said; had said not merely ‘I remember,’ but ‘I remember just what you remember.’”

The two had had a brush with love twelve years earlier. Their attraction was instant and undeniable, but they had been too young, neither of them quite able to recognize the rarity of their feelings. Anna had slipped away—in Darrow’s view, without much sense or reason.

When, more than a decade later, they found each other once again unattached—she was widowed, he’d never married—they felt incredibly fortunate, as though they’d been granted a second chance. Darrow, roused by circumstances that seemed to him like nothing less than fate, concluded she was the woman with whom he would finally settle down.

Upon receiving the telegram, however, Darrow replayed this history in his mind, examining it with a newly critical eye, searching for his point of miscalculation. Perhaps Anna had withheld just enough to allow him to paint the strokes that he’d needed or wanted on her blank canvas. Perhaps she never felt the magnitude of emotion that, just moments earlier, he’d been certain that they had shared.

Everything was now subject to reinterpretation.

Gradually Darrow’s entire world became muted, indistinct, colorless. The passing scenery blurred into wet streaks of color, and the broken lines of conversation that reached his ears ceased to be intelligible. He was restless, wildly annoyed by the sounds of the locomotive, by everything that was not Anna.

The sting of rejection reduced the world to a hostile place: “Now in the rattle of the wind about his ears, Darrow continued to hear the mocking echo of her message: ‘Unexpected obstacle.’” As he walked out onto the pier, he was jostled and shoved by the crowd around him. A jeering chorus began to echo in his ears: “‘She doesn’t want you, doesn’t want you, doesn’t want you,’ their umbrellas and their elbows seemed to say.”

Somewhere, deep in the recesses of his mind, Darrow knew that the message might not be a rebuff, that hundreds of perfectly plausible explanations, all benign, might justify Anna’s sudden postponement. Still he could not silence the echo of those three words: “Please don’t come.”

Wharton’s character embodies a very real phenomenon: the painful rumination that can seep between the lines of even the briefest noncommittal message.

A BRUTISH FATHER

Children are especially susceptible to capture, as they struggle to make sense of an adult world that seems irrational or cruel. Memories from childhood, or any particularly formative experience, can take hold and gain significance, often to an individual’s detriment.

In a 1919 letter to his aging father, Franz Kafka reflected on his early sense of awe, fear, and confusion. “For me as a child, though, everything you barked at me was as good as God’s law,” he explained. And yet, the man issuing those commandments had been far from divine: “In your armchair you ruled the world. Your opinion was right; every other was mad, wild, meshugge, abnormal.” Even in adulthood, the writer found himself haunted by the memory of his father, unable to escape the emotional orbit of his childhood. “My writing,” he conceded, “was about you: all I did there was to lament what I could not lament on your shoulder.”

Raised by a large, domineering, brawny man, the young Franz was painfully aware of his diminutive stature. Every misstep became a disappointment, a failure to live up to his father’s masculine ideal. “I had in fact gained a little independent distance from you,” Kafka wrote, “even if in doing so I slightly resembled a worm, its tail pinned to the ground under somebody’s foot, tearing loose from the front and wriggling away to the side.” Kafka’s letter to his father was an attempt to explain a lifetime of simmering resentment; it records a series of painful memories, which imbue the everyday slights and petty tyrannies of family life with a sense of overwhelming helplessness and despair.

Eat first, talk afterward: Kafka’s father had a list of rules for the dinner table. There was to be no discussion during the meal, no cracking of chicken bones, though Kafka’s father flagrantly disregarded his own edict, tearing through a carcass of meat like a caveman, cutting his fingernails at the table, cleaning his ears with a toothpick. Vinegar was to be sipped daintily, even as his father slurped with greedy abandon. The bread was to be cut straight, though his father sawed away at it, his knife dripping with gravy. No scraps were to fall on the floor, but by the end of the meal, an impressive pile had formed around the patriarch’s chair. Above all, every last morsel was to be consumed. Why, then, did his father call his mother’s cooking “swill,” accusing “the beast” of ruining perfectly good meat?

In another episode, the young Franz remembers spending hours on a winter night begging for a glass of water, “partly to be annoying, partly to amuse myself.” As the boy continued to howl, Kafka’s father lifted him out of bed, carried him in his cotton nightshirt to the balcony of their small Prague apartment, and locked the door behind him. Shivering just outside the family home, Franz suddenly saw his existence as precarious, dispensable: “Years later it still tormented me that this giant man, my father, the ultimate authority, could enter my room at any time and, almost unprovoked, carry me from my bed out onto the pavlatche, and that meant I meant so little to him.”

This belief only grew as Kafka aged. Memories of childhood shaped not only the dark, surreal landscapes of his fiction but also his emerging understanding of his worth as a writer. His father’s criticism trailed him through adolescence and into adulthood, despite all his worldly success:


I had only to be happy about something or other, be inspired by it, come home and mention it, and your response was an ironic sigh, a shake of the head, a finger rapping the table: “Is that what all the fuss is about?” or “I wish I had your worries!” or “What a waste of time!” or “That’s nothing!” or “That won’t put food on the table!”



What is telling about Kafka’s letter is his sense of utter humiliation at the hands of a testy, demanding, sometimes hypercritical parent. Though he admits that his father “hardly ever really beat me,” Kafka recounts with dread the threat of violence that never actually occurred: “But the shouting, the way your face got all red, the hasty undoing of the braces and laying them ready over the back of the chair, all that was almost worse for me.”

What begins as a moment of domestic strife is soon transformed into the scene of a hanging:


Imagine a man who is about to be hanged. Hang him and he is dead, it is all over. But force him to witness all the preparations for his hanging and inform him of his reprieve only once the noose is dangling in front of his face, and you can make him suffer for the rest of his life.



The clarity of death seems, if only momentarily, preferable to the endless threat of humiliation. In this way, much of Kafka’s adult life was shadowed by the certainty of impending pain. This certainty began to color not only the present moment but the entire realm of future possibilities. Like the Condemned of his short story “In the Penal Colony,” the writer lived in a state of permanent suspension, as if awaiting his own execution.

Even as a successful author, Kafka remained in thrall to his father. Having so consistently deflated the aspirations of his son, the elder Kafka seemed to embody all that was flawed beyond redemption in Franz. Eventually, the young writer found that he could not even accept a rare compliment from his father: “it became a permanent habit, even when your opinion was for once the same as mine.” As the years passed, Kafka rewrote the entire narrative of his life in terms of a struggle to free himself from tyranny.

One particular image from childhood came to embody the entire weight of the writer’s suffering. Belittled by the mere physical presence of his father in the bathing hut—“There was I, skinny, frail, fragile; you strong, tall, thickset”—and ashamed at his awkwardness in the water, the young Franz felt a painful pang of recognition: “at such moments all my past failures would come back to haunt me.”

DRINK

“I loved the way drink made me feel, and I loved its special power of deflection, its ability to shift my focus away from my own awareness of self,” writes Caroline Knapp in her bestselling 1996 memoir, Drinking: A Love Story.

Few writers or scientists have better described the particular experience of the addict.

“I loved the sounds of drink: the slide of a cork as it eased out of a wine bottle, the distinct glug-glug of booze pouring into a glass, the clatter of ice cubes in a tumbler.

“I loved the rituals, the camaraderie of drinking with others.

“I loved . . . the warming, melting feelings of ease and courage it gave me. . . .

“A love story. Yes: this is a love story,” she wrote. “It’s about passion, sensual pleasure, deep pulls, lust, fears, yearning hungers. It’s about needs so strong they’re crippling.”

For some of Knapp’s readers, the description of ice cubes clattering in a glass evokes an entire world. The images that Knapp so lovingly describes revolve around a potent experience: the anticipation of alcohol. These anticipatory cues have the power to arouse interest, focus attention, spark desire. Knapp writes, “I still don’t know, today, if that hunger originated within the family or if it was something I was simply born with.”

In fact, capture is the result of learning and memory. Cues have no significance in the absence of associations with past experience. If you’ve never been a smoker, then the crinkling of cellophane, the throat scratch, the curl of smoke, the image of a camel or a cowboy will have no resonance; they certainly won’t prompt you suddenly to desire a cigarette.

Knapp finally answers her own question about the origins of her love affair with alcohol. It was not simply “love at first sight.” As she writes in Drinking, “the relationship developed gradually, over many years, time punctuated by separations and reunions.”


Dear Dad,

I got drunk the night you died. I also got drunk the night of your funeral, and the next night, and every night after that for one year, 10 months, and 13 days.

This is stuff we never talked about, at least not directly: your drinking, my drinking, our drinking, the way they all got tangled up together, in such subtle and seductive ways. So I thought I’d bring it up. I suspect that you—a psychiatrist, an analyst, both in and out of the family—would have a special appreciation for what this means, what it means to broach a secret like this. On the surface, it all looks so unseemly: The daughter of an analyst, an alcoholic.

Doesn’t sit well, does it? Doesn’t feel right. But you knew a lot about how surfaces deceived, how turmoil could bubble and roil beneath even the loveliest facades, and how complicated this business is, living and trying to love people and coping with difficult feelings.

I don’t remember my first drink, but I suspect I had it with you. I suspect we were sitting in the living room, where you and mom had cocktails every evening. . . . I loved drinking, for a long time. I loved it so much I could have died for it, literally. . . . I learned how to drink from you, from watching you. I saw you come in after work and mix up the pitcher of martinis, and I saw how the tension began to drain out of you after you drank the first one. . . . There was always such an edge of sadness to you.



Knapp identifies, as only an addict can, the central tenet of addiction: a firm, undeniable, unalterable conviction of need. This “I need it” feeling is cued by some stimulus: our attention is diverted, gliding as if propelled by gravity toward the glass. In this sense, it is not the substance itself that captures us; rather, the feelings that the substance produces narrow our field of attention until it is occupied entirely by the object of our craving. As Knapp writes, “I sometimes think of alcoholics as people who’ve elevated that search to an art form or a religion, filling the emptiness with drink, chasing drink after drink, sometimes killing themselves in the effort. They may give up liquor, but the chase is harder to stop.”

Knapp compares the alcoholic’s near-religious search for peace to her childhood fixation on the perfect “pair of patent-leather party shoes” or “horseback-riding lessons”—complete, of course, with “knee-high riding boots and exactly the right kind of black velvet riding hat”—or the “tallest Christmas tree in the lot.” In each of these cases, underlying a particular desire was something other than its ostensible object—the promise, however illusory, of contentment. For Knapp, there was always “some spiritual carrot on a stick promising comfort and relief.”

PHYSICAL PAIN

Throughout adolescence, Caroline Kettlewell was a cutter. In her book Skin Game, she tries to make sense of the episodes of self-harm that lasted through her twenties: “When I started . . . I had no idea, really, why I was cutting. I just knew it was what I had to do. I wasn’t blind to the fact that it looked pretty crazy to be cutting yourself like that.” Alongside the normal-seeming teenager drifted a shadowy presence of anxiety and dread: “Every day I got up and went to school, ate my meals and did my homework, walked and talked through my life, but every day I felt I was spinning a little bit further out of my own control, as if I had only the most tenuous connection with that Caroline.”

Kettlewell describes the moments before she cut herself as a “terrible, itching, twitching restless unease.” This unease became an “oppressive tension, like something crawling on my flesh, and I wanted to shake it from my skin the way a horse shakes flies. I sat on my bed, digging my fingernails into my face, wanting to tear the skin away. What do you do with a want like that?”

In the wake of these experiences, Caroline tried to sort out how an ordinary person might end up behaving in ways that were not only self-destructive, but also utterly bizarre. What was it that drove her to hurt herself? None of Caroline’s “penny ante” teenage concerns provided an adequate explanation: “How many troubles should equal a legitimate reason for self-mutilation?” She drew up a list of possible explanations: cranks and eccentrics in the family lineage (drinkers, depressives, and suicides); extreme homesickness bordering on panic; fear of the night; nightmares. But none of these explanations seemed sufficient, or true to her experience. All she knew was that she somehow had to satisfy her need, and that when she cut, the anxious restlessness was gone. Cut, and you could get through the day. Cut, and you could do your homework.


I let the razor’s edge kiss the pale skin near my left elbow, and then drew it slowly—so slowly that I could feel through the blade the faintest tug of resistance and the sudden giving way of the flesh along my arm. There was a very fine, an elegant pain, hardly a pain at all, like the swift and fleeting burn of a drop of hot candle wax. In the razor’s wake, the skin melted away, parted to show briefly the milky white subcutaneous layers before a thin, beaded line of rich crimson blood seeped through the inch-long divide. Then the blood welled up and began to distort the pure, stark edges of my delicately wrought wound. The chaos in my head spun itself into a silk of silence. I had distilled myself to the immediacy of hand, blade, blood, flesh.



She would cut when she felt frustrated, or humiliated, or insecure, or guilty, or lonely. “I wanted to cut for the cut itself,” she explains, “for the delicate severing of capillaries, the transgression of veins. I needed to cut the way your lungs scream for air when you swim the length of the pool underwater in one breath.”

Caroline’s search for the genesis of her cutting ultimately led to a dead end. The clues she had hoped to uncover, some initial emotional charge or circumstance pressed into memory, never emerged. She craved the emotional release, the unraveling of some invisible knot in the moment of “elegant pain,” but the feelings seemed to carry no intelligible meaning, nothing beyond the fullness of sensation in the moment.

In this sense, Caroline found a way to draw her focus away from what was distracting or troubling her and toward a moment that she could orchestrate. This very orchestration becomes a type of capture in and of itself. It leads to a feedback loop that is difficult to break. One of the conundrums of understanding the genesis of these behaviors is determining whether they represent antecedents or consequences, causes or effects. Was Caroline captured by cutting and therefore drawn to it in moments of discomfort or anxiety, or was cutting the result of being captured by anxiety and needing release? The fact is that capture can beget capture.

CHILDHOOD TRAUMA

As a child, Nora was confused by the disparity between the superficial image her family presented and the reality she experienced, which rendered her unable to make fundamental distinctions—between love and aggression, safety and danger, rationality and chaos. “All families have protocols,” she reasons, “systems that are designed to create illusions and obscure realities.”

For a long time, Nora lived alone with her terror within family life. “In one of my earliest memories,” she tells me, “I am sitting at the dinner table—our household was a linen on the table, sixty minutes of adult conversation, and elbows off the table kind of dinner place—and I threw up. I don’t know if I was sick or nervous. I have no idea. But I vomited everywhere. At this point in my memory, everything goes silent, my mother’s mouth is opening and closing, she’s making noises, but I’m not hearing. I bolt from the table—although I see this happening in slow motion now—and she chases me. Some yards later, she finds me and grabs me. She tries to force me to eat my own vomit. I pee all over myself. I remember little else for some time after that.”

There are many of these types of stories spanning the years—operatic scenes in which Nora’s mother yells at her for days on end, locks her in her room, wakes her up in the middle of the night to teach her a lesson, demands an apology for something that never occurred, tells her daughter that she has made a horrific mess of her life.

Years later, Nora links her near-constant sense of panic in adulthood to these traumatic experiences. “I remember staring at my mother and thinking, ‘If I make myself as tiny as possible, there’s going to be some bit of me you’re not going to get.’”

In adolescence, Nora found that some behaviors offered temporary relief from her overwhelming anxiety. Over the course of a decade, she traded one compulsive behavior for the next in a continual effort to create a world in which she was in control.

“Cigarettes helped me do everything,” she says. “They got me up in the morning, they got me out of the house, they got me through social interactions. They were the best camouflage because there was all that action involved and all those things you could do with your hands. I felt protected. I could take a drag on a cigarette and use that as a minute to collect my thoughts before responding to somebody.”

Whereas smoking promised a refuge from others, amphetamines later offered Nora an escape from herself. “Oh, I loved speed!” she says, genuinely brightening at the memory. “I mean everything people find objectionable about being up all the time and being really speedy felt really normal to me. I felt less fear—and just faster. I felt like it was me but in refined form.”

Speed was her one and only; Nora was never interested in other drugs. Anorexia, however, would soon provide a way for her to let go of reality altogether. It was a sublime act of restraint and precision, and she carried it out with devout austerity. “I loved the counting. You know, how many slices can you cut an apple into? I felt morally right. I thought everybody else was wrong,” she says, describing this time in her twenties. “And I liked being in a little bit of pain all the time; I think it made me feel purified.”

This self-made universe was so suited to Nora’s emotional needs that she lost sight of all else: “Despite needing to buy children’s clothing, weighing seventy pounds, not menstruating, I was absolutely positive that I was the healthiest person in the world. I thought I was in perfect control.”

And yet, one by one, these actions ultimately left her more vulnerable than protected. So she made a clean break. She quit smoking. She gave up amphetamines. And when she found herself in the hospital trying to rip IVs out of her arm because she was worried about how many calories they were pumping into her body, she let go of anorexia as well.

None of these behaviors, Nora admits, offered lasting relief from the constant terror of being inside her own mind.

“I feel so fragmented—there is not enough of me to rally to my defenses, to stave off the outside. Any request or demand can frighten me,” she explains. “You know, going to the drugstore. Maybe that’s going to be okay, maybe that’s not going to be okay. And the first time it isn’t okay—if I fail once standing on line because I got frightened—then drugstores are off the list until I can force them back on.”

“What scares you about the line?” I ask.

“I might be unable to cope with the crowd. I could make a spectacle of myself. I’m always afraid of not functioning, so I’m always monitoring.” When she was younger, she would drive someplace (to the dry cleaner, for example) and then sit in her car, unable to go in. “I would have to talk,” she says. “That last step would be too much for me.”

This “self-modulating,” the incredible energy she puts into assessing herself and the circumstances before doing anything, has held Nora back in innumerable ways. “I feel to some extent that I have wasted much of life fighting just to stay present,” she admits.

“I’m always struggling, at least on some level, to quiet what I call noise, by which I mean an endlessly shifting series of anxiety-based distractions, everything from basic internal self-loathing babble to phobias. I always feel, even when at my best, that I am juggling.”

Nora’s attempts to “stay present” are exercises in control. Exerting control of any kind, even over things that are inconsequential, calms her and makes her feel better. The more she can control what is around her, the safer she feels. But these efforts are also obstacles to freedom, as her need for control becomes its own prison. Nora is caught in a never-ending loop. I ask her if she thinks she would ever be able to ignore the urge to keep herself in such tight check. What would happen?

“I can’t imagine not exerting maximum control,” she counters immediately.

I mention that her anorexia was a similar exercise in self-regulation, one from which she finally managed to free herself, although she experienced a profound sense of loss when she decisively ended the behavior.

“My life started with every manifestation of my not having control. That was the whole point, that I had no power,” she reflects. “So now I think that controlling myself is power. It feels like the only way I can stay alive.

“I guess that’s why it doesn’t matter to me how small the things I’m controlling are; I don’t care if I’m controlling the way the Q-tips look in a jar because, you know, I’ve mastered the Q-tips.”

Nora admits that she’d be happier if she could loosen her grip. She feels that the constant striving for self-mastery is exhausting. But if she didn’t count the Q-tips, where would that energy go? In her view, she has created an elaborate, and successful, ritual for fending off the larger panic, the one that beckons from her childhood.

BLIND LOVE

“A day doesn’t go by when I don’t think about him,” explained Jackie, a successful book editor in her mid-forties who lives in New York.

Jackie knew that I wanted to talk to her because of her need to talk about him. Although she is exceptionally successful in her professional life, her affair with a married convicted felon brought her to the verge of emotional ruin, leaving her vulnerable to capture by other negative behaviors, including excessive drinking and compulsive sex.

Jackie looked around. “I didn’t realize how much anxiety being in a restaurant causes me, with those beautiful glasses of wine over there.”

Almost ten years ago, Jackie’s younger sister, Laura, a lawyer in Oklahoma, called her to talk about one of her clients, a former finance wunderkind and oil executive named Paul. Paul had recently been indicted on a charge for which he faced up to thirty years in prison, and was appealing a conviction on another set of white-collar charges. Laura had become fond of Paul and his wife, Gloria. She was indignant on behalf of her client, and said that everyone involved in the case was convinced that the charges were overblown. Paul was interested in writing a book about his experience of the justice system. Would Jackie be willing to meet with him to share her knowledge of the publishing industry?

In October 2005, Jackie and Paul arranged to meet. A strapping middle-aged man wearing an immaculately tailored suit arrived in her office. “There was this twinkle in his eye, and I just thought, ‘This guy’s handsome.’ I had to catch my breath.” Jackie couldn’t help acknowledging her immediate attraction. “Convicted criminal, married, but the way he looked at me, the way he smiled at me—it felt like the universe had moved.”

Jackie had never reacted so viscerally to an introduction before. Her face flushed, and the office noises around her quieted and fell away. Still, she remained calm and professional. She offered Paul advice on structuring a book proposal and finding an agent, and then they parted ways. They exchanged a few follow-up e-mails, which were a bit flirtatious in tone, but not out of the ordinary on her end, given her gregarious, warm personality. Then she heard from her sister that Paul had been convicted and sent to a medium-security prison.

Jackie is buzzing with excitement as she recounts the story—racing through the narrative, then jumping back to insert details she left out. When I comment on her evident excitement, she says that she loves talking about him: “In the moment, I feel alive.”

Nothing happened after their first meeting, as Paul would soon begin a thirteen-month term in prison. After his release, he scheduled a meeting with Jackie, with a renewed interest in writing his story. Seeing his face again, Jackie felt a familiar excitement; this time, though, she instantly committed to the project. They decided to discuss the book that night over dinner at a restaurant in Greenwich Village. Jackie remembers more specific details about that evening than perhaps any other moment in her ensuing three-year relationship with Paul.

“I remember seeing him from this crowded bar. I remember I had the sea bass. I remember he ordered a bottle of pinot noir. I remember that we were three tables from the door.”

After dinner, which lasted a couple of hours, Paul offered to drop Jackie off at her apartment. While the cab was heading uptown, he gently placed his hand on her thigh.

“He didn’t grab my thigh. He just touched it with his hand, and it lingered there for—it felt like three hours, but it was probably all of ten minutes.”

Jackie describes this moment as “the opening of a door.” The combination of dread and desire—dread perhaps that her desire, which she knew was wrong, might be fulfilled—was almost unbearable.

After their dinner, Paul began to e-mail her more frequently; for Jackie, what began as a confused aura of attraction gradually evolved into a deep need. Soon she was unable to think of anything other than Paul. When one literary agent declined to work on the project, Jackie felt an inexplicable sense of obligation toward Paul and the book he had yet to write. “I knew how important doing this book would be to him. I felt such injustice happened to this man and I needed to help him. I thought, ‘We have to do this book, I have to. I owe it to him.’” His only hope of redemption, she believed, was telling his story, and she was the only person in his life with the publishing acumen to help. He started sending her portions of the text, noting that he hadn’t told his wife about some of the things he was revealing to her. She would edit his work, then spend hours on the phone discussing the project with him.

“It gave meaning to my little world,” she says. “I got so enveloped in his story: the story and the man were completely enmeshed.”

Over the course of a few weeks, the phone calls became longer, and the discussion veered toward things other than the book. Eventually, Paul confessed his burgeoning feelings for her. Despite her attraction to Paul, Jackie responded angrily, reminding him of his family, and even of her own nascent relationship with a young lawyer. Jackie resisted in part, she says, because she had been previously involved in a scarring relationship with a married man. But Paul was relentless: “He basically said he was in love with me. I went to a department store and walked around in a fog.” When a song that reminded her of Paul came over the loudspeaker, she began to cry. She called her sister for advice. Laura told her that, although she was sure Paul and his wife would eventually divorce, Jackie should not get involved with him. “You are out of your mind,” she said, and for the moment, Jackie agreed.

Paul eased up at first, and then reinitiated the wooing. “That’s when he started sending me little notes about how much he loved even my fingers, my hands,” Jackie recalls. He soon told her he was saving their e-mails to show their future children. He insisted his relationship with his wife was over and that Jackie was the woman he really wanted. Eventually, Jackie gave in. She describes the decision as an enormous relief. “I just surrendered,” she says. “I couldn’t take it anymore.”

The two began a physical relationship, and also continued to work together on the book, which served as a convenient cover. They communicated almost every waking minute: by phone, by instant message, and by e-mail. Jackie jumped whenever her BlackBerry beeped, hoping it was an e-mail or a text from Paul. He begged her not to leave him during what would certainly be a trying period, insisting that when the time was right, he would leave his family and start a new one with her. “This is going to be the hardest thing in the world,” he’d say. “You can’t leave me.”

Jackie found Paul’s reliance on her thrilling. She was infatuated with his height, his freckles, his confident swagger, and she loved that he seemed totally enamored of her. It was a new experience for Jackie—to be treated as truly beautiful rather than merely sexually enticing. She also found Paul’s professional achievements alluring, partially because wealth had always felt so unattainable to her, the child of a hotel maid and an electrician. This good-looking, rich man was for her an unattainable ideal.

After about a year of carrying on their clandestine romance, Jackie and Paul received devastating news. In November, Paul lost his appeal and was told he would soon have to return to prison. Jackie swears that long before he told her the news, she knew instinctively that something was wrong: “I remember feeling like I was immersed in this dark energy.” After he relayed the news to Jackie, the two went to pray at the local Catholic church. But their prayers would go unanswered. Right after the New Year, in 2009, Paul returned to prison.

“That’s when my insane dedication and love for him grew exponentially,” Jackie says. “I lived for those two phone calls a week.” Sensing that her friends were unsympathetic, Jackie isolated herself, communicating only with her priest and confidant, Father John. She would write lengthy missives to Paul, and spend the evenings drinking wine. Whenever possible, she flew to the midwestern town where he was incarcerated, and while she became friendly with others visiting their loved ones in prison, she was able to convince herself that she was ultimately different from them. Paul, she rationalized, hadn’t committed a violent crime or sold drugs, like some of his fellow prisoners; he was the target of an “injustice of the greatest proportion,” perpetrated by a spiteful judge. Jackie, too, was a victim of a grave injustice: “This was preventing me from getting on with my life,” she explains. “This was preventing me from having children.” The quest for Paul’s freedom became her life, a cause to which she would devote herself.

Jackie readily admits that she is at her best when faced with an obstacle, and these years were no exception. The moment Paul returned to prison, she reached out to everyone she knew in a position of political power, or anyone in media who might be willing to publicize the case. She even had a friend approach a congressman and ask to have a certain sympathetic U.S. attorney’s confirmation sped up in the hope of having Paul’s conviction thrown out.

That May, Father John invited Jackie to go along on a church trip to Israel. She eagerly accepted: “My mission was to go there and pray for Paul.” She beseeched God at the Western Wall, on top of Mount Horeb, and at prominent Catholic churches in Jerusalem. She acquired numerous prayer beads and other totemic objects to pass along to Paul. A visit to the prison where Jesus was said to have been held the night before his crucifixion was especially emotional; the parallel, between one wrongfully imprisoned man and another, was almost too much to bear. Throughout, she found comfort in her singular sense of purpose: “I felt this heaviness, but I also felt like I was doing the right thing and that all my prayers and efforts were going to get me closer to victory.”

Paul was paroled late that autumn. First, he was transferred to a halfway house; a few months later, he was allowed to go home, albeit with a monitoring device. Finally, he got word that the recently appointed U.S. attorney, the one with ties to Jackie’s friend, had dropped the case. It remained unclear whether Jackie’s machinations were behind this outcome.

Not long after receiving this good news, Paul began to renege on some of the promises he had made to Jackie early in their relationship. He put off divorce proceedings against his wife, who had found out about Jackie and Paul’s affair, and although he was looking at real estate in New York, he told her he didn’t think they should live together right away. “I could feel him pulling away,” Jackie says. They got into an argument one evening after Jackie, who had been drinking, made a sharp comment about Paul’s wife. She suggested they take a break; when he agreed, she completely fell apart.

“I could barely breathe,” she remembers. “My heart wouldn’t stop pounding. It was physically painful.”

Jackie describes herself in the wake of their breakup as barely functional—“like a zombie.” Sitting in her office, she would inevitably succumb to the urge to look at pictures of Paul on her computer. This would lead to reading old e-mails and, inevitably, sobbing. “I would have to close my door at work and just heave,” she says. She cried everywhere: at work, on the subway, at home at night listening to songs she and Paul had once loved. “My doctor put me on medication because all I could do was weep and weep and weep.”

Jackie began to drink heavily. She had always relied on alcohol to calm her when she was nervous, but now her drinking “skyrocketed.” Through the holidays, she consumed copious amounts of alcohol, and then on New Year’s Eve, after a night of heavy drinking, she tripped on the sidewalk in front of her apartment and fell directly on her face. She spent the next day in the emergency room. The incident didn’t scare her, though; she did not care about her pain. If only she were different, she thought—prettier, more confident, more something. If only she had fought harder for him. “I felt that the loss was so great,” she explained, “that only sobbing and feeling completely depleted would honor it.”

She continued to drink heavily for the next four years, hoping to drown out the memories of Paul. Often when she was drunk, she sought out the company of men, and soon she found herself using sex as a way to numb the pain of rejection. She slept with other married men, colleagues, strangers, men she didn’t remember going to bed with when she woke up the next morning, head pounding from a hangover. “I wanted to get revenge on the world by behaving irresponsibly.”

Finally, she decided to get sober. And though it’s been five years since they’ve seen each other and one year since she stopped drinking, thoughts of Paul still continue to enter her mind, unbidden. “I still sit on the subway and fantasize that something horrible will happen to me and that Paul will feel guilty for the rest of his life.”

OBSCENE FASCINATION

Richard Berendzen never planned the calls. Yet they always seemed to happen in the afternoon, when he felt most anxious. Once his thoughts strayed to the receiver on his desk, he could think of nothing else.

The then-president of American University in Washington, DC, Berendzen at first made the calls only sporadically. By January 1990, however, the frequency had increased. Having chosen his victims from newspaper ads for child-care services, Berendzen would ask his assistants to hold all incoming calls and would go into his private study, where he would draw the blinds and turn off the lights. Whenever he felt stressed—his “head spinning and temples throbbing”—Berendzen’s mind would wander from his work to the telephone, and he would soon find himself reaching for the classified sections of the newspaper.

“When I made a call, I mentally left my book-lined study. I abandoned the presidency,” Berendzen notes. “I forsook my wife and daughters. I turned away from all that I had studied. . . . Ninety-nine percent of me was the man the world saw: university president, husband, father. But that other one percent was a bomb about to explode, destroying everything I stood for and had worked to achieve.”

Berendzen asked one of the women who believed she was being interviewed for a nanny position whether she had an “open family” and explained that his wife and children were accustomed to walking around their house naked. “We share everything,” he allegedly said, “and I do mean everything.”

Berendzen described to the women in graphic detail having sex with his children. He talked about his extensive collection of child pornography and sometimes even insisted that he kept a four-year-old Filipino girl as a sex slave. Learning that one of his victims had two daughters of her own, he suggested, in vain, that she put them on the line so that he could instruct them to perform sexual acts on their mother. He also boasted that he used a collection of sadomasochistic instruments to discipline his family. “He [said he] had a wheel in his basement that he would strap his wife to,” said one woman. Sometimes he told his victims that he was masturbating as they spoke.

The case made headlines throughout the country. Berendzen’s psychiatrists contended that his calls were linked to sexual abuse he had endured as a child. Paul McHugh, who was chairman of the Department of Psychiatry at Johns Hopkins University, told Nightline, “This behavior . . . is a kind of a foreign body imprinted in him earlier in his life, and we are very confident, looking at the behavior itself, that it wasn’t a kind of erotic enjoyment . . . but rather a kind of horrible fascination about what happened to him as a child and whether those things were happening to others.”

Whether or not Berendzen derived pleasure from the calls, it is clear that he could think of nothing but his erotic fantasies: all other thoughts dissolved. Sexual counselors often refer to this “trance state” as one of the emotional dimensions of sexual experience. In Constructing the Sexual Crucible, David Schnarch traces this experience along a continuum of intensity: “Depth of involvement in sexual trance increases as day-to-day reality fades, replaced by increasing concentration on the sexual reality of the moment.” Initially, the individual remains rooted in day-to-day reality, “scanning the environment unrelated to the sexual encounter.” As the sexual trance deepens, “daily reality fades and interest is focused on the sexual interaction,” though attention remains “vulnerable to minor external interruptions.” At its strongest, sexual capture completely obliterates the surrounding world: “the individual becomes totally absorbed in the sexual reality and loses awareness of extraneous events.”

“I’ve heard of people,” Berendzen said, “who become so transfixed by a fire that they stick their arm into it. Such actions lie outside logic; caution and reason have nothing to do with them. . . . As the conversations continued, I fell further and further into the flames.”

GAMBLING

With five or ten louis d’or in his pocket, Fyodor Dostoyevsky headed to the casino. Hours later, the novelist returned home, disconsolate and penniless, and begged his wife to forgive him his “abominable passion.”

Night after night, Anna Dostoyevsky recorded her husband’s pleas in her diary: “He said pathetically that he reproached himself for his weakness . . . that he loved me, that I was his beautiful wife, and that he was not worthy of me.

“Then,” she added, “he asked me to give him some more money.”

This pattern repeated itself for years, as Fyodor and Anna’s household funds dwindled to almost nothing. Nightly rounds of breast-beating and penitence led only to further recklessness: “But Fedya implored me to give him at least two louis, so that he could go to the tables and get some relief.” Anna no longer blamed her husband’s gambling on an “ordinary lack of willpower”; rather, it was “something elemental, which even a person of strong character would be powerless to resist. It was something . . . one had to view as an illness for which there was no cure.”

Every so often Fyodor would come home beaming, impatient to regale Anna with tales of his success at the roulette table. Though Anna hoped that these rare jackpots would finance Fyodor’s literary work, the cache would all too soon be raided. Once his winnings had trickled back to the casino, Dostoyevsky would make the rounds of the local pawnshops, carrying his wife’s winter coat, a pair of boots, even his wedding ring.

Anna did her very best to steer her husband away from his self-destructive habits, but “devilish gaming” held Fyodor in its thrall. In a letter to his brother Michael, Dostoyevsky described the financial tumult of those years: “Within a quarter of an hour I won 600 francs. This whetted my appetite. Suddenly I started to lose, couldn’t control myself and lost everything. . . . I risked 35 napoléons and lost them all. I had 6 napoléons d’or left to pay the landlady and for the journey. In Geneva I pawned my watch.”

This cycle of exhilaration and desperation left its mark not only on Dostoyevsky’s marriage but on his writing. Early in his career, to avoid a stint in debtors’ prison, Dostoyevsky signed a highly unusual contract with a Russian publisher. If the writer did not deliver a novel by November 1 of that year, the publisher would acquire the right to publish all Dostoyevsky’s works for nine years without compensating him. Panicked, Dostoyevsky dictated a semiautobiographical novel, The Gambler, to Anna in less than one month.

Set in the fictional German spa town of Roulettenburg, The Gambler chronicles the misadventures of Alexei Ivanovich, a young tutor who gambles obsessively, both in the casino and in love. With every turn of the roulette wheel, Alexei tries to free himself from the drudgery of circumstance—in particular, his failure to win the affections of the beautiful but aloof Polina Suslova. As Alexei contemplates his first bet of the evening, the entire world fades away, and the steady march of time stretches into a glistening band. “Gamblers,” writes Dostoyevsky, “know how a man can sit for almost twenty-four hours at cards, without looking to right, or to left.” The novel’s many gamblers all crave this opiated lull: When Antonida Vasileva sees “a truly splendid carriage” whirl by, she perfunctorily raises her head and asks, “‘What is that? Whose is it?’”

“But,” Alexei says with a sigh, “I believe she did not even hear my answer.”

As his chances at romantic success dwindle, the tables exert an ever stronger pull on Alexei. He no longer thinks of money; rather, he gambles for the pleasure of risk itself: “And then—what a strange sensation!—I remember distinctly how all of a sudden a terrible craving for risk took possession of me, now quite apart from any promptings of vanity. It may be that, in passing through so many sensations, the soul does not become sated but is only stimulated by them and will ask for more and even stronger sensations until utterly exhausted.”

In the climactic scene of the novel, this state of blissful suspension is interrupted only when Alexei hears the other players marveling at his winnings. He later admits that, for those precious few hours, he didn’t think once of his unrequited love for Polina: “I was then experiencing an overwhelming pleasure . . . scooping up and raking in the bank notes which were piling up before me.”

“They couldn’t tell where their finger ended and the screen started,” explained Natasha Schüll. An anthropologist who studies compulsive gambling, Schüll was describing her research subjects, whose game of choice was video poker.

All Schüll’s subjects described a moment of intoxicating release, “a state in which they no longer experienced themselves as subjects in the world. They had no social identity, there was no time—all of those structures fell away. Time, money, space, the existence of other people—they all dropped away. There was only this movement, this sort of continual motion.”

For these gamblers, the goal of play is to flood their attention to the exclusion of all else. Schüll’s subjects compared the force of their cravings to a magnet, pulling and pulling inexorably. When they sat in front of a poker machine, it was as if time had stopped; they were soon in a trance, on autopilot. They would do whatever they could to stay in this altered mental state, totally absorbed, numb to reality, for as long as possible. Many could remain transfixed for hours. Though Schüll’s subjects came from all walks of life, their cultural background and socioeconomic status had little bearing on their experience of the poker machine; for these gamblers, all that mattered was being in the zone, maintaining the rhythm.

This desire for escape—from the painful, the familiar, or the disappointments of everyday life—lies at the heart of compulsive gambling. For many, monetary losses are quickly forgotten, but none forget how they felt in that moment in the casino. Ultimately, winning or losing is beyond the point; what matters is the experience of complete immersion. As Schüll explained, the makers of video poker machines understand this psychology all too well. The games are designed to ensure a smooth ride: nothing gets in the way of the player’s flow or breaks the action.

“Some gamblers talk about their bodies disappearing into the screen,” Schüll recounted. “They say, ‘I wasn’t present, I was gone.’”

THE BODY

Capture results in hypochondria when people cannot stop focusing on their own physical vulnerabilities. This psychological torment stems from a hyperawareness of bodily sensations.

Tennessee Williams was at work on the short story “The Accent of a Coming Foot” when, having arrived at a climactic scene, he suddenly became aware of his own heartbeat. He was certain it was “palpitating . . . skipping beats.” Without any sedatives on hand—“not even a glass of wine,” as he later wrote in his diary—he jumped up from the typewriter and rushed out onto the streets of St. Louis.

“I walked faster and faster as though by this means I could outdistance the attack. I walked all the way from University City to Union Boulevard in St. Louis, expecting to drop dead at each step. It was an instinctual, an animalistic reaction, comparable to the crazed dash of a cat or dog struck by an automobile, racing round and round until it collapses, or to the awful wing-flopping run of a decapitated chicken. This was in the middle of March. The trees along the streets were just beginning to bud, and somehow, looking up at those bits of spring-time green as I dashed along, had a gradually calming effect—and I turned toward home again with the palpitations subsiding.”

Williams came to call episodes like this his “cardiac neurosis,” physical symptoms that seemed both to stem from panic and fear and, counterintuitively, to quiet his anxiety. On Sunday, March 29, 1936, Williams wrote in his notebook: “What a week is behind me! Wednesday received poetry prize. Not as gruelling as I expected. In fact, it couldn’t have been made any easier for me. No stage. No speech. Just a room full of tired, elegant old ladies, a couple of priests and some very young poets. Lovely sunny place. Nevertheless palpitations for about five minutes. Afterwards tea and talk.”

A couple of years later, while working on a play, he wrote, “Soon my nerves began to pop—heart neurosis developed this week—a crisis last night—after several previous—This morning felt very weak and sickly—although I had gotten a fair sleep—Once again I feel dangerously cornered, cut-off—wonder how I’m going to fight my way through—Some external stimulus must be applied to snap me out of this. But what?”

Despite his restless search for an immediate cause, it seems that some part of Williams understood what was taking place:

“What makes all this so stupid is that the fear is so much worse than the thing feared . . . it is the fear that makes all the concomitant distresses, the dreadful tension, the agora and claustro-phobia, the nervous indigestion, the hot gassy stomach.”

Williams came to rely on alcohol and sedatives to cope with these disturbing physical sensations: “Just now—a painful jolt in my heart. I got up to get my Scotch. . . . I suppose on the whole I am reasonably calm. I have taken a seconal and am having a drink. . . . There is one thing to do, one thing and one only—put it out of my mind and pass the night as though it hadn’t occurred.”

Frequent palpitations, jolts, and bouts of anxiety eventually made it necessary for Williams “to carry a flask of whiskey with me wherever I went.” Doctors offered little help.

During one summer, while in Memphis, Williams recognized his attraction to a young man. Over dinner at the Peabody Hotel with his new love interest, he once again felt an attack of palpitations. Panicking, he summoned a doctor:

“A lady, an extremely bad doctor. She gave me a sedative tablet of some kind but informed me, gloomily, that my symptoms were, indeed, of the serious nature. ‘You must do everything carefully and slowly,’ said this gloom pot. She told me that with the exercise of care and a slow pace I would live to be forty!”

Several decades later, his New York Times obituary would read, “Tennessee Williams, whose innovative drama and sense of lyricism were a major force in the postwar American theater, died yesterday at the age of 71. He was found dead about 10:45 A.M. in his suite in the Hotel Elysee on East 54th Street. Officials said that death was due to natural causes, and that he had been under treatment for heart disease.” The obituary labeled him “a monumental hypochondriac” who “became obsessed with sickness, failure and death. Several times he thought he was losing his sight, and he had four operations for cataracts. Constantly he thought his heart would stop beating. In desperation, he drank and took pills immoderately.”

As Williams had predicted, fear itself did prove to be more dangerous than the objects of his fear. Six months after his death, New York City’s chief medical examiner reported that Williams was “apparently trying to ingest barbiturates when he choked to death on a plastic bottle cap.” According to Dr. Elliott Gross, “the cause of death was asphyxia.” It is believed he used the lid of the bottle to take the barbiturates.

A WORK OF ART

For the eight years that American artist Jay DeFeo spent painting her masterwork, The Rose, one idea remained inviolable: the painting had to have a “center.”

DeFeo built up the painting layer by craggy layer, only to tear it down multiple times, sometimes even removing all the paint from the canvas.

According to her friend Bruce Conner, the painting gradually came to fill DeFeo’s entire San Francisco apartment: at first the canvas was framed by a bay window, with “hard wedge-like lines radiating from the center.” After the paint had thickened, DeFeo realized that it needed to extend well beyond the edges of the window; the painting grew, becoming rounded, then once again sharp-edged, pullulating across the room.

Rising above the canvas at certain points to a height of eleven inches, the work was as much sculpture as painting—or it was many paintings, one built on top of the next. DeFeo “sharpened knives on a drill press and hacked and carved the surface” to achieve this effect. Ultimately the approximately eleven-by-eight-foot canvas contained some 1,850 pounds of paint.

DeFeo herself emphasized the organic process by which the work came into being—one stage of development followed by the next—rather than the final product: “It went through, I would suggest, a life span, a chronology of different stages.” The first phase, “almost like an infancy period,” gave way to “a very geometric stage,” when the work became “crystalline,” with “no curved forms whatsoever.” Then it became “more organic in character,” finally entering “a super-baroque period.” “I really wasn’t aware of how flamboyant it had become,” DeFeo explained. “I walked into the studio one day and the whole thing seemed to have gotten completely out of hand. I felt that it really needed to be pulled back to something more classical in character.”

It seemed as if the painting would never be complete. “The room itself was the work,” Conner explained. The floor of DeFeo’s apartment was covered with “chunks of almost flesh-like paint,” which she had scraped off the canvas. Entering the mica-speckled room, Conner explained, was “like walking into a temple.” And still the painting grew, absorbing endless coats of paint, the walls, the ceiling, and the floor of the apartment. As time went by, The Rose gradually became DeFeo’s only identity “with any kind of exterior reality.” As the boundaries separating artist, artwork, and studio began to blur, it became clear that only an external event, some sort of violent interruption, could bring the work to completion.

Martha Sherrill, an art critic for the Washington Post, wrote of DeFeo, “The process of [The Rose’s] magnificent accretion seemed to consume her. It was as though the work exerted a strange magnetism, pulling everything toward it—people, paint, needles from the Christmas trees in DeFeo’s studio, and the artist herself—and refusing to let go. People joked that the work would be finished only when the artist herself died, and a myth grew up around them—DeFeo and The Rose: a religion, a relationship, a compulsion, an addiction, a fabulous love affair that would not end.”

About seven years after she began work on The Rose, DeFeo and her husband were evicted from their apartment. The painting had to be removed. Because of its sheer size, movers cut out part of the wall of her apartment to transport it to a museum, chunks of paint falling off it in the process. DeFeo continued to work on the canvas long after it left her apartment. Only when others began to take an interest in The Rose, to recognize it as a work of true historic significance—one that DeFeo knew would be cared for—did she experience a sense of release.

When she was twenty-three years old, DeFeo wrote in a letter to her mother from Florence, “I believe the only real moments of happiness and a feeling of aliveness & completeness occur when I swing a brush. I don’t think I can do without it.”

For DeFeo, the creative impulse stemmed from an inner restlessness. She acknowledged that the experience of painting, as opposed to the painting itself, was “kind of a cliffhanger” for her, a way of suspending time. Bringing this large, radiant, unwieldy work into being required “an inner core of faith that this thing would emerge into an ultimate form, of which I had no knowledge. I just kept reaching for it intuitively.”

DEATH

Suicide is, for most of those who choose it, a last resort: the ultimate negation of suffering. For David Foster Wallace, suicide offered the prospect of escape from an unbearably painful world. But for the American poet Anne Sexton, the experience of pain was eclipsed by a fascination, indeed an obsession, with the idea of death. Where many see death as the only escape from capture, Sexton was captured by death itself.

“It’s like a person who takes drugs, and they can’t explain why they want to do it. You know, there really isn’t a reason,” Anne Sexton explained to her therapist, Dr. Martin Orne.

“There always is: drugs are addicting,” he said.

“Suicide is addicting,” she responded.

Sexton shared with her close friend, the poet Sylvia Plath, an enduring fascination with death. Reflecting on Plath’s death, Sexton said that Plath had “had the suicide inside her. As I do, as many of us do. But, if we’re lucky, we don’t get away with it and something or someone forces us to live.”

In a letter to her intimate friend Anne Wilder, Sexton described her sense of complete alienation from the world of the living:

“Now listen, life is lovely, but I CAN’T LIVE IT. . . . To be alive, yes, alive, but not be able to live it. Ay that’s the rub. I am like a stone that lives . . . locked outside of all that’s real . . . do you know of such things, can you hear???? I wish, or think I wish, that I were dying of something for then I could be brave, but to be not dying, and yet . . . and yet to [be] behind a wall, watching everyone fit in where I can’t, to talk behind a gray foggy wall, to live but to not reach or to reach wrong . . . to do it all wrong . . . believe me (can you?). . . . I want to belong. I’m like a Jew who ends up in the wrong country.”

More than twenty of Sexton’s poems deal explicitly with wanting, or perhaps needing, to die. Many critics found fault with Sexton’s poetry because it exemplified all too plainly the vogue in midcentury American poetry for confession. Indeed, it often reads as if the poet were talking to her psychiatrist. “Wanting to Die” takes the form of a letter to Dr. Orne: Sexton tries to explain her darkest ruminations, which hide just below the surface of the everyday. Responding to her therapist’s incredulity at her hopelessness, his vain attempts to revive her will to live, she traces the arc of her suicidal desire:


           Since you ask, most days I cannot remember.

           I walk in my clothing, unmarked by that voyage.

           Then the almost unnameable lust returns.



Here, the rhythms of lust, the predictable rise and fall of sexual desire, become a metaphor for her underlying drive toward death.

For a mind so thoroughly consumed by its pain, the question why matters less than how. In “Wanting to Die,” Sexton insists that suicides “have a special language. / Like carpenters, they want to know which tools. / They never ask why build.”

Sexton’s preoccupation with the mechanics of death revolves around the moment when the burden of living dissolves into nothingness:


           In this way, heavy and thoughtful,

           Warmer than oil or water

           I have rested, drooling at the mouth-hole.

           [... ]

           To thrust all that life under your tongue!—

           that, all by itself, becomes a passion.

           Death’s a sad bone; bruised, you’d say,

           and yet she waits for me, year after year,

           to so delicately undo an old wound,

           to empty my breath from its bad prison.



Suicide becomes a perversely rational option when emotional pain becomes too great to bear. But how had Sexton become locked in that “bad prison,” where the irrational seemed all too inviting?

The term “breakdown” was commonly used by doctors and lay-people alike to describe a prolonged period of severe mental or emotional pain. It implies that the human being is, in an important sense, like a motorcycle or a washing machine: parts can wear down or rust over; fuses can blow. But like mechanical objects, those who had experienced a breakdown could, at least in theory, be repaired.

For Sexton, however, the promise of recovery proved hollow. Though she experienced episodes of both mania and depression during adolescence, her first complete “breakdown” appears to have been sparked by the usual demands of caring for young children. When her daughter was suffering from croup, Anne spent an entire night convinced that the girl was about to die. Fear for the safety of her children soon devolved into fear that she would hurt them. In the years that followed, she suffered from increasingly destabilizing mood swings and, in between bouts of literary productivity, spent many months in psychiatric wards.

Her notes from this period record a near-daily descent into an abyss of pain: “Nothing seems worthwhile—I walked from room to room trying to think of something to do—for a while I will do something, make cookies or clean the bathroom—make beds—answer the telephone—but all along I have this almost terrible energy in me. . . . I sit in a chair and try to read a magazine and I twirl my hair until it is a mass [of] its snarls—then as I pass a mirror I see myself and comb it back. . . . Then I walk up and down the room—back and forth and I feel like a caged tiger.”

What begins as listlessness and confusion gathers terrible strength until Sexton’s mind has turned completely on itself, and the outside world of cookies and telephones and magazines has all but ceased to exist. Eventually her mind would steady itself, allowing her to disguise the rawness of her pain with humor: “Well, I’m not gonna kill myself in the doctor’s office, all over his beautiful carpet.”

Over time, suicide came to represent a radical form of self-alteration, the only way Sexton could reclaim control over her errant mind: “It’s as though I wanted to kill someone else, but that someone else is me.” When her therapist asked what death would feel like, the poet described a cozy, pastoral scene: “Spring. Warm. Leaves.”

But for Sexton, not all paths to death were equal. Indeed, Dr. Orne was surprised to discover that she had a paralyzing fear of flying, and in particular, of jet engines. Why would someone so intent on killing herself be so terribly afraid of dying in a plane crash? In a husky, hurried voice, Sexton pondered her morbid fascination with “those great, powerful motors that can take this impossible weight off the earth and put it up there.”

Then her voice rose in pitch: “This heavy thing, you know, can only be lifted by a great power, and if that power should fail . . .”

Orne was nonplussed: “You’ve told me over and over that you want to die.”

“Not like that.” Only by controlling her own death—the timing, the manner—could Sexton assert some degree of control over her life.

“Why are you afraid of that kind of death? You know, [with] sleeping pills, you’d be just the same way dead.”

But Sexton’s attention had drifted away from the consultation room, rising into the air: “And we’re going up . . . and I hear the motor stop. And we’re in silence.”

A THREAT

“I never would have admitted that I was afraid of my students when I started teaching,” Charlotte told me. We were talking about her first job as a teacher, which began just one month after she graduated from college. Charlotte decided to teach English shortly after suffering through American literature as a high school junior. Her instructor was young; she gave out worksheets and study questions, but never led the class in discussions about literature—“which made me wonder if she had ever read the books she assigned,” Charlotte adds. As a result, Charlotte realized that she wanted to help teenagers think about their lives as they read and analyzed fictional characters. Even now, as a fifteen-year veteran teacher, she relishes this aspect of her job.

Still, Charlotte worried that she lacked the wisdom, or the gravitas, of a respected teacher: “I think many of my young colleagues shared in my first school worry: that students would mock our lack of experience or authority. At twenty-two, I was only a few years older than the seniors that I passed in the hallway.”

Five months before she began her first job, two high school students had opened fire at Columbine High School in Colorado. “I was a college senior in a teaching practicum class when I heard that news. It rattled all of us,” she explains. “I remember crying days later, when Amy Grant sang at a televised memorial service. But I wasn’t afraid then that a similar act of violence might happen in my future. Perhaps this was because the demands of student teaching kept me otherwise occupied, or because, at that time, the Columbine shooting was an anomaly to us Generation-Xers. I had witnessed fistfights as a high school student, but nothing graver.”

Even as she mourned the Columbine victims, Charlotte continued along her chosen professional path. For those first few years, she pinned her hair up, traded contacts for glasses, and sifted through Macy’s clearance racks for suits. She avoided making personal connections with students, and if they asked her age, she added a few years and said she was twenty-seven. It seemed a proper and sophisticated age.

By the time she actually turned twenty-seven, Charlotte indeed felt more confident in her position. “I let my hair down and started participating in casual [attire] days,” Charlotte recalls. “I gave the students honest answers when they asked about my background.” She still felt anxious at the start of every school year, but several years of experience had taught her that to deal with her insecurity about her young age, humor worked better than hairpins and glasses. She found that wit deflected teenage attitudes better than detention could.

Had she not begun to realize her professional identity by then, she says now, she might have felt even more displaced when there was another shooting.

“On April 16, 2007, I left school just before four o’clock,” Charlotte recounts. “As I pulled out of the main entrance, I heard NPR’s hourly update. A gunman had opened fire inside lecture rooms at Virginia Tech.

“I hadn’t gone to Virginia Tech. I didn’t know anybody who had gone to Virginia Tech,” Charlotte explains. “But my heart stopped. I felt cold, and helpless, and scared. My hands shook. I drove straight home, listening for more information. I wanted to know how many people had died. I wanted to know why the shooter had targeted a college campus, and why nobody could stop him.”

When she got home, she went for a run along a three-mile loop that led by a river. Halfway through, she had to drop to a walk. Her throat felt like it was closing. She stopped and stood still.

“I panted and worried that my throat would seize up. I held it with one hand and started walking again. I wanted to go home. I wondered if I had developed allergies. I thought maybe I was having a reaction to an insect bite.”

When her husband came home from work, she told him what had happened on her run. He asked if she had heard about the Virginia Tech shootings; she didn’t want to talk about it.

“We watched the evening news. I went to bed early but couldn’t fall asleep—I worried that I would struggle to breathe in my sleep and suffocate.”

The next day, she went to work. Some of the students wanted to talk about what had happened at Virginia Tech. She encouraged them to write a free-response entry in their notebooks, and to express their immediate reactions to the news. She doesn’t remember what she said to those students who may have shared their entries, but she does recall avoiding conversations in the English department office about the shootings.

That afternoon, she again experienced shortness of breath while running. But this time, it occurred while she thought about Virginia Tech. She wondered what she would do if someone pulled out a gun along her running route. She scanned the path, looking for a place to hide. She imagined dodging bullets. These thoughts didn’t subside until she reached home. Later that evening, her heart began to race. She sat down, pushed her hands against the hardwood floor, and tried to catch her breath.

“When my husband came home, I told him that I needed to go to the hospital. I ran outside. He followed me and started to call 911. I told him I felt better. Being outside helped me to calm down, slow down. I told him to hang up. That is when we both realized that I had been having panic attacks.”

The nightmares started that night. She had a recurring dream in which she was standing in front of a classroom full of teenagers and a gunman would burst into the room. “Holding a rifle, he would instruct me to choose which students he would shoot,” she recalls. “If I refused, he would kill everybody, including me.”

The dream varied in length, but it always included the same ultimatum. “Sometimes I saw students die,” Charlotte says. “The kids in the classes consisted of students I recognized and those I didn’t. I still remember one girl from the dreams. She was skinny with long, brown hair. She wore a colorful top, and tears ran down her face as she looked at me.”

For months after the murders at Virginia Tech, Charlotte was plagued by nightmares of a school shooting. “The scenario haunted me on my drive to school, during my classes, and on my afternoon walks—I physically could not bring myself to run again for a while,” she explains. “I didn’t think about which students I would name, but about how I would thwart a shooter in a similar situation. I thought about locking my classroom door during every class. Then I realized that it was possible the shooter could come from my class roster, in which case locking the students inside would cause them more harm. I had inherited my classroom from a teacher who had retired; either she or someone else had stored a golf club atop a built-in cabinet along one wall. I thought about moving the golf club closer to my desk so that I could use it as a weapon. But I didn’t know how I could hide it.”

Though anxiety takes many forms, salient stimuli play an active role in all of them. The stimulus is almost always some kind of perceived threat; anxiety is, in other words, a distortion of selective attention, the survival mechanism that alerts us to danger. Like many sufferers of anxiety, Charlotte lived in a near-constant state of hypervigilance: she remained on high alert, expecting signs of menace at any moment. Scanning her environment for a perceived threat, or any hint of one, only heightened her perception of danger and increased her feelings of vulnerability.

Charlotte grew up in a nurturing, well-educated lower-middle-class family. They often moved for her father’s work. Charlotte didn’t mind changing schools, but she was very aware of how other children perceived her.

“I remember observing, again and again, the happiness of classmates. I was good at pretending I was happy; I didn’t want to look abnormal and I didn’t want to worry my parents, who each worked more than one job most of my childhood,” she recalls. “I wasn’t unhappy, but I always felt a little bit sad. I liked rainy days best. They gave me an excuse to withdraw. Other kids would complain about the weather hampering recess, but I preferred indoor activities like board games and movies to playing tag or tetherball.

“I didn’t like bedtime. I didn’t fear sleep as much as I dreaded the tasks I set for myself before I fell asleep. I would turn the light switch on and off in my bedroom a certain number of times, and then I would take a certain number of steps from my bedroom door to my bed. I would then kneel beside my bed and count to five hundred as quickly as I could for each member of my family—my parents, two brothers, and two grandparents. I worried that if I didn’t do this, something bad would happen to them.”

She got so tired of this ritual that one night she cried and prayed for help in breaking it. The severity of her tasks, she says, did soften after that prayer.

She wondered sometimes why she counted so much: the number of holes in the tiles on the ceiling at her doctor’s office, the number of cracks on her backyard basketball court, the lines in the panels on the wall of her back porch.

“I didn’t like counting, and when I caught myself doing it, I tried to stop,” she says. “I tried to stop other things as well—like in the eighth grade, after I learned to type, I would take lines from conversations and type them in my imagination, looking at the words as they appeared on a screen in my head. Sometimes I could stop myself from these repetitive behaviors.”

Charlotte was soon diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder. In OCD, routine features of daily life take on great consequence: sensory phenomena lead sufferers to become profoundly disturbed by things that don’t look, feel, or sound just right—coat hangers turned in different directions, large and small cans of food intermingling on a shelf, books not arranged by height.

Correcting what feels out of order (say, placing shoes so that all the toes point in the same direction) or giving in to the physical sensation briefly relieves discomfort, but this relief does not last. Soon enough, the long-established cues again trigger the urge to act, and that urge again engages the motivational and movement circuitry of the brain, driving the repetitive behavior and making it ever harder to resist.

Although her need to count finally subsided, Charlotte was plagued by recurrent nightmares throughout childhood. “The first nightmare I remember occurred before I turned eight. A bunch of cats were clawing at my family’s screen door, trying to get inside to jump on me,” Charlotte recalls. “The content of my nightmares became more mature as I aged: my parents died again and again, a wizard chased me through a parking lot, a group of mean college boys chased me through a park. Even now, I still pray that God will keep bad dreams from my mind as it rests.

“I thought about talking to a school counselor, or the social worker, about my fears,” Charlotte recalls. “But when I was most haunted by my visions, I didn’t want to tell anybody. After all, I wasn’t incapacitated. I could get up and go to work every day. I could do my job. I just couldn’t control my thoughts. I wanted help, but I didn’t know anybody who would understand the depth of my illusions. It was like having a nagging pain but not going to see the doctor.”

Though she found some comfort in religion, Charlotte found greater solace, albeit transitory, in nursing her fears: “My mind kept running through violent scenarios that I was becoming increasingly dependent upon accepting as reality. I was conscious of observing two selves: the one engaged in the reality of life, and the observant other, who was constantly preparing for something inevitable.”

TWO ADDICTS

1. JOHN BELUSHI

People who knew John Belushi well recognized that drugs were robbing him of himself. “I never stopped loving him,” said Michael Klenfner, who signed Belushi and Dan Aykroyd’s Blues Brothers at Atlantic Records. “When he was clean and sober he was the most wonderful man I’ve ever known. When he was fucked up, he was as big a horror as you ever could imagine.” His friends simply couldn’t comprehend his self-destructive behavior. Belushi himself struggled to understand why he couldn’t give up cocaine and the other drugs that were slowly killing him.

Bob Woodward, who chronicled the events leading up to Belushi’s death in Wired: The Short Life and Fast Times of John Belushi, recounts a time when the actor was filming The Blues Brothers. On the last day of shooting in Chicago, Belushi refused to come out of his trailer to shoot the next scene. The director, John Landis, who had previously directed Belushi in Animal House, decided to confront the actor about his aberrant behavior. Landis entered the trailer and found Belushi disheveled and disoriented, looking like a real-life version of Bluto, the “my advice to you is to start drinking heavily” character he played in Animal House. On the table lay a pile of cocaine alongside a bottle of Courvoisier, its contents splattered all around. A puddle of urine was trailing along the floor.

“You’re killing yourself,” Landis said. “This is economically unfeasible. Do not do this to my movie.”

Belushi, barely able to respond, simply bobbed his head up and down.

“Don’t do this to me! Don’t do this to yourself!” Landis shouted. He threatened to bring in one of the photographers on set to take pictures so Belushi could later see just how pathetic he looked. But Belushi—who had once hired a bodyguard to help keep him away from cocaine—would likely not have been shocked.

Landis took the cocaine off the table and flushed it down the toilet. Belushi lunged toward his director. Landis threw a punch. Belushi ended up on the floor and broke down in tears.

“I’m so ashamed, so, so ashamed,” he cried. “Please understand.”

Landis asked Belushi why he was using again.

“I need it, I need it,” he replied. “You couldn’t possibly understand.”

Earlier that year Belushi had written a letter to his wife, Judy:


I’m afraid of myself because of what I’m capable of doing to you. If I was the kind of person I want to be, at least I say I want to be, then why do I hurt you? Is it because no one can be that person? Do I kid myself? When I fail, who am I?

I want to take care of you, but I feel I’m not capable. The most difficult thing to deal with is disappointing you or finding myself unable to help you. When I’m sick, you help. When you are [sick], I freak. Is it because I feel helpless? What can I do? Hide in . . . drugs?

Please, please, please don’t think I’m going back to my old pattern. I may have slipped the patch but not a pattern. What I really want is forgiveness that may not be deserved.

I’m going to beat this thing, God damn it! I know I can now. I may cause you pain, but I love you. You are my soul, my heart, my eyes to this life. This may happen again. Whatever it is, I can only say I’ll try with all my heart, which may not be enough. And if that is the case I respect your decision to live your life without the pain and confusion I bring to it.



Belushi offered a similarly desperate plea to the actress Carrie Fisher, who had starred alongside him in The Blues Brothers and was engaged briefly to another costar in that film, Dan Aykroyd. Fisher tells a story about going with Belushi to a club in West Hollywood: “I lost John for a second, then he came back to me with this panicked look and said, ‘Oh my God, I just did some coke.’ I said, ‘John, we can leave right now. If we leave now everything will be fine,’” Fisher recalled. “And he just stared at me in the state of total fear and said, ‘I can’t.’”

Belushi’s cravings, and his compulsive behaviors, were automatic: addiction had commandeered his attention so insidiously and so thoroughly that he could think of nothing else.

The power of addiction lies in its grip on the reward circuitry of the brain. Whenever we encounter a salient stimulus, our neural response conditions us to behave in the same way over and over again. With every hit of cocaine, the reward became encoded more indelibly in Belushi’s memory. While cocaine (as one of many substances) is inarguably and empirically a powerful stimulant for many, for the addict, it gets connected to a broader and deeper network of neural connections. These associations get inextricably entwined with the user’s understanding of who he is. His very sense of self cannot be separated from the feelings triggered by the drug: he is mired in a negative feedback loop, which is reinforced when he succumbs to his cravings.

Shortly before his death, Belushi, who was living in New York, decided that he needed to go to Los Angeles. Judy knew if he went to Los Angeles, he would binge on cocaine. Both she and Aykroyd tried to persuade him not to go.

“Your body can’t take it anymore,” his wife said.

“Oh, is that so? What are you saying? That I am out of control?” Belushi countered.

“Yes!”

“It’s a classic pattern,” director Harold Ramis, who cowrote Animal House, said of Belushi’s drug habit. “It’s what makes an addict an addict, the expectation that if you just get more, then you’ll finally cross over and find some permanent satisfaction.”

As with most people, Belushi’s early experiences with drugs had been experimental—a way, he thought, to fuel energy and stimulate creativity. Of course, these bursts of productivity were short-lived.

Judy understood that a number of cues could trigger her husband’s need to get high. “He could be triggered because there was a scene on Saturday Night Live that he really wanted to be in, but that he wasn’t going to be in,” she explained. “Or he could have a great success that was so exciting that it triggered him.”

Belushi could offer only this by way of explanation: “I’ve got to have it.”

2. NED

When it comes to drug addiction, Ned is ostensibly one of the lucky ones. Unlike Caroline Knapp or John Belushi, he has survived to tell his tale.

At the age of three, Ned was taken from a Russian orphanage, the only home he’d ever known, and adopted by a successful journalist from the Washington, DC, area. He was afforded all the luxuries of a suburban American childhood: his own bedroom, summer camp, swimming lessons, and a good education. But none of this could stave off the periodic emotional outbursts and obsessive thoughts that had tormented him for as long as he could remember.

Ned started experimenting, as many teenagers do, with pot, but soon he began using pills; by the time he was twenty-two, he was injecting himself with up to seven bags of heroin a day. In order to better understand how his drug addictions crept into and eventually took over his life, I called Ned one evening at the North Carolina recovery house where he lives, and asked him to tell me his story.

Though he doesn’t have any clear memories of the orphanage, Ned believes his time there profoundly shaped his childhood. “I was very attached to things. I was very emotional.” Even after he had settled in with his adoptive family, he remained overly anxious, mostly when he felt he wasn’t getting his way or was going to be left alone. A lot of this nervousness centered on his adoptive mother, about whom he constantly worried. If she wasn’t around, he soon became convinced that something bad had happened to her. If the family had a babysitter for the evening, he would worry that his mother was never coming back. If she was late getting home from work, he’d think she’d been in a car crash.

Though he was a decent student in elementary school, Ned was often in trouble for being disruptive in class. But rather than dissuading him, the attention he got from teachers for his volatile behavior made him popular among his peers. Before long, he had developed a reputation as irascible and rebellious, which cast him firmly in the “bad kid” role. His behavior followed suit: He tried his first cigarette in fifth grade. Three years later, his older sister offered him marijuana, which he smoked with her in the backyard of their house while their mother slept. He said he remembers the moment “like it was yesterday.”

By this time, Ned was excelling as a competitive swimmer, often spending seven days a week practicing on a team comprising mostly older, larger athletes. He wanted to perform well and also fit in with the older kids, and the stress of the situation often led to friction with his mother. But smoking weed made him forget the pressures of swimming.

“Smoking [pot] made all my anxieties just evaporate. I stopped worrying about being the new kid on the swim team, and about my mom embarrassing me in front of my friends. I went back to my room, where I had these glow-in-the-dark stars pasted on my ceiling, and as I stared at them, they started moving. I was just in my own world.”

For a while after this first experience, Ned continued to get high at night with his sister; she would procure the weed, smoke a bit, and then give the rest to her brother, who would devour a whole gram himself. Soon he started to find himself in trouble. In eighth grade, after he bragged to friends that he was smoking pot, school officials searched his locker. Later that year, he and a friend were picked up by the police for vandalizing cars at 3:00 a.m. in downtown Washington, DC. At that point, his mother decided to send him to a new school, hoping he’d use the opportunity to reinvent himself.

It didn’t work out that way. Adrift in a new environment, Ned immediately found acceptance among the school’s crowd of drug users, and his drug use escalated rapidly: “It went from smoking at lunch to smoking six, seven times a day. I would barely show up to school. The school would call my house when I was absent, and I would try and get home before my mom did just so I could delete the message, or else I’d come up with an elaborate excuse for why I’d missed class.” To some extent, smoking was integral to his identity as a budding criminal; it was a prop, like the gun he later carried while hanging out with gang members. At the same time, though, marijuana made Ned feel physically better. When high, he felt more affable, more articulate, and better able to face even the most routine social situations, such as having dinner with his mother. “I felt like I was the way I should be,” he says.

As he passed through tenth and eleventh grade, he began experimenting with other drugs, notably PCP. “I spent the rest of the day in the bathroom puking my brains out . . . then two days later I’m smoking it again.” Soon he started using opioids such as Percocet and Vicodin. Ned began spending more and more time hanging out, and buying drugs, in dangerous neighborhoods of DC. He started robbing people at gunpoint and dealing drugs to fund his habit. But marijuana was his first and most consuming need. When he bought larger quantities, hoping to sell it, he often worried he would succumb to temptation and smoke the whole stash himself.

Though he relished the lifestyle of the petty criminal, he still envisioned attending college and swimming competitively in his future, and his lack of control over his smoking frightened him. “I had a calendar where I tried to count the days I could go without it, but eventually I couldn’t even last a day. It opened my eyes at that moment. I thought to myself, ‘Jesus, Ned, this is bad, you can’t stop. . . .’ I knew my life was getting out of control and I was losing it. I wanted to die.”

In May 2011, when Ned was a junior in high school, he was arrested for dealing drugs at school. He went into a forty-five-day residential treatment program, where his fellow patients were mostly wards of the state or multiple offenders. When he was released, he stayed clean for about a month, but relapsed shortly before he was to appear in court. “I lied my ass off. I said I wanted to clean my act up and I was happy being sober.” Some parts of his statement were true: shortly after his court hearing, he admitted to his mother that he was using and got serious about recovery. He enrolled in a local community college and started to see a therapist, who would become his long-term confidant. He decided to get honest about his sexuality, too, and told his mother he was gay. To his relief, she was supportive. He began a long-distance relationship and worked as a swimming coach. Ned seemed to be piecing his life back together. But soon he would encounter heroin, which would capture him in a way that not even marijuana had.

One night, worried about his rocky relationship and missing his old neighborhood buddies, Ned accepted a friend’s invitation to attend a rave. He loved the fast music, the lights, the throbbing energy. When his friend offered him ecstasy, he took it without a second thought. “I wanted to get out of myself,” Ned said, and the ecstasy certainly helped him do that. “It was fucking great. It makes the music a hundred times better—everything sounds good, everything feels good, you’re happy. And everybody becomes your friend.” Soon he made a group of friends in the rave scene, one of whom was into OxyContin. Ned tried it. “I was numb in every joint.” The high was so pleasurable that it made the inevitable vomiting that followed worth it. But when OxyContin became too expensive, he followed an increasingly common path and began snorting heroin.

At first, it was once a week or so—mostly because he recognized heroin as a dangerous turning point. “This is a drug that I told myself I would never do.” Perhaps it was the fact that he only snorted it, or that he was still intermittently smoking weed, that allowed him to use infrequently at first; once he began to inject it, however, he needed it constantly. Just three months after first trying OxyContin, Ned was spending every day in a friend’s bedroom shooting up, smoking cigarettes, and watching TV—and when the high wore off, shooting up again.

“Nothing compares to that warm rush,” he says. “I lived for those first five seconds after being injected with heroin.”

Because he shot up before he went to sleep, he often didn’t start to feel the effects of withdrawal (aches, nausea, sweating) until around noon the next day. His appetite for it grew more voracious. Once, after a day spent shooting up at his friend’s house, he went to “hit himself” again only to have his friend express concern.

“That’s too much,” he said, “you’re really fucked up.” Ned just brushed him off and went right back to injecting himself. Immediately after, he blacked out. When he came to, his friends were staring at him in horror.

After his first overdose, he “cut back for about three days,” frightened by his brush with death. But once withdrawal set in, he couldn’t hold off any longer. He began pawning things to pay for dope, shooting up, and spending the classes he sporadically attended staring at his veins. The heroin paradoxically gave him some respite from the guilt he felt about lying to his mother and his therapist, who believed he was clean. Doing heroin had negative consequences, but it wasn’t as painful as living with the knowledge that he was a fraud because he was only pretending to be sober.

Then one evening he and a friend shot up in their car, parked in downtown DC. Again his friend warned him that he was about to do too much, and again Ned shrugged off his concerns. After they were done, Ned started the car and had begun to drive down Pennsylvania Avenue when things went black. When he came to, he was surrounded by policemen and paramedics demanding to know what he had taken. “They took me and threw me on the stretcher, and I’m looking out and Pennsylvania Avenue was backed up for miles, and I turn around, and the back end of my car is completely blocking traffic and the front end is pointing toward the curb.” Ned would later learn he had passed out while driving and his friend, afraid of being caught with heroin on him, had called 911 from the bushes. The paramedics had administered Narcan, a drug that reverses the effects of an overdose, and brought him to the hospital.

“One of the doctors came in and told me, ‘You’re lucky to be alive. If we hadn’t gotten to you in the next five minutes, you’d either be dead or brain dead.’ I just started crying.”

Not long after, Ned agreed to go to rehab. Though he’s had some slipups in the year since his accident, he is trying to stay committed to recovery, working hard at his job detailing cars, and strengthening his relationship with his mother. But he tentatively admits that drugs will always be attractive to him.

“Yeah, I think they’re always going to appeal to me,” he says. “Once heroin gets a hold on you, it never lets go.”

It is not surprising that Ned feels that way. We often feel nostalgia for things that have held us in their orbit and made us feel better, even when their effects were detrimental. For the addict, the salient substance plays a paradoxical role: it provides easily accessible relief from his cravings even as it reinforces them. The result is a vicious cycle. This physical need can be seen as similar to Kettlewell’s cutting, or Berendzen’s phone calls. In addiction, however, this sensation of need comes at a high cost to the body, one that is ultimately not sustainable.

CONTROL

In May of her sophomore year in college, Frances, a successful writer now living in New York, had an exam in her Indian Civilization class.

“I couldn’t focus too well—I just wanted to sleep, and I didn’t really care so much about the grade, which made me feel ashamed. I looked at my two friends frantically memorizing the names of Indian states and hated myself for being so undisciplined,” Frances told me.

Frances also had a Modern British Literature test the following day. “I was still sleepy from getting in bed in the wee hours. I got an Adderall off a friend and took it just before the test.” Hours later, Frances was bouncing with energy.

“I had no appetite, but I picked a few dried cranberries out of a plastic container, pleased at how indifferent I was to the food. Nostalgia pulsed through me; I reminisced about the days when my body felt always so light, so needless. I wondered if perhaps I shouldn’t consider dieting a little.

“I wouldn’t let it get out of control like when I was in high school, of course. If I told myself the truth, I had wanted to get out of control. I had been rebelling—passively, fantastically—and had been hoping that others would notice my miniature wrists or scarred arms and see them as a statement of my despair.”

But Frances believed she was beyond all that.

“I told myself it was just about being comfortable in my body, and healthy. Yes, healthy.”

When the semester ended, Frances went home for two weeks. Both her parents worked full-time, and she was blissfully alone all day.

“In a way, I felt like I was free of food anxiety at this time. I still believed it was in my power to be a little underweight and remain there. Most evenings I ate pita and hummus for dinner, but soon the hummus began to worry me. As I ate it straight from the tub, I couldn’t help wondering if I wasn’t somehow indulging more than I expected. ‘You’re eating way more than a serving size,’ I told myself. ‘To be sure, you ought to use the tablespoon. Otherwise, you should probably just forgo the hummus altogether.’ I started measuring the hummus every evening, and writing down how much I ate. The rules still felt too vague, and so I allotted myself a certain number of hummus-specific calories. Soon it seemed necessary to record my entire caloric intake. I used a blue spiral notebook that I carried with me everywhere.”

In July, Frances moved back to a massive old house near campus, so she could be within a close commute to Manhattan, where she would be doing her summer internship. Her focus on her weight was spiraling out of control, even as she doggedly told herself she had ultimate control. Dinner became a routine of punishing calorie counting. She ate with painstaking slowness, carefully choreographing her every bite so as not to appear ravenous.

“Often I had frozen yogurt for dinner. I was terrified of pizza, because I loved it so much and was positive I wouldn’t be able to control myself if I got a taste. Even walking by the local pizza place, the smell of the melted cheese made me woozy with want.”

On weekends, Frances invented errands downtown and reasons for needing to walk there. If she rode the subway, she had to stand even if there were seats (she knew standing burned more calories than sitting), and she did makeshift exercises by pulling her body toward the pole with her arm. She spent hours grocery shopping on Saturday afternoons, but only rarely bought anything.

At the end of the summer, Frances went home for a few weeks before school began. She often caught her mother looking at her sideways. “Once or twice, she told me I looked thin, and there was an edge to her voice. I aggressively avoided the topic. I told her I was running errands, but instead I spent hours in the local enormous mall trying on clothing I thought might help me achieve the look I was going for: ethereal yet organized, delicate but guarded. I invested in thin, sheer sweaters, baggy vintage-style T-shirts, and slim-fitting pants. Nothing was very revealing—I figured when I lost enough weight, I’d be comfortable baring my body—but most tops were low-necked, so as to reveal my collarbone, which I liked to examine daily.”

Frances moved back to school a week early to get away from her suspicious parents. “This didn’t help me much, as my friends at school were also wary of my increasingly spindly frame. When they hugged me hello, I could feel their hands stroke my back to feel how prominent my shoulder blades were. I wore two pairs of jeans to make my legs look plumper, and sometimes tights underneath the two pairs. All summer, I had allowed myself a few bits of sugar candy (like bubblegum or Mentos) per day, but when my weight loss had stalled, it seemed necessary to eliminate these last vices, so I trained myself to envision my teeth rotting when I even thought of processed sugar.”

At the simplest level, eating disorders are the result of selective and undue attention to food-related stimuli. Anorexics are captured by the promise of control. Indeed, many see only two poles: total control over eating or total loss of control. The “perfectionism” that is often ascribed to patients with anorexia may signal their way of rigidly coping with any lurking anxiety around the loss of control. Control over eating becomes a sign of achievement and safety. Take away that control and they feel unstable, often wildly so; their eating can become chaotic, swinging to episodes of binges and bulimia. Anorexia is so hard to treat because such patients are extremely determined to control their food intake and are extremely effective at resisting change.

For people with eating disorders, food cues become highly salient. Densely caloric, or “bad,” foods are perceived as particularly threatening stimuli. An attentional bias develops to such cues, which are perceived as a threat to the person’s control over his or her shape or weight. The person avoids these stimuli in order to decrease fear or negative affect. Restricting one’s food intake becomes a way of feeling better.

But that pain inevitably returns, leading some people to binge in response to food cues. Like food restrictions, the binging diminishes bad feelings, albeit temporarily, as the person focuses completely on the act of eating, to the exclusion of other stimuli. He or she soon comes to rely on binging as a method for avoiding negative emotions. The problem is exacerbated, however, because binging can lead to feelings of shame or disgust; purging and restrictive behaviors become a means of regaining control.

When she began her junior year of college, Frances found herself more focused on her food intake than on her schoolwork. “My blue notebook was now entirely devoted to calorie counts, with the occasional reminder to myself that I was greedy and obese. I almost never went out. The few times I went to restaurants with friends, I defiantly ordered plain grilled fish or egg white omelets and practically dared them to confront me. I exercised every day, though not as much as I wished I would. I was good about taking the stairs up to my dorm room at least twice a day—no small feat, because I lived on the thirteenth floor.”

Her behavior got worse as the fall went on; she was by then seeing a therapist and wanted desperately to eat better, but consistently failed. “Even the process of figuring out dinner—what to eat, when and how—was torturous. I usually had already planned it out, but I managed to agonize over it anyway. ‘What you should do,’ I thought, ‘is not eat at all, but you are far too weak for that.’ Usually I’d have an energy bar, or some cottage cheese, or whatever I’d allotted myself. Let’s say it was an energy bar one night. I would give myself certain windows of time, and if the window passed, I was out of luck. Dinner I had to eat by nine, so I would start the decision-making process around eight or so. Every evening, I would pace back and forth, debating the advantages and disadvantages of eating the bar. I would tear the wrapper all the way open and leave the whole thing lying there. I would start pacing again. I returned to the bar and used the tips of my fingers to rip off a small piece. I ate it as I paced. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. Twenty-five minutes later, the bar was finally gone. Then I would sit down and plan out what I would have the next day.”

SADNESS

“Describe what it feels like,” I ask.

There is a long, deliberate silence.

“It’s a debilitating unease and anxiousness to the point of almost nausea, and then it’s a seesaw back and forth as you’re trying to understand it,” he says finally, carefully crafting his description of the physical sensation caused by his depression. “It’s anxiety, but you’re not anxious about anything. Say you can’t find your child and there’s a pit in your stomach. Your body is telling you something and you automatically know what you need to do. Well, what if that pit in your stomach is your entire body weighing you down for no reason? Nothing has happened—or nothing that you can perceive has happened. And there is nothing you can actively do in the moment to make it stop.”

“Which comes first?” I ask. “A thought process or the feeling?”

“I try to figure that out—but it happens so fast,” he replies. “It’s impossible to distinguish.”

As we talk, Wes narrates his experience and, at the same time, tries to understand how depression captured him.

“You can’t simply act in order to change. You’re telling yourself if something doesn’t change in day-to-day life, in the status quo, I’m not going to be able to snap out of this. But you’re not helping that process along, because there’s an inability to focus on anything else.”

I press him to elaborate on this, to tell me what goes through his mind when he feels this way. What are the intrusive thoughts that keep him from concentrating on anything else? But he won’t answer this question because he doesn’t view his struggle along these lines; he is captured, he explains, by the way he thinks, rather than by specific repetitive fears or doubts.

“It’s not one thing or another or many things; it just is. It’s not a singular thought I’m trying to stop; it’s the process. It’s not that I don’t like myself; it’s that the quality of life, and how it makes me feel, is not where I would like it to be.”

Wes explains that he has always had a negative baseline feeling—“it’s just how you wake up in the morning”—and he has made efforts to change his emotional life in an attempt to raise this baseline. “The way I describe my current state for my doctor and my therapist is that I am at a zero. I have improved to a zero,” he continues. “It’s easier to build on zero than it is to build on a negative. But zero is good only because it’s not negative—not because there’s anything inherently good about zero.”

Often the original trigger for emotional vulnerability fades from memory, but this seems not to be the case with Wes. He does not believe that there was one thing—an early trauma or self-sabotaging perception or difficult experience—that instigated his depression. “It started at consciousness. It started at thought. It started at the formation of the self,” he says decisively. “The existential obsessive thought process started at my earliest memory.”

While he is able to articulate some of the feelings this thought process evokes, he maintains that these emotions are not the source of his unhappiness. “Loneliness is the wrong word, because of the amount of activity that I enjoy on my own, but it’s some type of missing validation of that activity,” he offers when asked to describe something that makes him feel a sense of discomfort. “If whatever is enjoyed is in a solitary way and nobody knows that it happened, does it matter?”

We do not know if depression results primarily from emphasizing the negative or ignoring the positive, but both processes are clearly involved. Technology, however, has allowed us to study emotional responses with much greater precision than we could in the past. We now have tools that directly track eye movement and thereby reveal where we are focusing our attention. Likewise, medical imaging allows us to watch the brain as it reacts to stimuli. These images offer evidence that there is increased activity in certain regions of a depressed person’s brain, including the amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex, and decreased activity elsewhere.

In depressed people, negative stimuli are not only more arousing than positive stimuli, but also more likely to become locked in memory. Even a stimulus that might objectively be considered neutral, such as the expression on a colleague’s face, is viewed in a negative light. The encounter suddenly becomes contorted into something worthy of grim analysis.

Another distinguishing feature of depression is the tendency to overgeneralize autobiographical memory—that is, to highlight and revisit negative experiences from the past and see them as representative of an inevitable pattern. Regardless of subsequent professional success, for example, the depressed person who was once chastised by his supervisor internalizes the idea that “people at work don’t like me.” The article rejected by an editor, the end of a relationship, even a careless word from a store clerk—all are perceived not as isolated incidents but as an indictment of personal worth.

The tendency to ruminate is also frequently part of depression. Rumination is a repetitive, involuntary, and almost compulsory return to specific thoughts. In the case of depression, they are negative, self-focused thoughts such as “I’m a terrible person,” “I fail at everything,” and “I don’t deserve to be happy.” There is a two-way interaction between depression and rumination. Rumination predicts more and longer-lasting episodes of depression and relapse; it is also a by-product of the capture associated with depression.

Characteristic features of depression include a sense of worthlessness and hopelessness, which can lead to self-destructive behaviors, such as withdrawing from social interaction, overeating, or self-medicating with alcohol or other substances. These feelings also engender physiological responses, such as insomnia. They reinforce and exaggerate the negative biases that underlie depression: the disorder becomes a feedback loop that essentially feeds on itself.

No one, of course, is immune. Stressful events can become salient to anyone, and previous stressors increase the likelihood of subsequent stress in response to a life event. But some people react with much more intensity than others, and their sensitivity makes them more likely to become depressed. Only by tracking experiences over a lifetime and detecting how one experience shapes subsequent responses might we uncover what makes this negative salience unmanageable for some people and not for others.

“Fear of regression.” Wes explains to me with a long pause, “That’s the worst. Even when there’s a temporary reprieve from that feeling—from being less than zero, being back in that negative place is constantly on your mind.” When I ask for an example, an even longer silence follows. “A stable relationship is impossible. Because of that fear, any bump in the road feels catastrophic. There is no foundation. The positive has nothing to build upon.”

Wes describes feeling regret over what he has surrendered to depression. “I think often about lost time,” he says. “Wasted years. Well, you know, really large amounts of time. All of a sudden, years have passed and you still feel the same way.”

The deep-down feeling of nauseated sadness, he says, is just that: sadness. This loop—feeling dissatisfied with the state of his life and then feeling capsized for having lost time to feeling this way—gives rise to a sadness that captures again.

GRANDEUR

In 1949, Robert Lowell suffered, in his own words, “an attack of pathological enthusiasm.” The poet was observed running wildly through the streets of Bloomington, Indiana, “crying out against devils and homosexuals.”

“I believed I could stop cars and paralyze their forces by merely standing in the middle of the highway with my arms outspread. Each car carried a long rod above its tail-light, and the rods were adorned with diabolic Indian or Voodoo signs. Bloomington stood for Joyce’s hero and Christian regeneration. Indiana stood for the evil, unexorcised, aboriginal Indians. I suspected I was a reincarnation of the Holy Ghost, and had become homicidally hallucinated.”

Every sight and sound became further evidence of Lowell’s divine vocation, his quest to save a damned America from its own putrefying sin. While Lowell lurched from one epiphany to the next, a theater manager reported him to the police for having stolen a roll of tickets. Lowell soon came to blows with an officer. Finally, a general alert was sounded: a disturbed poet was “on the rampage in downtown Bloomington.”

Soon Lowell rang a doorbell and, to his surprise, found himself face-to-face with an off-duty policeman. “You must be Robert Lowell,” the officer said. Lowell “nearly fainted.” An irrefutable sign of “divine intervention—this stranger knew his name.”

Though he is widely hailed as one of America’s greatest twentieth-century poets, Lowell battled bipolar disorder for most of his adult life and regularly descended into florid mania.

Born into one of Boston’s oldest and most prominent families (their Boston Brahmin lineage could be traced back to the Mayflower), Lowell was just seven when he first imagined himself as Napoleon. “Bristling and manic,” he compulsively memorized the names of “two hundred French generals . . . from Augereau to Vandamme.” A 1936 letter to Ezra Pound suggests that for much of his youth, Lowell was prone to bouts of mania: “All my life I have been eccentric according to normal standards,” he confessed, with a certain pride. “I had violent passions for various pursuits usually taking the form of collecting: tools; names of birds; marbles; catching butterflies; snakes; turtles etc.; buying books on Napoleon.” But these collections were soon abandoned, as Lowell flitted from one obsession to the next: “I was more interested in collecting large numbers than in developing them. I caught over thirty turtles and put them in a well where they died of insufficient feeding. I won more agates and marbles than anyone in school, and gradually amassed hundreds of soldiers; finally leaving them to clutter up unreachable shelves.” Despite his retrospective insight into his own erratic behavior, the Harvard undergraduate ended his letter to Pound with a passionate plea. Having enclosed a few of his poems, Lowell begged Pound to anoint him his protégé: “Again I ask you to have me. You shan’t be sorry, I will bring the steel and fire, I am not theatric, and my life is sober not sensational.”

In fact, Lowell’s life was rarely sober. His childhood passion for collection transformed, over the course of his undergraduate years, into a series of all-consuming convictions about his life mission. Lowell saw himself variously, and sometimes simultaneously, as an inheritor of the English poetic tradition; a spiritual prophet; a political crusader; and an ardent lover, ready to leave behind the world in pursuit of the ideal union. He was at once “Christ, Satan, Ahab, Moby Dick, America, and God.” Suggestions to the contrary were met with unrepentant rage. When Lowell’s father, Commander Robert Traill Spence Lowell III, caught word that his son’s girlfriend had been in his room unchaperoned, he sent an angry letter to the young woman’s father. Lowell’s revenge was swift and spectacular. After driving his girlfriend to his house, he left her in the car, went into the house, and punched his father.

Lowell’s remarks about American poetry reflect his manic exuberance and depressive plummets: “We have some impatience with the sort of prosaic, everyday things of life, that sort of whimsical patience that other countries may have. That’s really painful to endure: to be minor and so forth. We leap for the sublime.” Lowell leaped again and again, after one sublime and then another. In 1936, when he first kissed his girlfriend Anne, he immediately proclaimed his undying love. That kiss became a lodestone around which his entire life would be reorganized. To Lowell, it meant that the young couple had “become thoroughly and firmly engaged, almost married.” He solemnized their union by giving Anne his grandfather’s watch.

Though he soon broke off the engagement, Lowell continued to scan his environment for hidden clues about his destiny, often finding meaning in the vagaries of the everyday. During Lowell’s fellowship at Yaddo, a retreat for artists in upstate New York, two FBI agents visited the retreat in order to investigate the alleged Communist sympathies of the writer Agnes Smedley. Lowell became convinced that Yaddo’s director, Elizabeth Ames, was “deeply and mysteriously involved in Miss Smedley’s political activities.” He soon launched a campaign to have Ames removed. At a board meeting convened to investigate Lowell’s charges, Lowell served as chief counsel and grilled the witnesses. At one point, he announced to the board, “If action is not taken by the Board that we consider adequate, I intend to confer with certain people in New York . . . and immediately to call a large meeting of the more important former Yaddo guests; at this meeting we will again press our case at great length.”

In the end, the board found that Lowell’s entire case rested on nothing but gossip and hearsay. He was censured for making unsupported accusations.

After his campaign backfired, Lowell became consumed by religion. His friend Robert Fitzgerald remembers his gradual descent into mania: “That morning . . . [Lowell] filled his bathtub with cold water and went in first on his hands and knees, then arching his back, and prayed thus to Thérèse of Lisieux in gasps. All his motions . . . were ‘lapidary,’ and he felt a steel coming into him that made him walk very erect.” A few weeks later, Lowell was found running through the streets in Bloomington. Soon thereafter, he was admitted to a private psychiatric hospital in northeastern Massachusetts. In a letter to George Santayana he described himself as “having rather tremendous experiences.” To William Carlos Williams, he wrote, “I think the doctors are learning about as much as I am.” In yet another letter, he proclaimed, “I’m going through another Yaddo, but with flying colors.”

Episodes of mania punctuated the rest of Lowell’s life. In 1958 he wrote in a letter to Pound, “Do you think a man who has been off his rocker as often as I have been could run for elective office and win? I have in mind the State senatorship.”

Rewarding stimuli, such as accomplishments and praise, have a heightened salience for those who, like Lowell, are at risk of manic behavior. People with bipolar disorder anticipate or respond to rewards with unusually positive emotions. Everyone enjoys praise, of course, but if you tell a manic person that he has performed well on a task, his pleasure will generally last much longer than it would for others.

As a result, the manic person is motivated to pursue achievements, and the consequent praise, with focused intensity. He might imbue with special meaning an A on a geometry test, for example, or a compliment from a friend or colleague, and conclude that he possesses some rare gift. As it did so often for Lowell, this insight becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, as the person begins to scan his environment for additional signs of his genius. Gradually the capacity to synthesize such clues, to weave a story, however incredible, out of disparate elements, allows someone to disconnect completely from reality, which gives rise to delusions and even hallucinations.

For most people who suffer from bipolar disorder, mania is coupled with sharp swings to the other end of the mood spectrum: depression. They are captured by both negative and positive stimuli, although mania is the defining feature of the disorder.

ABANDONMENT

In 1950, while in her late teens, the poet Sylvia Plath wrote in her journal, “Frustrated? Yes. Why? Because it is impossible for me to be God—or the universal woman-and-man—or anything much . . . I want to express my being as fully as I can because I somewhere picked up the idea that I could justify my being alive that way.” Even at this young age, Plath was able to starkly describe the challenges of being an ambitious woman during this era—the double standards, the frustrations of having to choose between a career and married life, not to mention the seeming impossibility of choosing both. And Plath had enough talent and drive that the grandiosity of her aspirations hardly seemed delusional.

But she was also tormented, primarily by an early loss that had come to reside in her as a feeling of profound abandonment: when Plath was eight, her father died. This loss colored her relationship with her mother, whom she partly blamed for her father’s death, and her marriage to the British poet Ted Hughes. She would later describe Hughes as filling the “huge, sad hole I felt having no father.”

Her steep fear of abandonment also gave rise to an anxiety about betrayal. “Images of [Hughes’s] faithlessness with women,” Plath wrote in 1958, “echo my fear of my father’s relation with my mother and Lady Death.” This mistrust continually beckoned her back to the emptiness she felt after her father’s death, creating a demanding contradiction: even as Plath was ruthlessly blazing new paths with her writing, she was perilously constructing her identity as a wife.

Plath met Ted Hughes when she was a student on a Fulbright scholarship at Cambridge University in 1956. They were married within months. Hughes had already begun to build a reputation as a poet—in addition to being regarded as the most charismatically seductive man on campus; he would later become the nation’s poet laureate. Even in the earliest years of his marriage to Plath, he enjoyed a measure of fame and power on the London literary scene. Plath longed to share idyllic hours writing alongside her husband—when she wasn’t busy typing his manuscripts, acting as his agent, or raising their children. She felt he was a genius, and whatever she sacrificed to him of her own time and psychic energy was, she believed, for a worthy cause.

At the end of August 1961, the couple left their cramped flat in London, having found another young couple, David and Assia Wevill, to take over the lease. The Hugheses moved to an ancient market town in North Devon, four hours away from the social distractions and urban headaches of London. Despite having doubts about leaving city life, Plath threw herself into creating a perfect setting for her perfect life: decorating, working in the garden, getting to know the community, and giving birth to their second child.

Best of all, though, for the first time in her life she had her own private space to write and a huge desk fit for the task. She began writing her most sophisticated poems to date, preparing a collection of them for publication, selling short stories to magazines, and editing a draft of her first novel, The Bell Jar, a fictionalized account of her stay at a psychiatric hospital following a suicide attempt during her college years. Her mental health had been relatively stable since that time, though she was unusually sensitive to both setbacks and joys, small and large. “It is as if my life were magically run by two electric currents: joyous positive and despairing negative,” she once wrote in her journal, “which ever is running at the moment dominates my life, floods it.” This same raw-edged vulnerability defined her poetry. She lived with exceptionally porous boundaries between her sharply observed external world and the inner world of emotion and imagination.

The following May, the Wevills, the young couple who had taken over the Hugheses’ London flat, came to stay for a weekend visit. The sexual charge between Hughes and Assia was immediately palpable to Plath.

This awareness surfaced in a poem Plath wrote the day after their arrival:


           I felt a still busyness, an intent.

           I felt hands round a tea mug, dull, blunt,

           Ringing the white china.

           How they awaited him, those little deaths!

           They waited like sweethearts. They excited him.

           And we, too, had a relationship—

           Tight wires between us,

           Pegs too deep to uproot, and a mind like a ring

           Sliding shut on some quick thing,

           The constriction killing me also.



Yet when her mother (in whom Plath routinely, if somewhat problematically, confided) came to visit soon after, Plath insisted on projecting an illusion of bliss: “I have everything in life I’ve ever wanted—a wonderful husband, two adorable children, a lovely home, and my writing.”

Six weeks after the Wevills’ initial visit, however, Plath’s suspicions were still churning. One afternoon, upon returning from a shopping trip, she heard the phone ringing and raced in to answer it before her husband could intercept, though he stumbled on the stairs in his effort to get there first. She recognized the disguised female voice that asked for Hughes and then listened, stunned, to the briefest of conversations between the guilty parties.

Denial was no longer possible. When the call was over, Plath yanked the phone wire out of the wall. This was the very rupture that had always terrified her. And she experienced this betrayal as nothing less than the destruction of her identity. She was enraged. She had sacrificed so much of herself for Hughes. Not only had her husband betrayed her with another woman, but he had also lied to her about their life together. To her friend Elizabeth Sigmund, she agonized, “When you give someone your whole heart and he doesn’t want it, you cannot take it back. It’s gone forever.”

In her journals, letters, and poetry from this time, Plath dwells often on what she experienced as public humiliation, whether prying questions from village gossips or snide commentary from the London literary scene. She foresaw that Hughes’s fame would torment her for the rest of her life: she would never be able to avoid hearing of his latest book, his most recent award, his newest flame. “I think now my creating babies & a novel frightened him—for he wants barren women like his sister & this woman, who can write nothing, only adore his stuff,” she wrote, consoling herself.

Hughes was now her fiercest competition, and she was determined to compete at his level: “Ted may be a genius,” she wrote, “but I’m an intelligence. He’s not going to stop that.” Plath began relying on sleeping pills to counter insomnia, but in the dark hours of the early morning, when the sleeping pills wore off, she wrote. She described this also as the time of day when depression was most threatening to her. It was her midwife’s suggestion that she use these hours, while her children were still asleep, to write, instead of tossing and turning fruitlessly. And she began writing, often a poem a day, her best work.

By October 1962, Plath had produced an astounding twenty-five poems, and she described to friends how they were bursting from her in a way that she could not have ever anticipated. In numerous letters, she explained how she had always believed she needed a steady and settled domestic life in order to write, but now that all that had been thrown into chaos, she was writing like never before, “as if domesticity had choked me.”

Living life at this heightened pace, however, was not sustainable. In the last weeks of her life, this rush of creative energy faltered and a perfect storm of setbacks darkened her horizons on all sides. Wanting to free herself further from Hughes, she attempted to start a romantic relationship with a close friend, an influential editor, and was devastated when he shunned her advances. The Bell Jar, published in England in January 1963, was rejected by her U.S. publisher, and her first collection of poems received lukewarm reviews in the States. Her strikingly original poems were turned down by one editor after another, many of whom described them as “alarming.” Meanwhile, London was suffering the coldest weather in recent memory, with pipes bursting and illness raging. Plath and her children were repeatedly sick with the flu, and frequent visits from Hughes, separated from Plath, to see the children created profound disruption.

In the final four days of her life, Plath’s mood shifted starkly. She had argued with her au pair, relations with Hughes had become increasingly strained, and he was threatening her with legal action for slander. Plath was recovering from an exhausting respiratory infection, and the children had once again been ill with flu. At the start of February, her doctor diagnosed her as “pathologically depressed” and placed her on antidepressant medication. “Barren” Assia was also by then pregnant, though she would have an abortion a couple of weeks later. It is not known if Plath learned of this pregnancy before her death.

One of Plath’s last poems portrays her imminent suicide:


           The woman is perfected.

           Her dead

           Body wears the smile of accomplishment,

           The illusion of a Greek necessity

           Flows in the scrolls of her toga,

           Her bare

           Feet seem to be saying:

           We have come so far, it is over.



GOING MAD

What finally captured Virginia Woolf was her fear of the inevitable oscillation between stratospheric highs and paralyzing lows. She was fifty-nine when she committed suicide in 1941, but there had been at least two attempts earlier in her life, and according to her nephew and biographer, Quentin Bell, the fear of madness had been with Woolf for decades, at least since her first significant breakdown, at age thirteen, following her mother’s death. “From now on,” he writes, “she knew that she had been mad and might be mad again.” Some years and bouts of illness later, a nerve specialist diagnosed Woolf with neurasthenia, a catchall term implying weakness of the nerves. She suffered from symptoms characteristic of anxiety and depression: worry; insomnia; irritability; excitability; headaches; tingling sensations; lightheadedness; tormenting feelings of failure, shame, and guilt; and hopelessness about the future. Disgust with her body, aversion to food, paranoia, and even occasional hostility were recurring symptoms of her illnesses as well. Her husband, Leonard, believed she suffered from manic depression, and Quentin Bell agreed.

Despite many wretched stretches, some prolonged, Woolf was neither depressed nor manic most of the time. Her letters and diaries, her fiction and essays, her prodigious reading and reviewing, and of course the recollections of colleagues, acquaintances, and friends attest to the energy and optimism, and the extraordinary work ethic, that characterize her prolonged periods of health, as well as her brilliance (or perhaps even genius), her considerable capacity for joy, and her sociability, humor, and charm. Her friend the author Lytton Strachey once suggested that, current loves aside, Virginia Woolf was the person anyone would most want to see coming up one’s drive for a visit. Even when well, however, Woolf was always more sensitive to certain stimuli, such as noises, and she was often plagued by the same headaches, insomnia, excitability, and difficulty with concentration she experienced when ill. Leonard believed these symptoms were unmistakable signs of potential danger. The lines between her inventiveness and flights of fantasy, between her being gregarious and uncontrollably garrulous, were not always clear.

That Virginia might become either overstimulated or overtired was a constant source of concern for Leonard, who was initiated into just how treacherous her illnesses could be even before their marriage and, more devastatingly still, in the years that immediately followed. He knew how quickly and utterly her thinking could become disordered—irrational, dangerous, morbid. For a breakdown to be avoided, Leonard said, Virginia needed to retire immediately to a “cocoon of quiescence,” a state of near hibernation. She balked at his insistence on a highly regimented life and his parceling out of fun and freedoms. Fear of sleeplessness was a cause of anxiety for Virginia as well. She was terrified, rightly, of finding herself ungovernable: “It is odd why sleeplessness, even of a modified kind, has this power to frighten me. It’s connected I think with those awful other times when I couldn’t control myself,” she wrote. Innocuous criticism or laughter at her expense would reverberate and ricochet within Woolf’s mind, but she understood that her emotional response was often blown out of proportion. “I bring home minute pinpricks which magnify in the middle of the night into gaping wounds,” she wrote.

Woolf’s instinct to express herself in writing and her deep pleasure in doing so were curtailed only when she was fully incapacitated, and her diaries illuminate, among myriad literary, metaphysical, political, and personal concerns, her changing moods. First the depression: “Sank into a chair, could scarcely rise; everything insipid; tasteless, colourless. Enormous desire for rest . . . only wish to be alone in the open air. . . . Thought of my own power of writing with veneration, as of something incredible, belonging to someone else; never again to be enjoyed by me. Mind a blank . . . No pleasure in life whatsoever; but felt perhaps more attuned to existence. Character and idiosyncrasy as Virginia Woolf completely sunk out. . . . Difficulty in thinking what to say. Read automatically, like a cow chewing cud. Slept in a chair.”

Slowly over time her mood would pick up: “Sense of physical tiredness but slight activity in the brain. Beginning to take notice . . . much clearer & lighter. Thought I could write, but resisted, or found it impossible. A desire to read poetry set in on Friday. This brings back a sense of my own individuality. Read some Dante & Bridges, without troubling to understand, but got pleasure from them. Now I begin to wish to write notes, but not yet novel.”

She then recorded a marked upswing in mood and perception: “The suggestive power of every sight & word is enormously increased.” Weeks later she would begin to anticipate and sense the onset of the pain again: “Oh it’s beginning it’s coming—the horror—physically like a painful wave swelling about the heart—tossing me up. I’m unhappy unhappy! Down—God, I wish I were dead . . . I’ve only a few years to live I hope. I can’t face this horror anymore—(this is the wave spreading out over me). This goes on; several times, with varieties of horror. . . . Why have I so little control? It is not credible, nor lovable. It is the cause of much waste & pain in my life.”

Woolf summed it up herself: “I wish you could live in my brain for a week. It is washed with the most violent waves of emotion. What about? I don’t know. It begins on waking; and I never know which—shall I be happy? Shall I be miserable?”

Woolf’s diaries, and to some extent her letters, give a sense of the complexity of her feelings about her temperament and vulnerabilities. She understood, for example, in a not insignificant way, the literary value of her madness: “As an experience, madness is terrific I can assure you, and not to be sniffed at; and in its lava I still find most of the things I write about.” The episodes were “how shall I express it?—partly mystical. Something happens in my mind. It refuses to go on registering impressions. It shuts itself up. It becomes chrysalis.”

Woolf despised the prolonged rest-cure treatments that were mandated for her illnesses. She felt that month after month of excessive feedings and enforced inactivity of the body and mind (particularly being denied books and the option of writing when she felt herself again able to do so) were dehumanizing. “Never has a time been more miserable. . . . I don’t expect any doctor to listen to reason,” she wrote during one such period. The treatments made her only more secretive about and fearful of her symptoms, for their onset predicted a course of treatment that was worse, in her mind, than the symptoms themselves. “I really don’t think I can stand much more of this,” she wrote during the eighth month of one such treatment. “What I mean is that I shall soon have to jump out of a window.”

Given Woolf’s decades-long, if intermittent, history of breakdowns and her recovery from them, and the ensuing years of extraordinary creativity and productivity, we have every reason to imagine that she might have recovered from her final illness as well. Why was this breakdown different? Certainly the times were enormously difficult, bleak and ominous, the threat of impending doom probably both amplifying and seeming to reflect Woolf’s state of mind. The issue in 1941 was not only Woolf’s fear of madness, but also her, and the world’s, well-founded fear of German occupation. She and Leonard, along with many others, had discussed specific plans for suicide in the case of invasion, assuming that their deaths were imminent regardless. She wrote to a friend in early March 1941, “Do you feel, as I do . . . that this is the worst stage of the war? I do. I was saying to Leonard, we have no future.”

Yet it was, of course, the chaos in Woolf’s mind, rather than in the world at large, that was ultimately intolerable to her, that robbed her of any faith in the possibility of recovery. The physician who was attending to her wrote on March 12 that Woolf had admitted to “feeling desperate—depressed to the lowest depths, had just finished a story. Always felt like this—but especially useless just now.” On March 21, Woolf told her physician that her biographical works were “failures,” saying, “I’ve lost the art,” and admitting that (presumably by then already agitated and unable to sleep or think) she had taken to scrubbing floors when she couldn’t write. Woolf saw her doctor, at Leonard’s insistence, for the final time, on March 27. Although she eventually acknowledged her fears that she would lose the ability to write, “The interview was difficult. Virginia at once declared that there was nothing the matter with her. It was quite unnecessary that she should have a consultation; she certainly would not answer any questions.” She committed suicide the next day.

Woolf left three suicide notes, two to Leonard and one to her sister, Vanessa Bell, which offer our best chance of understanding Woolf’s mind: “I am certain now that I am going mad again. It is just as it was the first time,” she wrote to Vanessa. “I am always hearing voices, and I know I shan’t get over it now. . . . I can hardly think clearly any more . . . I have fought against it, but I can’t any longer.”

ACCUMULATION OF BURDENS

It is the most harrowing mistake a physician can make. He was wrong—“wrong about the risk, and the loss is irreparable.”

Dr. Howard P. Rome, the chair of psychiatry at the Mayo Clinic, had discussed the topic of suicide at length with his patient. They had talked about the patient’s father’s suicide, the patient’s suicidal “musings,” and even his prior attempts.

In July 1961, a few days after Dr. Rome had discharged Ernest Hemingway from the hospital, the writer killed himself with a shotgun. Four months later, Dr. Rome tried to answer in writing the question that he had repeatedly asked himself and that had now been squarely put to him by Hemingway’s wife: what more could have been done?

In the letter, Dr. Rome said of Hemingway, “He was obsessed with the idea that he could never again meet his obligations and therefore would be unable to work.” Dr. Rome observed the classic “features of an agitated depression: loss of self-esteem, ideas of worthlessness, a searing sense of guilt at not having done better” by his family, by his friends, and “by the myriad of people who relied upon him.” These symptoms had ultimately led Dr. Rome to prescribe electroshock therapy.

Hemingway had also demonstrated an intense melancholic preoccupation. He didn’t feel that he could trust his lawyers or financial advisers: “For weeks we talked about the meaning of his unfounded insistence that if he weren’t legally declared a resident of Idaho he would be broke. When we had all of the factual information, it seems to me that he came to see that what he was really saying had less to do with money as money and more to do with him as a person with productive assets.

“Our conversations repeatedly got back to the future. What were the pros and cons of a permanent residence in Idaho as against someplace in Europe or even Africa?”

At the same time, Hemingway became preoccupied with his health. He would often double-check the nurse’s recording of his blood pressure and kept very detailed records of his weight and what he was wearing when he stepped on the scale.

Spontaneously, Hemingway brought up the subject of suicide in his conversations with Dr. Rome.


He said that I could trust him; in fact, he pointed out that I had no alternative but to trust him. As demonstration of this, he pointed out the many ways potentially available to him, saying that if he really wanted to destroy himself there were mirrors of glass, belts, ways in which he could secrete medications and the rest.

You asked what more could have been done. . . . I can’t see that you could have done anything more. He often said that he knew he was a difficult person to live with and that you had somehow or other acquired the knack. He was especially proud of the fact that you had been able to share him with what he frequently referred to as that thing in his head—tapping his forefinger against his temple.

I think I can appreciate what this has meant to you; the whole ghastly, horrible realization of its finality now. And all of the endless echoes of why why why why. And the totally unsatisfying answers. This kind of a violent end for a man who we knew to possess the essence of gentleness is an unacceptable paradox. . . . In my judgment he had recovered sufficiently from his depression to warrant the recommendation I made that he leave the hospital. You accepted this in good faith. I was wrong about the risk.



I contacted a close confidant of Hemingway in his last years. “When I met Hemingway, I was very struck; his personality was lighthearted, he was interested in everything, he was always drawing people out and he wasn’t morose at that period,” says Valerie Hemingway, who was nineteen years old when she first encountered the writer in Spain in 1959. Soon she had taken on the roles of his daughter, muse, and employee. (After Hemingway’s death, she would marry his son Gregory.)

“It was perfect in Spain because you don’t sit down to the table until eleven p.m. and getting up from dinner at two a.m. was perfectly normal or you might talk on until three,” she continues. “In other circumstances, it became noticeable that one of the reasons [Hemingway] kept people around him and kept talking was that he did not want to go to bed and try to sleep.”

Despite his successful writing career and literary fame, Hemingway had faced debilitating setbacks: he was on his fourth marriage; he’d suffered serious physical injuries in multiple car and plane accidents; many of his close friends had died. He knew depression intimately. Still, he’d generally been able to press on by traveling, keeping good company, and above all writing.

Soon after he left Spain, however, things changed dramatically. “When I went to stay with him in Cuba, in January of 1960,” Valerie Hemingway recalls, “I saw a completely different Hemingway.” It was in Cuba, Hemingway’s adopted homeland, that he began his “accumulation of burdens,” as she put it, causing him to fall a little harder each time and straining him that much more as he struggled to get back up again.

Upon his return to Finca Vigia, his beloved farm just outside Havana, Hemingway found himself in an uncomfortable, and unlikely, position. Philip Bonsal, then the American ambassador to Cuba and a longtime friend of the Hemingway family, paid a visit one evening in April. “Hemingway was told by Phil that he needed to get out of Cuba,” Valerie remembers, noting that she was sitting at the table with the two men as they had their conversation. Hemingway resisted, declaring that he was living in Cuba not as a political statement but because it was a cherished home and sanctuary for his writing. Bonsal went one step further, declaring “that Cuba was now an enemy country and . . . that the word ‘traitor’ had come up” among Washington officials with regard to Hemingway. He ended the conversation by repeating his original message: Hemingway needed to leave right away.

Hemingway focused on the word “traitor”—“that played into his fears a lot,” says Valerie. “He understood the enormity of that accusation. . . . Once a word is bandied about, it’s picked up and suddenly it becomes a defining [label]. That was very, very disturbing to him.”

The threat, too, of having to let go of Finca, where he had a staff he considered close friends, some of whom had worked with him for decades, quickly toppled Hemingway’s sense of stability. “When you’re very precise and things change, that bothers you,” Valerie Hemingway remarks. “I noticed [this in Hemingway] so clearly. . . . The possibility of losing Finca was one of the real burdens, because that was the place he could go and feel he was among friends. He always liked to have a group of reliable people around him who would ward off the outside world.”

Later that spring, Hemingway suffered another blow: his vision began to fail. “He literally read three books every week,” Valerie recalls. “But when his eyesight was failing, it became hard for him to read. Then, his relaxation was going out twice a week at least, fishing on the Pilar, and of course this required [good vision] . . . to see the fish in the water, the ripples, and so on. Everything that he did—that he loved to do—really required the use of his sight.”

Convinced that his life had become precariously uncertain, Hemingway returned his attention to an old anxiety about his finances. The seed of this fear had been planted in 1928, when Hemingway saw his father’s mood plummet when a bad real estate investment swallowed up a large portion of the family savings; his father committed suicide not long after. Hemingway had to rummage through a slew of unbalanced checkbooks, uncollected bills, and unpaid back taxes to sort out the financial ruin his father had left behind. Now his worries about money deepened when his own seemingly secure economic circumstances were suddenly turned upside down: in the late 1950s, his accountant reported that he’d been underpaying Hemingway’s taxes and the writer would need to pay an unanticipated sum of $50,000 to the U.S. government. As it turned out, the income from Hemingway’s writing and royalties that year was less than he had expected, and for the first time he found himself strapped for cash. “Ernest felt very poor. And he felt untrusting of those around him,” Valerie Hemingway explains. “One year you could feel rich, and then the next year, it’s all taken away from you. He became attuned to the unpredictability of what could happen.”

All these issues exacerbated Hemingway’s insomnia, and long restless nights only made it impossible for him to write the following day. This inability to write, in the end, was at the core of Hemingway’s despair: “He had this obsession that writing was more important than anything else,” Valerie says. “He felt that if he couldn’t write better than he had written before, then there was no point in living. This particular spring, when he got up to write—that really agitated him. His whole personality changed: he became grumpy and depressed.”

Hemingway’s fears soon began to multiply: at various points, he worried that people were trying to kill him, that his wife would leave him, that his lawyers hadn’t reported four thousand dollars in gambling winnings, that there would be dramatic recriminations for his negative portrayal of a famous Spanish bullfighter in a two-part Life magazine story.

When Valerie went to stay with Hemingway for a second time in Spain, in the summer of 1960, she found a gaunt and abandoned figure, a ghost of the man she’d met the year before. “I felt that the person wasn’t there,” she says. “I simply couldn’t get through to him in any way.”

In fact, some of Hemingway’s paranoia was rooted in reality. The FBI had been tracking his movements since the 1940s, when J. Edgar Hoover decided to keep an eye on his activities in Cuba. But focusing on his vulnerabilities only amplified Hemingway’s paranoia. The inventiveness that had once allowed him to gain an edge on these fears, his writerly imagination, had turned on him.

A UNIFIED THEORY

As he drove home one night with a take-out order of steaming curries nestled in the passenger seat, Ralph Hoffman noticed that every single stoplight he encountered was green: across Chapel Street, down to Elm, all the way home.

Hoffman was barely aware of the string of coincidences until, all of a sudden, he found himself zooming through the fourth and then the fifth green light. This was no longer in keeping with his ordinary expectations of traffic patterns in New Haven. “It started to feel uncanny. What is going on here? What is this force controlling the green lights? And so, for about a half a second, I had a paranoid fantasy—a conviction that some outside force was manipulating the traffic lights.”

Hoffman, a psychiatrist and medical director of Yale Psychiatric Institute, uses this anecdote to describe the experience of psychotic patients, who regularly find hidden meaning in everyday coincidences. “If I had a propensity toward psychosis at that time,” says Hoffman, “I would have somehow grabbed on to this remarkable set of coincidences.”

When I explained my theory of capture to Hoffman, he recognized in my description not only the experiences of his patients, many of whom suffer from delusions or hallucinations, but also his own mind-set that evening. Capture, he suggested, becomes an inevitable chain reaction in our lives: we attach meaning to certain stimuli, our attention becomes progressively biased, and we scan our environments for similar stimuli. “This,” explains Hoffman, “is an autocatalytic process.” Once our attention is primed by a particular stimulus, we begin to recognize previously invisible stimuli, and sources of meaning, in our environments, which only intensify our hypervigilance. Or, in Hoffman’s words, patients “seek out the very things that drive them crazy.”

This cycle of narrowing attention is so vicious that psychiatrists often wonder how some patients ever manage to recover. What allows us to break the cycle?

Psychosis, Hoffman suggests, can be understood through the lens of capture. Research suggests that many of us (perhaps 70 percent of the population) hear voices just before we drift into sleep. (The same research has shown that sustained sleep deprivation makes us particularly prone to such experiences.) What differentiates these “normal” moments from the all-consuming delusions and hallucinations experienced by the schizophrenic? For people prone to psychosis, Hoffman explains, a voice heard before one drifts off to sleep possesses an irresistible authority; it is salient. After all, if a psychotic patient is not captured by his hallucinations, he is unlikely to continue hallucinating. “That,” says Hoffman, “is the single most important indicator that a patient is on the road to recovery. If he is able to ignore [the voices], then they will probably soon melt away.”

Bipolar disorder is, in Hoffman’s words, “an addiction to a certain affective state, one that is highly compelling and motivating.” He continues: “Bipolar patients are captured by this sense of their own specialness, and then recaptured by any kind of evidence whatsoever that supports this self-conception.” The manic phase of bipolar disorder is characterized by a collection of hypersalient cues that reinforce the individual’s extraordinary sense of self-worth. At the same time, bipolar patients regularly ignore potentially relevant evidence that would challenge their grandiose understanding of themselves. This attentional bias may lead patients to believe that they possess some rare gift: a radically innovative insight into the origin of mankind, or a particularly intimate connection to God. As manic convictions gain solidity—Robert Lowell’s sudden belief that he had been entrusted with a divine mission, for instance—any suggestion that might puncture this certainty is ignored or dismissed out of hand.

Not surprisingly, the major pharmacological treatments for both psychosis and bipolar disorder, the so-called second-generation antipsychotics, target the neurological circuitry of salience. By muting our investment in particularly salient stimuli, these medications allow patients to regain some measure of control over their attention. Unfortunately, patients often find that these drugs mute all their responses, rendering their emotional landscape flat and their days listless.

In depression, the process is largely analogous, albeit in reverse. We become hypersensitive to a very different set of cues in our environment: “I’ve disappointed my father. I’m a terrible failure. No one could ever love me; I will always be lonely.” Alternatively, we may project our interpretation of cues outward onto the heartless, unjust world: “Why do bad things always happen to me?” To assuage this overwhelming sense of self-loathing, depressed people regularly turn to drugs and alcohol or food, which only compounds their sense of worthlessness.

While depression is a function of being captured by negative stimuli, what is felt or experienced as depression is exhaustion, emptiness, and defeat—capture’s sequelae. The learned helplessness of depression is a by-product of our attempt to protect ourselves from painful stimuli. We respond by altering our behavior, while our thoughts reflect a constant attention to negative stimuli: “I don’t want to get out of bed. I am in a void infinitely deep and black.” All personal initiative disappears, all desire, all sense of being a person; feelings of unreality come to permeate our entire outlook. Depression sustains itself as these feelings perpetuate the capture.

As we discussed these conditions, Dr. Hoffman returned again and again to a key paradox. We are all vulnerable to capture; we all need to find meaning in the random flux of stimuli that bombard us at every moment. Yet, for most of us, this susceptibility is offset by our ability to redirect the wanderings of our attention. Hoffman insists that this countervailing force pulls many sufferers out of the rabbit hole. After all, he has seen it at work in his own patients.

But the battle is uphill. Indeed, as Dr. Hoffman acknowledges, the brain’s drive to discover salience likely holds as much sway as the drive for pleasure or reward. “Salience,” he said, “is sought through experience, either via our senses or via internally generated states such as beliefs, images, or memories. Mental illness ensues when the brain gets stuck on these high-salience experiences to the exclusion of everyday mental processes.”

We have seen capture at work in healthy individuals without any discernible form of mental illness, and in those paralyzed by psychic pain. The process of capture is not merely synonymous with psychopathology; nor is it the only force behind mental illness. Rather, it is a common mechanism through which we can better understand an array of mental suffering, from the everyday to the extreme.

This underlying similarity across seemingly unrelated experiences should challenge us to rethink our current understanding of mental distress. For the last thirty-five years, psychiatry has based its diagnostic categories on patients’ symptoms. Over time, the name attached to a given cluster of symptoms has become accepted as the cause of the patient’s suffering. Consequently, these labels, such as “bipolar disorder” and “depression,” have been accepted as explanations rather than descriptions. Unfortunately, such confusion has deflected attention from the crucial link between psychological pain and brain function.

Yet there is mounting evidence to support a common mechanism behind seemingly disparate mental conditions. For example, various forms of psychiatric treatments, including medication and psychotherapy, have proven effective in a range of disorders. Both anxiety and depressive disorder respond equally well to the three classes of psychotropic drugs; indeed, antidepressants such as Zoloft and Prozac have been approved for major depressive disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, panic disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder, premenstrual dysphoric disorder, and social anxiety disorder. In all these conditions, too, salient stimuli activate key neural circuitry. Research has increasingly shown that antidepressant drugs work by reducing emotional reactivity to such provoking stimuli—in essence, these medications help to dampen the arousal caused by capture.

For too long we have neglected this evidence of a neural mechanism underlying diverse forms of psychic pain—and even of artistic and spiritual transcendence. My hope is that by examining the impact of capture in individual lives we might begin to understand how and why certain stimuli commandeer our attention. Only then might we begin to develop more effective, and safer, strategies for treating the most debilitating forms of capture.
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WHEN CAPTURE TURNS ON THE SELF


DAVID FOSTER WALLACE

To understand the full impact of capture, we must view it as the result of a lifetime of experiences. David Foster Wallace’s life offers an example of what can happen when capture is directed toward the self: when extreme sensitivity becomes striving perfectionism, which in turn evolves into relentless self-criticism and becomes coupled with an uncanny ability to analyze the flaws in one’s own analysis. Suffering, in other words, becomes indistinguishable from our frantic attempts to evade it. Wallace was caught by this very loop, which resulted in a despair that ultimately he could not conceive of ever escaping.

By the age of sixteen, as a junior in high school, Wallace had begun an intense struggle to keep his emotional balance. He had been notably shy as a child, but as a teenager, he found his distress had sharpened. His impulse was, as his younger sister, Amy Wallace-Havens, described it, “to see the world and human behavior as pretty ridiculous.” It wasn’t mean-spirited, she said; it came across more as if he were from a different planet and he’d lost his tribe.

Nevertheless, Wallace sought community and found it, primarily within a local tennis team, starting lessons at twelve and soon becoming good enough to qualify for the sectional championships. In those same years, he also discovered that smoking pot helped to still his whirring mind, and he indulged frequently.

Much as these two activities, playing tennis and smoking marijuana, helped Wallace feel better, neither could fully arrest the steadily growing fear that was overtaking him. He told his lifelong friend Mark Costello of a deep feeling of powerlessness during high school; he described not being able to leave his bedroom for a certain period of time and the terror of not understanding what was happening to him. He suffered from agoraphobia and panic attacks—turning “ashen gray,” as his father said, “vomiting, trembling”—and bouts of fury, once even going so far as to drag his sister through dog feces after they’d had an argument at school that landed them both in detention.

“He considered [suicide] in high school,” recalled a college friend. “We talked about that because we [agreed] that it was tempting, that there just seemed like no way out of the personal hell, and that suicide seemed to be the only way to achieve relief, to stop the pain.” Wallace was not the first among his family to think this way: his maternal great-uncle and his aunt took their own lives.

Throughout this period, however, Wallace remained unusually dependent on his mother. She had been the one who woke at the crack of dawn on Saturdays during tennis season to drive him to his tournaments. She visited her kids’ bedrooms every night to talk to them about what was going on in each of their lives. When it came time to go to college, Wallace experienced such “misery about leaving home,” Amy said, in large part because he was fearful about having to live without his parents’—perhaps most especially his mother’s—support.

And yet when Wallace arrived for his freshman year at Amherst, he hoped for, and experienced for a time, a kind of renewal. On some mornings, according to freshman roommates, he would open the window of his dorm room and yell out, “I love this place!”

He formed friendships that offered the consolation of like minds. He met Costello early on—they lived down the hall from each other—and Corey Washington, a highly talented fifteen-year-old who lived at home with his parents because the college thought he was too young to reside on campus. “They were emotionally close for reasons of self-protection,” Amherst professor Andrew Parker said of the three friends.

Dave Colmar, who befriended Wallace in his later years at Amherst, recalled, “We hit it off, talking about things that most people would consider ridiculous. I speak six languages, so at the time, I was working on a thesis that involved two foreign languages. I’m really into the minutiae of language and grammar, and Dave was as well. He wasn’t arguing the split infinitive or his mom’s views on ‘less’ or ‘fewer’ just for the sake of argument. It had real meaning for him. We shared the language of language. But what we were really sharing was a kind of camaraderie with things like loneliness, isolation—it was kind of a darker side. We smoked dope together a lot.”

Charlie McLagan, a Chicagoan who met Wallace as a freshman, also appealed to this darker side. “We did a lot of drugs together,” said McLagan. “I was doing a lot of LSD and mushrooms and ecstasy, and he and I tripped a handful of times together. He enjoyed it. We had many long overnight hours of listening to music and talking and enjoying the high. He’d show up at eight and leave at five in the morning.” During his first year at Amherst, Wallace, always one for routine, smoked pot every day at about the same time, 4:00 p.m., with a group of guys who lived down the hall from him.

Forming a tight-knit circle of friends, in many ways, satisfied Wallace’s intense desire for connection, an urge that would largely propel his writing later on. This group also helped to buffer Wallace from feeling like a misfit in college, as he’d so strongly felt in high school: “Some students nicknamed him ‘mush face.’ He was somewhat overweight. I wouldn’t call him attractive,” recalled McLagan. “I don’t think he ever knew that he had that nickname, but I’m sure that he could perceive some disdain or outcast-ness from those people.”

Perhaps most important, however, Wallace recognized, and became recognized for, his formidable intellect at Amherst. “He soon caught the attention of professors,” said one of his classmates. “They challenged him to excel as soon as they saw his first work—and he had great admiration for Amherst professors. He pushed himself to please them.” Wallace never received anything less than an A-minus during his time there, and even managed to get straight A-pluses one semester.

Despite these triumphs, however, Wallace never felt a lasting sense of contentment. Initially, there were the social challenges of adapting to a new environment, particularly one so at odds with the life he had known at home. “Dave came from downstate Illinois, public school, no wealth; around us were guys from private schools like Andover and Deerfield Academy or old money from the Deep South or New York City or Boston or Washington, DC, diplomat kids,” recalled one classmate. “They were used to being on their own; they were really comfortable with the girls, and socially very adept at that kind of situation. For Dave, that was not the case. Dave was obviously a keen observer of such differences—and although they were superficial, he was vastly outnumbered. I know this made him uncomfortable.”

Wallace himself acknowledged this many years later, in a 1999 interview with Amherst magazine. “I wasn’t in a fraternity and didn’t go to parties and didn’t have much to do with the life of the College. I had a few very close friends and that was it,” he confided. “I studied all the time. I mean literally all the time. I was one of those people they had to flicker the lights of Frost Library to get out of there on Friday nights, who’d be out there right after brunch on Sunday waiting on the steps for them to open the doors. There were happy reasons for all this studying, and sad reasons. It was at Amherst, with its high expectations and brilliant profs and banzai workload, that I loved to read and write and think. In many ways, I came alive there. But I was always terrified. Amherst terrified me—the beauty of it, the tradition, the elitism, the expense.”

On their own, these are hurdles faced by many college freshmen. What devastated Wallace was the dawning revelation that, in spite of the promising glimmer of a new beginning, he could not outrun his early vulnerabilities, and, as he ventured forth as boldly as he was compelled to do, new ones awaited him.

“When we were kids, neither one of us had a cavity until, I think, when David was in the eighth grade. He got a cavity and he just freaked out,” Wallace’s sister recalled. “And I remember hearing him carrying on and being stunned and disgusted. . . . I think he just wanted to be as perfect as possible. I think he liked to set himself apart from other people or from what normal is supposed to be. And that actually translated into not finding it acceptable to have a cavity. David loved being told how fantastic he was, no matter what it was. Everything from the dentist—‘Here’s this astonishing boy who doesn’t have any cavities’—to having the best grades at school.”

This was an early dilemma for Wallace: creating expectations that were so exacting that he was guaranteed to fail eventually. Wallace’s grandiose intentions may have been meant to prove to himself his superiority, but instead they provoked a doomed inner narrative, one that would play on repeat throughout his life: he had not measured up; his life was a hoax; he was a failure. This extreme self-criticism, echoing beneath his every pursuit, constantly undermined him.

This sentiment extended to his personal life. James Wallace explained, “If somebody said, ‘I love you’ to David, his reaction to that was ‘I’ve done it again. I’ve deceived this person into not recognizing my bad sides.’”

Yet, swimming upstream through his own torrent of disapproval, Wallace always hoped for more: more achievement, more recognition, more love.

From a very young age, Wallace was bent on impressing his parents, two highly intellectual people with their own rigorous standards. His father was a dedicated academic who, with a quiet passion, worked on the same set of difficult philosophical problems for decades. Sally was a professor of English at Parkland College, a community college in Illinois, and a commanding presence in the household. She loved wordplay and the sounds of certain phrases. She was also fiercely passionate about grammar, and in 1980 she wrote a textbook called Practically Painless English, designed to teach grammar and composition in a lighthearted manner. She shared these interests with her young children; Wallace responded enthusiastically. The two would make private jokes to each other, playing with the meaning and spelling of words. “David was fond of coming home from high school and yelling up at me, ‘Any thin natal coverings?’ also known as ‘cauls,’” his mother offered by way of one example. “He did that, I think, probably until he went off to college.”

“He really did seem so badly to want to make my parents proud of him,” Amy said of her brother. “He thought that my parents didn’t appreciate how intelligent he was.”

The revitalizing hope that things would be different for him in a new environment began to wear off by Wallace’s sophomore year at Amherst. His mind, always powerful, always processing, had been somewhat calmed in his first year of college, distracted as he was by the novelty and progress of his life there. Soon after he returned to school in the fall of 1981, however, his anxieties began to ramp up once again.

“When you said something to him, he would be sensitive both to the overt meaning of your utterance, but also to the valences of the utterance: what might have been the strategic intent, what deeper emotional valence that way of formulating the utterance might carry,” explained William DeVries, one of Wallace’s Amherst professors. “I don’t think he seemed perceptually more aware of his physical surroundings, but I think he was more sensitive to the normative and emotional aspects of human activities and situations. . . . I don’t think he thought this stuff out. I think he saw these deeper dimensions. Just as we perceive meaningful words, not patterns or pixels, he saw with equal immediacy the social and emotional meaning of people’s actions.”

Or, as one of Wallace’s former roommates describes it, “He had the most unquiet mind I have seen in a person. His mind was working five times faster than anyone else’s. And the problem is it wasn’t five times more effective than other people’s. It was just faster. His mind was in absolute overdrive.”

Habits that had once offered Wallace relief or gratification began to harden into something more problematic. His marijuana use, for example, which had once allowed “his hypervigilance to dissipate and made him comfortable in his own skin,” as his friend Dave Colmar described it, now made Wallace feel out of control. Initially, he believed he’d discovered a reasonable solution for easing his nerves; he even attributed some of his better writing—he’d started experimenting with fiction in his sophomore year—to smoking pot. “But it’s all, of course, a lie because the control gradually goes away,” Wallace would later say in an interview, “and it stops being that ‘I want to do it’ and becomes that ‘I feel I need to do it.’ That shift from ‘I want something’ to ‘I feel I need it’ is a big one.”

In addition, his desire to impress his parents coupled with the high praise he received from professors, once a satisfying affirmation of his towering intelligence, now created a daunting sense of determination and a fear of failure: “Every waking moment, I’m obsessed with doing well, trying to do well,” he told an old high school friend while at Amherst.

And, as ever, he failed to meet his own impossible expectations. “I didn’t have the sense that David was just there for As,” recalled another classmate. “It’s not like he was trying to look good on paper to get to the next step. He was different. He was struggling and striving against his own standards, which were much harsher than those of Amherst College. He wanted to solve a problem, a puzzle, that he’d created, that was unsolvable in some ways.”

By November of his sophomore year, Wallace began to have trouble functioning. His anxiety increased and then narrowed, oppressively attaching to seemingly benign matters. He began, for example, to worry excessively about losing his favorite pen. Wallace would get out of bed each night, just as he was falling asleep, to check that the pen was in his bag. It was around that time that he began taking, as Costello described it, “the dreaded three shots” of liquor before going to bed. “His ability to reassure himself was broken,” Costello explained—and as a result, he began desperately to cast about, trying to find ways to numb the fear and regain control.

“The fear and the tightening circles, the anxiety, the inability to enjoy things or even to see things or notice them—that was how Dave’s symptoms presented,” Costello explained. “I’ve known people who are depressed, and for them, it is just more like the air goes out of the balloon and they can’t get out of bed. But for Dave, it took the form of racing energy in this sort of negative and circular way. Dave was built to rev at a very, very high level, and his sort of emotional drivers were very closely harnessed by a really powerful intellect, sort of an epical intellect.”

“You could smell [the fear] on him,” another friend remarked. “He terrorized himself. There was the sense that there was this monster looming over him, this sense of inadequacy.”

Wallace recognized the person he was becoming—or had been all along. “The realization that you can lose your brain in a super powerful way, I think that was a primarily terrifying experience for him,” said Costello. “He had this secret tendency, this secret sort of wrong turn. He had strategies to deal with it and still function and go to Amherst and do very well, but he was always worried that the secret beast would come out.” Wallace would wrestle with both these notions—that he was defective in a fundamental way and that he should hide this weakness from others—for the rest of his life.

One night, not long after he began ritually keeping track of his lucky pen, Wallace lost his favorite hoodie, a ratty, smelly sweatshirt he slept in every night. He spent the evening trying to find it, enlisting Costello to help him in his frantic search. Costello noticed that Wallace’s humor was absent—during prior panics, he’d managed at least to be grimly funny, but now he was solely and spookily focused on the sweatshirt. He and Costello retraced his steps through the libraries he’d visited—he’d studied in every one on campus that night—but to no avail. This marked a turning point for Wallace: “I can’t do it,” he told his friend. “I can’t keep going.”

Three days later, he moved back home, and into his old bedroom, for the rest of that semester and the following summer. He read and wrote a bit; he did a short stint as a bus driver in the spring. Hoping he’d once again tamed his “secret beast,” he came to feel steady enough to go back to school.

Wallace returned to college in the fall of 1982, technically still a sophomore. He enrolled in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy with William Kennick, a professor with whom Wallace would study for the rest of his time at Amherst. Through Kennick, he began to seriously examine the theories of Ludwig Wittgenstein. Wallace was already somewhat familiar with the philosopher’s arguments; a disciple of Wittgenstein had, in fact, taught Wallace’s father. Now, however, the major theme of Wittgenstein’s work—broadly, whether language can provide an isolated or shared experience—caught Wallace’s attention and commanded it for some time afterward.

Though the year may have started out unevenly, it ended well for Wallace: He had become something of a sensation in the philosophy department (this was the semester he received straight A-pluses). He’d even cofounded a humor magazine with Costello called Sabrina, garnering many admirers among his fellow students and, better yet, eliciting the flattering attention of some of the young women on campus. He went home in a good mood—hopeful once more that he’d hit his stride. But that summer, Wallace’s parents, after having spent the past year living apart, told their children that they were getting a divorce. Two weeks later, however, Wallace’s mother moved back into the house and the marriage resumed; neither child asked for an explanation, and none was given. Wallace sensed his dread creeping back up on him again; he began to suffer frequent anxiety attacks.

The problem was not only the profound shift in family dynamics, but also a burgeoning identity crisis. “For most of my college career I was a hard-core syntax wienie, a philosophy major with a specialization in math and logic. I was, to put it modestly, quite good at the stuff, mostly because I spent all my free time doing it. Wienieish or not, I was actually chasing a special sort of buzz, a special moment that comes sometimes,” he would explain in a 1993 interview with Larry McCaffery. “One teacher called these moments ‘mathematical experiences.’ What I didn’t know then was that a mathematical experience was aesthetic in nature, an epiphany in Joyce’s original sense. These moments appeared in proof-completions, or maybe algorithms. Or like a gorgeously simple solution to a problem you suddenly see after half a notebook with gnarly attempted solutions. It was really an experience of what I think Yeats called ‘the click of a well-made box.’ Something like that. The word I always think of is ‘click.’ Anyway, I was just awfully good at technical philosophy, and it was the first thing I’d ever really been good at, and so everybody, including me, anticipated I’d make it a career. But it sort of emptied out for me somewhere around age twenty. I just got tired of it, and panicked because I was suddenly not getting any joy from the one thing I was clearly supposed to do because I was good at it and people liked me for being good at it.”

Wallace didn’t last long when he returned to school in the fall of 1983. He told Costello he thought he had a functioning strategy for making it through—presumably fortified by the academic success of his prior year—but soon he realized he’d been deluding himself anew. Not long after the semester began, he moved back home, taking a second leave from Amherst.

Wallace wrote a letter to Corey Washington earnestly detailing the circumstances leading up to his departure (until this point, he’d confided only in Costello). He explained to Corey that he had suffered from “a number of unpleasant neuroses” during his last two years of high school. Since then he was having “depressive episodes” that were increasingly severe and more frequent. “I figured, ultimately dumbly, a semester off on my own to walk in the woods and stroke my beardless chin would clear all this up but it just became clear eventually that it didn’t and wouldn’t.” He went on to explain he’d begun seeing a psychiatrist, without telling his parents, who had prescribed him the antidepressant Tofranil, a medication that, as it turned out, only worsened his condition. By the end of the summer, Wallace wrote in the letter, his depression had become “the worst thing I’d ever experienced,” and yet still he’d left for his junior year at Amherst “all happy-seeming (an insane desire to hide the festering pus-swollen canker at the center of my brain is a recalcitrant symptom).”

Wallace was also, however, constantly and fervently seeking his vitality, some version of the emotion he’d felt when he’d cried out the window, “I love this place!”—particularly in his intellectual life. So even as he battled his depression that summer, he was simultaneously cultivating a new passion: writing.

“Probably most kinds of art have this sort of magical thing,” Wallace would explain to the talk show host Charlie Rose in 1997. “For a moment, there’s a kind of reconciliation and communion between you and me that isn’t possible in any other way.” In 1983, however, he described this transcendent feeling to friend Mark Costello in simpler terms: “I can’t feel my ass in the chair.” Writing, for Wallace, held out hope for both extraordinary connection and a reprieve from the pain he felt in his everyday existence.

“At some point in my reading and writing that fall I discovered the click in literature, too,” Wallace continued in the McCaffery interview. “It was real lucky that just when I stopped being able to get the click from math logic I started to be able to get it from fiction.”

While at home from Amherst for the second time, Wallace wrote a short story about a mentally ill student who withdraws from college, called “The Planet Trillaphon as It Stands in Relation to the Bad Thing.” In it, an anonymous narrator suffers from the “Bad Thing,” a concept Wallace would explore repeatedly in his fiction, giving depression a generic term as a way of expressing frustration with the bland uniformity assigned to the mood simply by naming it.

“The way to fight against or get away from the Bad Thing is clearly just to think differently, to reason and argue with yourself,” Wallace wrote. “Just to change the way you’re perceiving and sensing and processing stuff. But you need your mind to do this, your brain cells with your atoms and your mental powers and all that, your self, and that’s exactly what the Bad Thing has made too sick to work right.”

Recognizing that he is trapped in a vicious cycle, Wallace’s narrator asks, “‘How the heck is the Bad Thing able to do this?’ You think about it really hard, since it’s in your best interests to do so—and then all of a sudden it sort of dawns on you . . . that the Bad Thing is able to do this to you because you’re the Bad Thing yourself! The Bad Thing is you.”

Wallace published this story in the student-run Amherst Review after returning to school in January 1984. That year, writing became the primary, more productive, way in which Wallace absorbed and expressed his restless energies.

“The things he would say in class and the times he would be up writing, really banging out the manuscript, and then other times when he would help me with my writing—with all three of those things, I had a clear sense that he was in his element,” Colmar explained. “He was grounded. But at the same time, there was a certain timidity about it, a kind of bashfulness about it—‘bashful’ is probably the best word. I don’t use that word very often. But definitely a nonboasting quality.”

In his last year at Amherst, with his decision to be a writer firmly in place, Wallace began one of two theses, a novel called The Broom of the System, the story of a young woman named Lenore Stonecipher Beadsman whose great-grandmother, once a student of Wittgenstein, advises, “All that really exists of my life is what can be said about it.”

The Broom of the System was Wallace’s attempt at a language game, his tribute to Wittgenstein. The picture theory of language set forth in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus—that words are like little images, one-to-one representations of experience—ultimately traps us within our own private worlds, in which we can never be certain whether language is building a bridge or a prison. In short, Wallace determined, “you’re looking at solipsism.”

Wallace’s great regard for Wittgenstein stemmed largely from the fact that the philosopher decided he couldn’t live with this ending—“he realized that no conclusion could be more horrible than solipsism”—and so he did an about-face: in Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein argued that language is possible only if it is a function of relationships between people, if it is “dependent on human community.” As Wallace pointed out, this approach still didn’t solve the problem that we can’t know if we’re referring to the same images when we speak, though “we’re at least all in here together.”

Wallace also found the idea that only the self exists—nothing else can be known or understood beyond it—to be a hideous concept, both philosophically and personally. “Stemming from Dave’s life was this terror of solipsism, this sort of devouring god,” Costello said. “It’s more solipsism as protagonist. This thing that goes out and systematically attacks, solipsism as virus. Dave was terribly concerned with mapping what it’s like to be in the hands of this—and of course the act of mapping is an act of striking back in self-defense. That is one of the things that’s most moving about his work to me: the very act of describing, and describing it for a reader’s edification, as a reaching out. . . . I think at certain times his writing kind of glows with a sense of confidence that we’ll get there, that victory is ours finally. Other times, not. But there is no question that this was what he was trying to wrestle with.”

Wallace graduated from Amherst summa cum laude for his theses in philosophy and literature; The Broom of the System received an A-plus.

Soon after graduation, David fell apart when his college girlfriend broke up with him. He could not get her out of his thoughts, and those around him noticed he began to withdraw. “You got the impression he was just sort of slipping away from you,” Corey Washington described. His parents took him to the psychiatric unit of a local hospital, where he stayed for several weeks. It was here that Wallace was first prescribed Nardil for his depression, the medication that stabilized him for most of his adult life.

By August, Wallace was well enough to go to the University of Arizona to begin an MFA in creative writing. “The poetry program here is uniformly just awesome. Most of the students are just, they—their poems are stomach-punchingly good. The fiction runs the gamut from fairly inferior . . . to really, really good,” he remarked in an audio recording he made for his old Amherst friends soon after arriving. “I mean there are people here who’ve—who are publishing a lot and who have won national awards and stuff. And the professors are on the whole very good. So I love it here.”

Perhaps more indicative of his mood, however, were the tears that erupted when he mentioned Corey Washington’s name (one of the people he was addressing on the tape)—“Yeah, boys, you can tell even the thought of Cor and I get choked up,” Wallace confided. “It’s always hard for me to talk about emotion.”

In fact, Wallace had begun to experience serious difficulties with the program. “Of all the MFA programs he could have gone to,” his sister, Amy, said, “the one at Arizona was probably the worst fit for his style of writing.” As a result, Wallace sped through his studies there and finished the program early.

Wallace had a tendency to romanticize places soon after leaving them, even if he’d had a gloomy experience while there. He built such a strong and superstitious mythology around having been able to write productively in certain environments that he would gloss over the agonizing emotional struggle that had occurred alongside the work. So, in 1987, Wallace went back to teach for a semester at Amherst. (“Please, please get me out of here,” he wrote in a letter to his literary agent Bonnie Nadell soon after his arrival. “I had forgotten how much I hated Amherst College. . . . And these profs who thought I was either a madman or a troublemaker or both when I was a student now tousle my hair and talk tenure tracks and Guggenheims.”)

He then returned to Arizona the following year to teach an undergraduate course. While there, feeling increasing desperation and fearing yet another emotional unraveling, he joined a recovery group and began the twelve-step process of Alcoholics Anonymous. As part of the program, he wrote letters to his former professors William Kennick and Dale Peterson apologizing for such past infractions as using secondary sources while writing his papers. “I tried to argue (without much success) that the very idea that the PSYCHE was alive, much less immortal rested on the specious premise that it renders a person alive, one no more true than that a virus that renders a person ill is itself ill,” he wrote in his letter to Kennick before sheepishly admitting that his take on Phaedo was his father’s, not his, and had come out of an argument or discussion with him. “I didn’t have the courage to come to your office and tell you this.”

Wallace also decided to quit taking Nardil, aware that the ardent among his fellow AA members would consider this yet another narcotic and a crutch. Within a month, however, Wallace had called his mother and asked her to come get him. Despite his efforts, he was in the midst of his fourth acute crisis. Back at home yet again, and back on the Nardil, he talked to his sister about his fear of life in general—“just the most basic stuff: How do you make yourself get out of bed in the morning, find a purpose, fulfill that purpose, do what you’re supposed to do.”

His father tried to coax him out of his ongoing despair. “I took him out to Allerton Park, which is about ten miles away from here—beautiful place,” he recalled. “We walked around, and I tried to talk to him. It was like there was this wall between us. I just hoped I could use this nice open-air experience and maybe he’d talk a bit and that would help. But there was just no getting through to him. Whatever he was locked into—whatever anxiety and panic, whatever was going on at Amherst, needing to come home, needing to withdraw from whatever was making him feel bad there and then needing the same thing coming back from Tucson—I was really worried about suicide at that point.”

The night before Amy was set to drive to Charlottesville, Virginia, where she was living at the time, Wallace pleaded with his sister to stay with him at their family home a little longer. She explained that she had to get back to start a new job.

“When I walked into my house in Charlottesville, the phone was ringing. [It was] my mom, who told me that [David] was in intensive care and had tried to kill himself.” He had overdosed on Dalmane, a sedative he’d been given for his insomnia. “This is going to sound weird,” Amy said, “but that was more purely painful than when I actually got the news that David had killed himself.”

Although The Broom of the System was published as a novel by Viking Press in 1987 to critical acclaim—“Clearly Mr. Wallace possesses a wealth of talents,” Michiko Kakutani wrote in her review in the New York Times, “a finely-tuned ear for contemporary idioms; an old-fashioned story-telling gift; a seemingly endless capacity for invention and an energetic refusal to compromise”—Wallace continued to struggle for recognition and a steady paycheck.

With these considerations in mind, and a more general desire to create a secure life, he decided to model his career on that of William Gass, a writer he admired who’d found success working as an academic philosopher while also writing well-regarded postmodern fiction. This, Wallace reasoned, would offer the structure of academic life and might also force him to write more regularly, with the only time to do so relegated to the margins of his life.

In the spring of 1989, Wallace moved into an apartment with Mark Costello in Somerville, Massachusetts—his old friend was working as a legal associate in Boston then—and prepared to begin studying at Harvard, where he’d been accepted in the doctoral program in philosophy.

Although he was reaching for stability, he was also counterintuitively reentering a world he’d already determined to be unsatisfying. “I never heard him speak of philosophy with a real urgency,” Costello said of this decision. “He liked philosophy, did it easily and steadily and well. But it would be a job, not a passion.”

“David found being a graduate student in philosophy uncongenial,” James Wallace offered. “He had expected, perhaps naïvely, that the faculty and students would talk with one another more or less as intellectual equals. David never did cotton much to subordination.”

It was not a surprise to his family or friends, then—or ultimately to Wallace—when his experience at Harvard did not go smoothly. “I think there were some pompous guys there. Some injured vanity, too. They were utterly unimpressed with Dave’s fictional achievements,” Costello recalled. “But did he really expect otherwise? Dave was a shrewd guy. He was only there about six weeks, and not in the best shape for said weeks. The fact that he had dumb reasons for going wasn’t Harvard’s fault.”

By then, Wallace had given up the twelve-step program he’d started in Arizona and was smoking pot and drinking excessively—more, in fact, than Costello had ever seen before.

Wallace would later explain that this doubling down on alcohol and marijuana was deliberate—however illogical his rationale was for doing so. “For most of the late ’80s, my method for ‘quitting’ drugs was to switch for a period from just drugs to just alcohol,” he wrote. “Then I’d switch back to drugs in order to ‘quit’ drinking.”

Costello recalled a similar vicious cycle from this period: “I can remember in Somerville, he got increasingly more depressed. . . . One of the things he was most focusing on was that his condition was never going to change. It’s never going to get better. It can’t get better. He thought if he wasn’t sober he would lose his mind. But he was stuck with this out-of-control compulsion. He would get caught and caught and caught.”

Wallace told Costello that he planned to kill himself in the marble entrance to Harvard’s philosophy department. He wanted, as he put it, to “hang himself in the halls of philosophy.”

Instead, he walked over to University Health Services and confessed he was having suicidal ideation. They insisted he go immediately to McLean Hospital, a psychiatric facility in Belmont, Massachusetts. He called Costello from the student health offices, “sounding hollow, detached, and explained the situation. He asked me to bring him certain things. He had composed a list: cigarettes, bathrobe, and notebook.”

David was hospitalized at McLean for a month. He was diagnosed with depression and alcoholism. These illnesses were deeply interwoven for Wallace and at the time seemed as intrinsic to his being as his heart or lungs. “The Bad Thing is you”—the message of his first short story—still resonated, and he described addiction as feeling like a cage he had entered.

In November 1989, Wallace moved into the Granada House, a halfway house, and began attending Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. This was quite literally a last resort: the doctors at McLean had made it clear, and Wallace had finally accepted, that he had to quit using drugs and alcohol or he was going to die. “Nobody ever Comes In because things were going really well and they just wanted to round out their P.M. social calendar,” Wallace would later write of AA in Infinite Jest. “Everybody, but everybody comes in dead-eyed and puke-white and with their face hanging down around their knees.”

It would take some time before Wallace believed he had the ability to get better. The addict must reckon with a paradox: “The enslaving Substance has become so deeply important to you,” Wallace wrote in Infinite Jest, “that you will all but lose your mind when it is taken away from you. Or that sometime after your Substance of choice has just been taken away from you . . . as you hunker down for required A.M. and P.M. prayers, you will find yourself beginning to pray to be allowed literally to lose your mind, to be able to wrap your mind in an old newspaper or something and leave it in an alley to shift for itself, without you.”

His early resistance to treatment brought with it the rigorous intellectual manipulations that Wallace had practiced at school and in his writing. “I made it hard for anyone to help me. I could go to a psychiatrist one day in tears and desperation and then two days later be fencing with her over the fine points of Jungian theory,” he wrote in a short essay called “An Ex-Resident’s Story,” which he posted anonymously on the Granada House website. “I could argue with drug counselors over the difference between a crass pragmatic lie and an ‘aesthetic’ lie told for its beauty alone; I could flummox 12-step sponsors over certain obvious paradoxes inherent in the concept of denial.”

In the end, however, it was the simplicity of the program, which allowed him to let down his well-constructed guard, that won Wallace over. When he came to know his fellow members, people who were like “a weird combination of Gandhi and Mr. Rogers with tattoos,” as he would write of the fictional characters that comprised the rehab group of Infinite Jest, “with enlarged livers and no teeth who used to beat wives and diddle daughters and now rhapsodize about their bowel movements”—but who also earned Wallace’s begrudging respect for winning a battle he’d been losing for years—he gave in.

“David had to find his admiration for a working person—a human being, not an intellectual,” confided a close friend who saw Wallace through recovery. “There was something very placating for him in that. The rules changed, he no longer needed to compete with the best of the best of the best. Suddenly, the measuring stick was about being a human being and doing the right thing.” He was able to connect without the fear, judgment, or competition he had felt in many of his prior peer relationships. For David, AA offered a more comfortable sense of connection.

Costello referred to this capitulation as Wallace’s “having to turn to something other than smart to live.”

After publishing Infinite Jest, Wallace would describe his feelings, and the mood of his novel, with tempered wisdom (while simultaneously managing to skirt the depth of his own experience): “The sadness that the book is about, and that I was going through, was a real American type of sadness. I was white, upper-middle-class, obscenely well-educated, had had way more career success than I could have legitimately hoped for and was sort of adrift. A lot of my friends were the same way. Some of them were deeply into drugs, others were unbelievable workaholics. Some were going to singles bars every night. You could see it played out in 20 different ways, but it’s the same thing. Some of my friends got into AA. I didn’t start out wanting to write a lot of AA stuff, but I knew I wanted to do drug addicts and I knew I wanted to have a halfway house. I went to a couple of meetings with these guys and thought that it was tremendously powerful. . . . I get the feeling that a lot of us, privileged Americans, as we enter our early thirties, have to find a way to put away childish things and confront stuff about spirituality and values. Probably the AA model isn’t the only way to do it, but it seems to me to be one of the more vigorous.”

Wallace prayed twice a day, in the morning and again in the evening, for the rest of his life. No matter where he traveled, for nearly two decades, he would find and attend the local AA meeting. In one of his journal entries from after he’d begun recovery, he made a list called “What Balance Would Look Like”:


2–3 hours a day of writing

Up at 8–9

Only a couple late nights a week

Daily exercise

Minimum time spent teaching

2 nights/week spent w/ other friends

5 AA/week

Church



By age twenty-eight, Wallace was sober and starting to write “arguably his best stuff using this spiritual program,” one friend speculated, “surrounding himself with nonintellectuals for safety.”

Without the distraction of drinking or smoking pot, however, his compulsive energy began to surface in new ways. “He would feel really shitty and then not write and then beat himself up for not writing,” said a friend. “Or he would feel really shitty and then go have sex with someone he shouldn’t have sex with and then feel really shitty. . . . He was promiscuous, he used sex for power or pleasure. . . . He wouldn’t use ’cause he knew that would kill him. But he’d overeat or he’d throw up . . .”

Still, Wallace held fast to the tenets of recovery; it was the only beacon he could see ahead of him. At one of his AA meetings, he became reacquainted with Mary Karr—they’d met once before at a party—then a little-known poet living in Belmont, Massachusetts, with her husband and young son. (Karr would publish her first memoir, The Liars’ Club, in 1995.) They began a friendship—Karr considered it a literary kinship; Wallace saw it as a potential romance. In 1990 he started to teach as an adjunct professor at Emerson College, a job that Karr helped him get. As the year progressed, the two grew closer, and Wallace grew increasingly more focused on pursuing her. He began to tell friends that he and Karr were together, even going so far as to get a tattoo with her name on his biceps, but she denied any involvement. At the end of that year, Karr accepted a job at Syracuse University and moved there with her family.

Wallace was devastated. “I just think it’s an addict’s mind,” one friend observed. “I think that rather than sitting with the pain of the fact that he may fail, the pain that he has to get up and write every day or the pain of dealing with what he’s writing about, he’s fixating on and having escapist obsessions. . . . He definitely had an obsession with her. Major obsession.”

“He had her on a pedestal—it was like a fantasy,” said another friend. “She was married, and there was this whole drama that was very immature. You would think they were in high school the way that they carried on. He was getting sober at the time and having an affair with a married sober person who had a child, and it was very tumultuous. He somehow decided that he was going to write this book to win her.”

With Karr on his mind, Wallace, after a yearlong period of not being able to produce fiction at all, began in earnest to write the novel that would become Infinite Jest. “The key to ’92 is that MMK was most important,” Wallace, himself, scribbled into the margin of one of his books. “IJ was just a means to her end (as it were).”

By the spring of 1992, he had a partial manuscript of Infinite Jest to send to his agent. Also that spring, he heard that Karr’s marriage had come to an end. In May he moved to Syracuse. By August his persistence finally paid off: Wallace and Karr became a couple.

Even with Karr by his side, however, Wallace continued to struggle. Why did he have to work so hard to feel content? What held him back from rounding the corner on maturity? Why did he continually veer off course? Propelled by the teachings of AA, he reached back and back, seeking an essential truth, a ready answer, until he arrived at what he believed was the origin of his perpetual unrest.

“He was dissecting the way that his psyche had been affected. In the twelve steps, if you are dishonest with yourself and others, then you create a lot of shame and you’re going to use,” said an ex-girlfriend. “If you have secrets, you’re going to use. That’s not to say that you’re supposed to write a novel about it. But you have to tell someone, your sponsor. So he was approaching it from that angle.”

Wallace felt that recovery was saving his life and “he knew that the only chance for him to be the man that he wanted to be, which was someone who was more accountable, would be to put it out there, be honest.”

Wallace had come to believe that his mother was an unhappy perfectionist, one whose lofty ideals had led to a keen sense of disappointment she was unable to express. He soon began to believe that she had raised him as an extension of herself. In the margins of the popular self-help book The Drama of the Gifted Child, by Alice Miller, in a section called “The Lost World of Feelings,” he wrote, “Becoming what narcissistically-deprived Mom wants you to be—performer.”

In his fictional account of a child’s reaction to a similarly stringent mother (the story “Suicide as a Sort of Present,” published in his collection Brief Interviews with Hideous Men), Wallace writes of a small child who loved his mother “more than all other things in the world put together,” so much, in fact, that “if it had had the capacity to speak of itself truly somehow, the child would have said that it felt itself to be a very wicked loathsome child who got . . . to have the very best, most loving and patient and beautiful mother in the whole world.”

Yet, the mother in Wallace’s story was filled with “self-loathing and despair.” She took “all that was imperfect” in her child “deep into herself and bore it all and thus absolved him, redeemed and renewed him, even as she added to her own inner fund of loathing.

“She could not, of course, express any of this. And so the son—desperate, as are all children, to repay the perfect love we may expect only of mothers—expressed it all for her.”

Wallace’s relationship with Karr was uneasy from the start. She had a son who took priority. Wallace wanted more of her time; she found him self-absorbed. He asked Karr to marry him; she turned him down. Finally, when he got an offer in the spring of 1993 to teach at Illinois State University in Bloomington-Normal, he reluctantly accepted, realizing that it was time to move on. He relocated to Bloomington in July and started teaching that fall.

Meanwhile, he continued his work on Infinite Jest—he had sold it to the publishing house Little, Brown based on a partial manuscript, and the writing was going well. After a little more than a year in Bloomington, he finished the book.

Wallace drew heavily from his own experience for the novel, examining with ferocity and humor everything from family relations to depression to film theory to tennis to corporate greed to substance abuse and recovery programs—and producing an epic text that both comments on and mimics the culture’s compulsive need for entertainment.

“There are a lot of little Daves in that book, different versions of himself: The Dave AA warrior I think is much more like [Don] Gately,” Mark Costello suggested. “But the pre-AA Dave, the sick Dave, the broken Dave, I think, is much more like Hal [Incandenza].”

The publication of Infinite Jest in 1996 brought Wallace, then thirty-three years old, the exceptional recognition he had long yearned for, with critics describing it as “genius,” “a masterpiece,” and “a virtuoso display of styles and themes.” Not every critic unrestrainedly fawned over the book in this way, but nearly everyone agreed it was the work of a masterful and generous writer. Wallace “is one of the big talents of his generation, a writer who can seemingly do anything . . . a pushing-the-envelope postmodernist who’s also able to create flesh-and-blood characters and genuinely moving scenes,” Kakutani weighed in at the New York Times. She went on, however, with less enthusiasm: “As the reader plows through Infinite Jest, it becomes clear that the subplots involving Gately, Hal and the Canadian terrorists also provide a flimsy armature on which Mr. Wallace can drape his ever-proliferating observations and musings. Indeed, the whole novel often seems like an excuse for Mr. Wallace to simply show off his remarkable skills as a writer and empty the contents of his restless mind.”

The attention, nonetheless, was keen. On the one hand, it made Wallace’s gargantuan ambition and effort seem worthwhile. But it also felt as if the adoring audience of his dreams had suddenly materialized and they were now sitting at his doorstep hungrily awaiting his next work of genius.

Fame became another preoccupation for Wallace—and another conduit for his inexhaustible fear and self-contempt. Despite so much public acclaim and critical affirmation, “there was always a strong sense of inadequacy,” Mark Costello recalled about his friend. He mimicked Wallace’s inner voice: “‘I’m a performing monkey. I’m just giving people what they want. There’s this David Foster Wallace persona and I’m just sort of an organ grinder. I want to write something that goes beyond that to some level.’”

This sense of writing as performance corrupted Wallace’s creative process by not only paralyzing him but also robbing him of its former value, its ability to transport him from earthly suffering. Now it made him more anxious than ever.

“I play endless games with myself. This discipline thing is really the last significant area of my life where I still indulge in a self-pity and hatred that I feel like are childish and wasteful and wrong,” he wrote in 1997 to the novelist Don DeLillo, who had become somewhat of a mentor to Wallace. “I stopped thinking neurosis was cool a long time ago.”

His success also compounded his innate sense of duplicity—the “fraudulence paradox”—because now there were thousands of people who revered and admired him without ever having met him. (Indeed, many of his admirers credit Wallace with saving them from their own isolating unhappiness. “During the few times I have experienced depression,” wrote one such fan on his blog, “I felt less alone knowing that the fictional Kate Gompert knew how I felt.”)

Wallace choked under the pressure of the public’s expectations. “The thing is I get scared it won’t come. I’m back to thinking IJ was a fluke,” he wrote after the novel’s publication. He admitted to feeling nothing—dead inside. There was nothing worthwhile to pursue. “I’m now starting to want to run. I don’t know what to do. Go to Fedex and movie after tennis. Play tennis well. Sit and relax. This seems formless and poor. The fear and frustration and self-doubt.”

Yet, by 2000, Wallace had published two collections—A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again and Brief Interviews with Hideous Men—and had been awarded the MacArthur Foundation Fellowship. His crisis of fame had clearly subsided. He had even started to work on a new novel. That same year, Wallace, who had been taking the year off to write, received an inquiry from Pomona College in Claremont, California, asking if he’d be interested in a newly created position in their creative writing department.

“When he first came here in the fall of 2002, his house was about four blocks down the street [from mine]. I met him, I think, the second day he was at an AA meeting, and we hit it off,” an AA buddy recalled of Wallace’s early days in Claremont. “At that time, my wife was dying. It was a terrible, lingering death. If I was going to keep on working then, we had to get some help, people to stay with her. And David volunteered to come up here, and I’d known him maybe two, three months, max. He volunteered to walk up the street, with his laptop, every Tuesday morning and stay with my wife so that I could go to work.”

Wallace quickly established himself in the AA community of Claremont, making both supporters and friends of the men and women he met in meetings. Not long after moving there, he also met a visual artist named Karen Green, who, with his permission, created an illustrated panel of “The Depressed Person,” a short story that Wallace had published in Harper’s magazine in 1998. Green, who lived in a neighboring area, delivered her piece to Wallace in person, and the two struck up a friendship that, after the dissolution of Green’s marriage months later, soon became a romance.

At the end of 2004, Wallace and Green were married. This initiated an unexpected phase of ordinary personal satisfaction in Wallace’s life. The couple bought a house together. They traveled—to Hawaii; to Stinson Beach, California, for Christmas with Wallace’s parents; to Capri with fellow writer and friend Jonathan Franzen. They adopted a dog.

In 2005, Wallace delivered the commencement speech at Kenyon College in which he spoke of the “terrible master.” The speech, after making the rounds on the Internet, became an essay-length book published by Little, Brown called This Is Water: Some Thoughts, Delivered on a Significant Occasion, About Living a Compassionate Life. In it, Wallace speaks as a gentle human, a wise elder counseling his audience (and perhaps himself): “‘Learning how to think’ really means learning how to exercise some control over how and what you think. It means being conscious and aware enough to choose what you pay attention to and to choose how you construct meaning from experience. Because if you cannot or will not exercise this kind of choice in adult life, you will be totally hosed.”

Though Wallace had started to agonize over his writing again, often barely eking out pages, in February 2007 he published an excerpt of the novel he had been working on—what would eventually become The Pale King—in the New Yorker, called “Good People.” The piece follows a religious young man as he wrestles with his feelings for his pregnant girlfriend, who has told him that she will keep the baby but, if he would like, will raise it on her own. It is a story as much about life as it is about faith. “What if he was just afraid, if the truth was no more than this, and if what to pray for was not even love but simple courage,” the narrator asks himself in the end, “to meet both her eyes as she says it and trust his heart?”

In those early Claremont years, “there were moments when he would be down but these moments were short,” a fellow AA member recalled. “But then he started to isolate and detach—and then those isolated periods became more extended. At AA meetings, he would pass. He never passed when he was feeling good. But when he would simply pass when it was his turn to share, that was a sign something was wrong. And those moments became more extended and more frequent the closer we got to springtime of ’07.”

In the summer of 2007, Wallace was eating dinner at a restaurant with his parents, who were visiting him in Claremont. Wallace began to have heart palpitations and sweat heavily at the table. When he visited his physician afterward, the doctor recommended that he shift from Nardil to a newer antidepressant, one with fewer restrictions and side effects.

With trepidation, Wallace went off his medication. He told friends he thought the Nardil had become less effective anyway, but it was also all he’d ever known by way of a stabilizing medication. Still, he felt well enough in the first few weeks that he decided not to start taking the other antidepressant. By late fall, however, he had to be hospitalized for severe depression. Doctors prescribed new antidepressants, but none seemed to work—or Wallace would quit taking them sooner than recommended, abruptly declaring this drug was making him anxious or that one was not helping at all.

Thus began a complex undoing of his fragile emotional equilibrium. Wallace, who had by this time been struggling for more than half a decade to move his novel forward, who had to fight continually the belief that he wasn’t capable of being a writer anymore, who loved his wife but who was also a self-described high-romance, low-intimacy companion, who led more naturally with self-hatred than self-assurance, began to revert to all these notions more powerfully as his mind became increasingly focused on his failings.

“His image was ‘I’m a piece of shit,’” said a friend and fellow AA member in Claremont. “‘I’m married to this wonderful woman and yet I can’t—I can’t be the husband that I should be.’ I don’t think he knew how to be a husband, and he felt like a failure. ‘I’ve had some great success in writing, but I can’t write.’ The thing that he loved, the teaching, he had to stop doing. ‘I can’t even do what I love the most, because I don’t know what’s going to happen.’ That bothered him. He felt worthless. Not making any contributions. The number of people in AA that David helped who had no clue who this guy was, and David couldn’t see that.”

There were quick flashes of hope, when Wallace seemed to steady. “He kept showing up at meetings, even when he was down. There were very few times when he would miss meetings,” recalled one AA friend. “He was in intense therapy, with both a psychologist and psychiatrist.”

“There were times when it looked like he was going to shift directions and then he’d become optimistic,” said another. “Very brief—but there were moments. . . . He seemed to enjoy the socialization with people. We would take walks, we would take rides, we would sit around and talk about anything, about nothing.”

But in the summer of 2008, Wallace checked into a motel and overdosed on pills. He called his wife as he came to consciousness at one point and apologized, saying he wanted to live.

“He promised Karen after he disappeared—he promised her that he would never do that again,” recalled a friend. “That probably weighed on him terribly, because I don’t think there was an extended time period from that moment on when he wasn’t thinking about taking his life.”

Wallace’s life shrank as he moved backward through the compulsions, both productive and destructive, that had once propelled him forward. He abandoned his fixation on his mother and unhappy childhood. He’d quit drugs and drinking, but now being sober held less promise. He let go of his driving ambition, his tug-of-war with fame, his pleasure in unexpected fellowship, and his against-all-odds pursuit of vitality and, perhaps the greatest blow, he surrendered his work.

“He couldn’t write anymore,” Costello surmised. “If you can’t write—marriage, being someone’s son, someone’s brother . . . that isn’t enough Velcro. There wasn’t enough reason to stick around without the writing.”

Finally, he was left only with his sense of failure, but even this was sacrificed in its way: his mood was quiet and still now, no longer rippling with his once-striving self-criticism.

“I honestly think that David found it very difficult and very frustrating simply to be alive,” Wallace’s sister said. “I think that from the beginning, he became aware, from early on, that you have to spend a lot of time doing things that you don’t necessarily want to do: going to school, cleaning your room, basic things like that. And then you’re supposed to grow up, get a job, and that’s just what people do. David was very frustrated with the easy superficial existence, but I think a part of him would have given anything to be able to be happy with that sort of thing. I remember David saying to my parents when he would have been about fourteen or fifteen, ‘Why do people have children? It’s really very selfish. I didn’t ask to be born, and now I am who I am.’”

Among the many papers in Wallace’s archive—manuscript pages, journals, books with underlined passages and personal notes, scraps with stream-of-consciousness jottings—there is a letter on the back of which a conversation is recorded in handwriting alternating between a childish scribble and a grown man’s handwriting. It is Wallace’s dialogue with a younger self.

“I hurt. You never listen to me,” he wrote in the childlike scrawl.

“I’m scared of you,” he wrote to that child. “You manifest an addictive impulse, despair, depression.”

Though Wallace’s story is one of tragic extremes, the battle he faced, and ultimately lost, is also familiar to many. What began as self-consciousness grew, over the course of his life, into acute self-awareness, which eventually transformed into self-hatred. This led to a desire for release, redemption, attention—which he found, albeit temporarily, in his writing, in drugs and alcohol, and in his relationships—but which only led to further self-indictment. Wallace’s focus rarely shifted from his tormenting thoughts. He felt as though he existed within a “dark world, inside, ashamed, locked in.” What some might view as narcissistic behavior, the torment of an artist seeking praise and perfection, is more accurately understood, in Wallace’s case, as an overwhelming, debilitating sense of anxiety and unhappiness.

There were many times when Wallace was funny, happy, and loving. Yet he was never able to shift his attention away from what made him feel bad for a sustained period of time. He could not, as he once wrote, “perceive any other person or thing as independent of the universal pain . . . everything is part of the problem.”
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WHEN CAPTURE LEADS TO VIOLENCE


Though I began my research intending to study the role of capture in mental distress and everyday experience, I soon found myself drawn to realms of experience far from what I had contemplated at the start. The chapters that follow explore behaviors and states of mind so extreme—so seemingly distant from our own lives—that they confound almost any attempt at explanation, let alone empathy.

David Foster Wallace’s final act was directed at himself. What happens when feelings of anger and hopelessness are instead directed outward, when capture leads not to hurting or killing yourself, but to hurting or killing someone else?

I recognize that the material ahead is disturbing. While it may transport us to largely unfamiliar and uncomfortable territory, it is important that we recognize the role of capture at the outer limits of human experience. The outward signs of capture are as varied as the stimuli that can capture us; violence lies at the far end of this spectrum. In acts of wanton cruelty or ideological violence, for instance, we can see the outline of a now familiar process: an object gradually commandeers our attention, coloring our view of the entire world. Every successive exposure to a salient stimulus strengthens capture’s hold.

It would be folly to reduce all aggression to a single underlying mechanism. Nonetheless, capture often plays a role in otherwise incomprehensible behavior.

STRIKING OUT

Ted Kaczynski was a brilliant mathematician, a child prodigy. His parents pushed him to succeed, and at first he made them proud. He earned his undergraduate degree at Harvard University and went on to graduate with a PhD in mathematics from the University of Michigan, where he wrote an exceptional and widely praised thesis. He secured an assistant professorship at the University of California at Berkeley. Yet Kaczynski never felt at home in the modern world. He longed for a kind of tranquility and privacy that the city could not provide. He began to struggle in his lectures and avoided contact with others. In reaction to his growing sense of agitation and awkwardness, he left teaching and abandoned his urban life to live as a survivalist in the Montana wilderness.

For twenty years, beginning in the early 1970s, Kaczynski lived in a cabin he built himself; it was from this isolated home that, eventually, he would mail bombs to various organizations and people. After his first few years of self-imposed isolation, he moved back to Illinois and worked in a Chicago factory where his brother, David, was a supervisor. He was hired in 1978 and fired that same year, after a friendship with a female coworker went bad. Kaczynski retaliated by writing vulgar limericks about her, which he posted around the factory. As a result, his brother had to deliver the news that he’d been fired. In defeat, he withdrew to his haven in Montana, this time for good.

When he returned to his cabin, Kaczynski struggled with the urge to strike back against the affront of modern life. It was in this same year, 1978, that he built his first bomb.

On July 24, 1978, Kaczynski wrote in his diary, “Yesterday was quite good—heard only eight jets. Today was good in the early morning, but later in the morning there was aircraft noise almost without intermission, for, I would estimate, about an hour. Then there was a very loud sonic boom. This was the last straw and reduced me to tears of impotent rage. But I have a plan for revenge.”

Hypersensitive to particular sounds, he fixated on the occasional, faint Doppler shift of a passing jet engine and was unable to escape the way the noise gnawed at him. What others might have considered a mere reminder of what they’d left behind, Kaczynski could not tolerate. His feelings of persecution and grandeur only intensified. Back in Illinois, the noise of jet engines had been a small aspect of the repulsive environment of modernity, the grating, growling, whining, clattering contraption of a city. The noise of a single jet was nearly drowned out by the traffic, the beeping garbage trucks, the rumble and racket of elevated trains. In the woods, though, a jet punctured his ear. It broke into the home of silence and solitude he’d created by hand.

“By silence I don’t mean all sound has to be excluded, only man-made sound. Most natural sounds are soothing. The few exceptions, like thunder and raven cries, are magnificent and I enjoy them, but aircraft noise is an insult, a slap in the face. It is a symptom of the evil of modern society . . . yet where today can one get silence? Nowhere—not even up here in these mountains.”

The noise of the jets overhead proved there was no escape from the modern world. Technology touched everything, even the wilderness. He could escape from his own reactive mind only in brief intervals. Later that year, he managed to suppress this anger over the affliction of sound and immerse himself in the forest around him on a camping trip deeper into the wilderness. Yet even there the noise followed him. After a single sonic boom, capping an hour of continuous noise as jets and planes passed overhead, his rage erupted again.

“Things are spoiled for me now. . . . I will work on my revenge plan. I was so happy here. I had looked forward to staying out in the woods much longer than this. Isn’t there any place left where one can just go off by oneself and have peace and quiet?”

It’s a compelling plea when detached from the violence it ultimately inspired. Yet instead of writing poems or essays in protest, Kaczynski produced bombs to send to victims who, for him, were collaborators in technology’s erosion of the natural world.

According to Kaczynski, his disillusionment began during his senior year at Harvard. Yet it wasn’t until he moved to Montana and read Jacques Ellul’s The Technological Society that his purpose crystallized in his mind. He felt as if Ellul had put into words everything he had been thinking and feeling. “The honest truth,” Kaczynski said, “is that I am not really politically oriented. I would have really rather just be living out in the woods. If nobody had started cutting roads through there and cutting the trees down and come buzzing around in helicopters and snowmobiles I would still just be living there and the rest of the world could just take care of itself.”

Kaczynski’s plan for revenge began with a prank, but then escalated rapidly into violence. He wrote of pouring sugar into the gas tanks of snowmobiles to disable them, but soon the plan took a darker turn. He fantasized about becoming a sniper, concealed in the woods, prepared to shoot trail bikers.

Yet over time he realized that his attacks on random individuals would accomplish little. Gradually, he devised a scheme that would be noticed, by targeting those who were agents of the technological plague. “Considering technological civilization is a monstrous octopus, the motorcyclist, jeep drivers, and other intruders into the forest are only the tips of the tentacles.” He wanted to strike at the heart.

Kaczynski’s rage was nothing new. There were times during adolescence when he would become very angry, a feeling intensified by an inability to express himself openly: “However, I never attempted to put any such fantasies into effect because I was too strongly conditioned . . . against any defiance of authority. To be more precise, I could not have committed a crime of revenge, even a relatively minor crime, because my fear of being caught and punished was all out of proportion to the actual danger of being caught.”

Kaczynski embraced his anger only after a period of intense personal confusion. In graduate school, he had a dramatic and pivotal confrontation with the ambiguity of his sexual drives. After several weeks of intense arousal, he began fantasizing that he was a woman, to the point where he considered a sex change. He set up an appointment for medical advice, but while waiting to see the psychiatrist, he lost his nerve. As a cover, during his session, he discussed being depressed about the possibility of being drafted. As he left the building, he felt rage at the doctor who had consulted with him, and within this rage, he felt the possibility of release and renewal, as he realized he could find a new mission in life through violence.


Just then there came a major turning point in my life. Like a Phoenix, I burst from the ashes of my despair to a glorious new hope. I thought I wanted to kill that psychiatrist because the future looked utterly empty to me. I felt I wouldn’t care if I died. And so I said to myself why not really kill the psychiatrist and anyone else whom I hate? What is important is not the words that ran through my mind but the way I felt about them. What was entirely new was the fact that I really felt I could kill someone. My very hopelessness had liberated me because I no longer cared about death. I no longer cared about consequences, and I said to myself that I really could break out of my rut in life and do things that were daring, irresponsible or criminal.



Several years after acknowledging his violent preoccupation, on June 3, 1980, Kaczynski mailed a bomb to United Airlines president Percy Wood. “I feel better,” he wrote. “I am still plenty angry. I’m now able to strike back! I can’t strike back to anything like the extent I wish to, but I no longer feel totally helpless, and the anger duzzent gnaw at my guts as it used to.”

Before he was apprehended, Kaczynski would mail twelve more bombs, killing three and wounding twenty-two others.

When we read the work of criminologists who have studied the mind-set of violent perpetrators, we encounter many of the characteristics of capture: first there is an attentional cueing; then a preoccupation with the provoking cue; and finally, a change, often extreme, in emotion, resulting in feelings of intense anger, offense, or injustice. Dr. James Blair, chief of the National Institute of Mental Health’s Unit on Affective Cognitive Neuroscience, and other researchers have identified a neurological pattern common to many violent offenders in which an underlying hypervigilance or reactivity to specific cues generates intense and overwhelming feelings of shame, humiliation, and anger. These feelings, in turn, intensify the individual’s sensitivity and response to the cues.

If your threat circuitry is overly responsive, you become hypervigilant. The neural circuitry becomes sensitized, so perceived threats generate larger responses.

When we are captured by an emotional stimulus, Dr. Blair reminds us, the brain’s amygdala is activated. Because the amygdala is connected with the prefrontal cortex, the region of the brain involved in executive functions such as decision making, the amygdala’s fight-or-flight impulses will narrow attention to perceived threats, thus warping our ability to interpret actual threats in the environment. Ultimately this process erodes our ability to make rational choices; the brain becomes a single-purpose sentinel.

“If you’re in a situation where you’re hyperresponsive to threat,” said Dr. Blair, “you’re going to be very irritable. But if your decision making is relatively intact, you should still be able to select out, reasonably efficiently, an appropriate response. On the other hand, if the emotional connotations of the future consequences are obscured, then we might lash out or punch the person.”

By exploring the role of capture in violence, I do not mean to offer an excuse for harmful or criminal conduct; intense feelings of hurt, fear, rage, or offense do not prevent most people from modulating their behavior. Many of us have ways to defuse negative feelings, or at least suppress them until a violent impulse passes. We bite our tongues. We walk away. We hit a punching bag or go for a long walk. We may act out momentarily, but we have the ability to stop ourselves before we go too far. In other words, most of us recover our balance after we lose it. Some of those who are captured, however, do not recover this balance. Capture short-circuits the brain’s ability to link a complex range of emotions to actions and consequences.

When considering the role of capture in violent behavior, one of the most difficult questions to answer is why people exposed to the same stimulus can respond in dramatically different ways—some violent, others benign. One person may suffer discrimination and not only resist the urge to retaliate but also channel that anger into a meaningful pursuit; another person becomes fixated on his or her pain, until thoughts of revenge feel impossible to resist. Past exposure to similar stimuli has some role in shaping this response. Having been wronged, ridiculed, or judged by others increases an individual’s sensitivity to perceived slights and injustices. This sensitivity, in turn, predisposes the individual to attentional biases, overwhelming feelings, and in certain cases, an excruciating urge to act out violently. Prior exposure to particular cues, as well as our past responses to such cues, begets the narrowed focus and obsessive thinking that lie behind some forms of aggression and violence.

Our reaction to salient stimuli is also influenced by experiences and ideas that capture us, including ethical and moral values. While one person’s moral conviction may prevent him from committing a violent act, another person may come to believe that violent acts are justified.

THE ASSASSINATION OF ROBERT KENNEDY

In May 1968, CBS aired a documentary entitled The Story of Robert Kennedy, which records the senator’s support for Israel. Kennedy’s assassin, Sirhan Sirhan, would later testify that the broadcast overturned everything he’d once believed about Kennedy. Sirhan said at his trial that he had long thought Kennedy was “for the underdog and also . . . for the disadvantaged and for the scum of society, that he wanted to help the poorest people . . . and the weakest.” Yet the pictures of RFK in Israel, “helping to celebrate the Israelis . . . and the establishment of the state of Israel,” struck a nerve: “It just bugged me . . . burned me up, and up until that time I had loved Robert Kennedy.” Galvanized by these images, Sirhan found a new and passionate sense of purpose. “I thought to fight the minute that I saw that television program.”

Born in Jerusalem in 1944 to Christian parents in a predominantly Muslim area, Sirhan was forced to leave his childhood home in the Old City during the Arab-Israeli conflict in 1947–48. “The Jews kicked us out,” he would later testify. Shortly thereafter he would witness the death of his brother, who was killed by a truck as it swerved to avoid sniper fire. Horrified by the daily bombings and the devastation surrounding him, Sirhan became anxious and withdrawn, developing a rigid ethical code by which he judged his own and others’ behavior.

At the age of twelve, Sirhan came with his family to the United States and resolved to put the trauma of war behind him. Like many new immigrants, however, he struggled to succeed in his adoptive country. He failed in many endeavors, both in school—he was ultimately dismissed by Pasadena City College—and in a string of deadend jobs. He became socially isolated, bitter, and angry, believing that he was better than others and nurturing an increasingly elaborate fantasy of worldly success that was completely at odds with his everyday reality. While unemployed, Sirhan read voraciously about the history of Palestine and the Arab–Israeli conflict, devouring publications from the Arab Information Center and a volume on Zionist influences on U.S. foreign policy. He came to see himself as the victim of discrimination and identified strongly with minorities and the poor.

As Kennedy edged closer to becoming his party’s nominee for president, Sirhan grew angrier. A diary entry from the morning of May 18, written at 9:45, reads like an incantation: “My determination to eliminate RFK is becoming more the more of an unshakable obsession . . . RFK must die. RFK must be killed . . . Robert F. Kennedy must be assassinated before 5 June 1968.”

The date marked the first anniversary of the beginning of the Six-Day War between Israel and the Arab world. To Sirhan, it signified the “beginning of the Israeli assault, the Israeli aggression against the Arab people. . . . It [evoked] in me something that I can’t describe—I have the same feeling about Zionists as you do about Communism.” On May 26, 1968, he came across a column syndicated in the Pasadena Independent Star-News by editorialist David Lawrence. The piece criticized RFK’s foreign policy, pointing out that Kennedy favored “engagement” in Israel but “disengagement” in Vietnam. “Presidential candidates are out to get votes,” Lawrence wrote, “and some of them do not realize their own inconsistencies. Just the other day, Sen. Robert F. Kennedy of New York made a speech in Los Angeles which certainly was received with favor by Protestant, Catholic and Jewish groups which have been staunchly supporting the cause of Israel against Egypt and the Arab countries.” The next day, the newspaper printed a photograph of Robert Kennedy speaking at Temple Neveh Shalom in Portland, Oregon. The accompanying article noted Kennedy’s commitment to send fighter jets to Israel.

On June 1, 1968, during a visit to Temple Isaiah in Beverly Hills, Kennedy repeated his pledge to send Israel Phantom jets. Sirhan heard reports of the speech on the radio. He became furious and disoriented. Of the senator, Sirhan said, “He bugged me to the point where I was concentrating in the mirror, instead of seeing my own face, [there] was Robert Kennedy’s.”

The following day, just two days before the California primary, Sirhan went to a Kennedy rally at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. When he saw Kennedy’s smiling face at the rally, Sirhan’s resolve briefly wavered—“He looked like a saint to me”—but the sense of betrayal soon overwhelmed this view.

On June 5, during dinner at a restaurant in Pasadena, Sirhan came across a newspaper ad for the Miracle Mile March for Israel to commemorate Israel’s victory in the Six-Day War. “A fire started burning inside of me at seeing [how] Zionists, these Jews, these Israelis . . . were supporting this ad, and the fact that they had beat the hell out of the Arabs one year before.”

Sirhan claims that, in his rage, he mistakenly understood that the parade was scheduled for that night. He set out to see it. A gun that he had used for target practice earlier in the day was in the backseat of his car. Stopping at a local Kennedy campaign office, he heard about a “big party” at the Ambassador Hotel and decided to follow some partygoers there. As he walked toward the hotel, with his gun still in the car, Sirhan passed a sign for “some Jewish organization,” which only “boiled him up again.”

Hours later, at 12:15 a.m., Robert Kennedy declared victory in the California primary. Once he had delivered his remarks, he was escorted away from the lectern to meet with press in the Colonial Room. Kennedy was ushered through the hotel’s pantry area, where Sirhan lay in wait.

With a .22-caliber revolver, Sirhan shot at Senator Kennedy and into the crowd around him. Kennedy died nearly twenty-six hours later. Five others suffered bullet wounds but recovered. In Sirhan’s pocket was a clipping from the Pasadena newspaper about Kennedy’s support for Israel.

When the police searched Sirhan’s house in Pasadena, they discovered rambling denunciations of Kennedy in Sirhan’s notebooks: “Kennedy must fall. Kennedy must fall. . . . We believe that Robert F. Kennedy must be sacrificed for the cause of the poor exploited people . . . Robert Fitzgerald Kennedy must soon die.”

THE COLUMBINE SCHOOL SHOOTINGS

Psychopathy has traditionally been understood as a lack of conscience, an absence of anxiety or guilt, and a failure of empathy, but these focus only on what is absent in the mind of the psychopath. What, then, one might ask, is present?

Along with Dylan Klebold, Eric Harris murdered thirteen people at Columbine High School in April 1999. Harris deliberately left behind a trail of journals, essays, videos, and a Web browser history that allowed investigators to track his studies. His writings provide a window into the mind of an exceedingly self-conscious killer, one captured by the urge to commit violence. Eric was determined to avenge the perceived injustices of a world that consistently made him feel inferior. At the same time, he was watching himself do it, “making a statement,” leaving behind a testament to his motivations and ideas.

His journal begins a year before the massacre and continues up to a couple of weeks prior to the event. The document at first has a monotone quality. It sounds like one long, continuous scream of inarticulate rage. Yet, upon closer inspection, we can discern a modulation of tone, at times, in his reactions to the world. There is also a strong element of self-awareness, as if he’s looking in a mirror to monitor the role he’s playing. And there are moments of searing candor, even vulnerability. This impending act of terror is his moment on the stage, his bid for recognition, and will be what he imagines as his greatest achievement. It’s clear that he’s writing not simply to himself, but for anyone who might find his journal after his death and write about him. He’s both venting his anger and posing as a monster, showing off for posterity so that his mark on the world will seem that much more important and indelible. He’s captured by the urge to commit murder as a way of asserting his power but also as a way of establishing that he’s superior to everyone who has persecuted him.

As he says on December 17, 1998, when he was seventeen years old, “I wonder if anyone will write a book on me, sure is a ton of symbolism, double meanings, themes, appearance vs. reality shit going on here, oh well, it better be fuckin good if it is writtin.” It sounds like a badly phrased gloss on something he’s reading for his English class, and it also suggests that he’s playing with his reader’s mind, manipulating what he presents in order to construct a persona people will respect and remember. The reader soon sees that Harris’s admission that he’s a compulsive liar is compounded by his self-conscious desire for fame. His ravings in sympathy with Nazi Germany, his phrases in German to emphasize this, are an embrace of white supremacy but also a mask he wears to provoke the reader’s outrage and disgust and fear. Mostly, it makes him appear more formidable, which is the goal. The most prominent dimension of his journal is the engine of extreme emotion in every word. There is no lack of affect here. It pulses through every syllable.

Throughout the journals, Harris poses as someone who has a grudge against his peer group, who resents the social injustices of a high school culture that has excluded him. Yet he widens the significance of his revenge by making it a gesture of more than vengeance; he turns it into a protest against the inauthenticity of human society. He extrapolates from his personal pain an entire philosophy to justify murder. It’s a common element of the capture that governs the nihilistic mood of the killers in these stories—how personal pain begets an emotional repulsion at everything. Just as Ted Kaczynski came to see the slightest telltale evidence of modern technological society as evil, Eric turns his anger over a personal wound into an indictment of human existence. Grandiosity, that black mirror reflection of deep-seated insecurity, is a potent delusion.

The recurrent spasms of revulsion in this yearlong account of Harris’s rage recur like building waves of nausea. He begins in April 1998 by condemning everyone and everything, dismissing compassion in favor of social Darwinism: anyone who can’t carry his own weight deserves to die. It’s a generalized condemnation, not yet focused on anyone in particular. Along with this condemnation comes a feeling of immense power. He is free now to do whatever he wants: “I know what all you fuckers are thinking and what to do to piss you off and make you feel bad . . . I feel like GOD and I wish I was having everyone being OFFICIALLY lower than me. I already know that I am higher than almost anyone in the fucking welt.” He has asserted his supremacy, but not yet committed himself to killing classmates. He ratchets up his rage month by month by fixating on cues that arouse his sense of being excluded, left behind by the more popular and socially adept students around him.

The next month, his school yearbook arrives, and he reacts to the gallery of happy kids by dismissing popularity as a way of melting into the herd. The rant that runs throughout his journal recurs: the rest of the world is full of imitators and cowering conformists; only Harris has the strength to recognize society as it is. Therefore, what sets him apart is a virtue rather than a failing. “It has been confirmed, after getting my yearbook and watching people . . . the human race isn’t worth fighting for, only worth killing . . . nothing means anything [any]more . . . I don’t want to be like you or anyone which is almost impossible this day w/ all the little shits trying to be ‘original-copycats,’ I expect shits like you to criticize anyone who isn’t one of your social words; ‘normal’ or ‘civilized’ . . .”

Two months later, Harris begins to write specifically about murder. Again, it isn’t just revenge; he imagines himself a lone Nietzschean figure who has overcome the world, taking responsibility for his actions and fully identifying with his absolute, amoral freedom. He boasts of how his crimes will define him: “I know I could get shot by a cop after only killing a single person, but . . . I chose to kill that one person so get over it! It’s MY fault! Not my parents, not my brothers, not my friends, not my favorite bands, not computer games, not the media. IT is MINE!”

With the passing months, Eric’s hunger to kill grows more and more encompassing. As the journal inches closer to the date of the killing, he writes about turning off his feelings in order to kill all but “about 5 people.” By October, his plan has escalated from guns to bombs, and he imagines “half of denver on fire . . . napalm on sides of skyscrapers and car garages blowing up . . .”

Eric tries to suppress any feelings of disgust at his increasingly lurid fantasies. He resolves not to “be sidetracked by my feelings of sympathy, mercy, or any of that. I will force myself to believe that everyone is just another monster from Doom like FH or FS or demons, so it’s either me or them. I have to turn off my feelings,” he writes. Before carrying out his horrific plan, Eric apologizes to his mother: “I am really sorry about this, but war’s war.” He adds, on a jarringly affectionate note, “my mother, she’s so thoughtful. She’s helping out in so many ways.” He needs, he realizes, to distance himself from his parents. “I don’t want to spend any more time with them. . . . I wish they were out of town so I didn’t have to look at them and bond more.”

In November, he writes, “If I could nuke the world I would,” yet this is balanced by the most humanly recognizable expression of emotional pain in the journals. It’s his most vulnerable admission of how all this rage originates in the hallways of his high school: “Everyone is always making fun of me because of how I look, how fucking weak I am and shit, well I will get you all back: ultimate fucking revenge here, you people could have shown more respect, treated me better . . . treated me more like a senior and maybe I wouldn’t have been as ready to tear your fucking heads off. That’s where a lot of my hate grows from. The fact that I have practically no self-esteem, especially concerning girls and looks and such . . .”

From there, it’s a direct line to the killing in April 1999.

His final entry, only days before the murders, is heartrending for how much he sounds like an ordinary ostracized kid, a putative loser who just doesn’t have what it takes to be popular: “I hate you people for leaving me out of so many fun things . . . no, no, no, don’t let the weird looking Eric KID come along, ohh fucking noooo.”

Eric Harris went from shunned teenager to mass murderer. His inability to handle his torment made the high school he shunned a household word.

THE MURDER OF JOHN LENNON

It took patience to get a glimpse of John Lennon. An entire day could pass without any sign of his emerging from the Dakota, the nineteenth-century luxury apartment building overlooking Central Park where he lived with his wife, Yoko Ono, and their son. But Mark David Chapman was on a mission, and nothing—not the long wait or the chilly December air—would force him to abandon his watch. Now and then he fingered the gun in his pocket. Under his arm, as a ploy to look like a fan waiting for an autograph, he held Lennon’s latest album, Double Fantasy; in his pocket he carried a copy of The Catcher in the Rye. His entire life, he later told journalist Jack Jones, had reached its culmination in this very moment. He was consumed by one goal: “to kill the phony.”

He hadn’t always hated Lennon. As a child, Chapman, like so many members of his generation, had idolized the Beatles. He had even staged impromptu concerts in his garage, where he’d lip-synch “She Loves You” for an audience of neighborhood kids. Chapman identified most with Lennon, of all the Beatles, because he and John both had troubled upbringings. Like Lennon, Chapman adored his mother, and although his father hadn’t abandoned him as Lennon’s had, the man was so emotionally distant—and, on occasion, violent—that in Chapman’s view, he might as well have left. Lennon’s lyrics revealed to the world a complex young man, both deeply sensitive and blisteringly angry. Chapman saw himself as similarly in conflict: brimming over with compassion for others, yet full of rage. He rarely lashed out physically, though. Only once had he been so angry that he grabbed a kitchen knife and lifted it toward his father, but the larger man easily disarmed his son.

Chapman flirted with drugs as a teenager, but this phase passed quickly. Soon he had discovered a new fixation. Growing up in Georgia, he had a number of religious acquaintances, and after spending some time at a youth group retreat, he decided to become a Christian himself. Born-again Chapman denounced the Beatles as evil as zealously as he’d once worshipped them because in his mind they pushed an anti-Christian agenda. He told his best friend’s sister he didn’t like the band anymore “because John Lennon had said that they were more popular than God.” Around this same time he read The Catcher in the Rye, identifying with its antihero, Holden Caulfield, to an extent that would grow delusional as the years passed.

Chapman, in his last years of high school, found work as a YMCA counselor, a job at which he excelled. In 1975, the organization sent him to Lebanon. Because of the ongoing civil war there, the Lebanese Y was forced to close, so Chapman accepted an offer to transfer to a YMCA-run refugee camp in Fort Chaffee, Arkansas. There he became instrumental in processing tens of thousands of “boat people” escaping to the United States after the fall of South Vietnam. It was as if he’d found his calling. He worked sixteen hours a day with the refugee children; he started a band and a softball team for them. On an official visit to the refugee camp, President Gerald Ford congratulated Chapman on his stellar performance. “I just could never say enough good about the Mark Chapman I knew for those five or six years in Georgia,” his former supervisor later said.

But then the camp closed, and Chapman left to join his fiancée, Jessica Blankenship, a childhood sweetheart, at a Christian college in rural Tennessee. The routine life of a college student sent Chapman into a decline. “With the YMCA in Lebanon . . . I had been a somebody. . . . [Afterward] I rose to an even greater position of importance at Fort Chaffee. Then, when the job ended . . . I became a nobody. I was a regular college student with regular responsibilities and that was it. That was all,” Chapman told Jones. A course on the history of war particularly depressed him—it taught him that “all of human history was nothing but a history of great battles,” as he recalled for Jones, “and all those monuments and books were created just to celebrate death.” His darkening mood hindered his ability to study, and he began to think of himself as inferior to his classmates. He left at the end of one semester and returned to the YMCA at Fort Chaffee, hoping to re-create his best days. But there were no boat people this time, no children eager to play with him—just a few spoiled campers and weary counselors. Disappointed, he returned to Atlanta and found work as a night-shift security guard—a job that brought long hours of solitude. Being a security guard was a job for a nobody like him, he thought. Spending so much time in isolation from others only compounded his sense of worthlessness. He talked increasingly of suicide. Faced with worrisome changes in her fiancé’s personality, Jessica broke off the engagement.

Rejected and despondent, Chapman booked a spur-of-the-moment trip to Hawaii, a destination he’d long fantasized about visiting. His idea was to have one final adventure before he killed himself—but his last hurrah evolved into an extended party as he lounged at the upscale Moana Resort, drinking and fraternizing with other tourists. By the spring of 1977, the sheen of island life finally wore off. Chapman drove to the beach, affixed a hose to the tailpipe of his car and fed it into the window, and turned on his car’s ignition, hoping to asphyxiate himself. But a fisherman rapped on the window the next morning, and Chapman awoke, startled to find himself alive. The hose he’d attached to the tailpipe had melted, saving his life. Chapman believed God had intervened, and he resolved at that moment to live. Later that day, he walked into a mental health clinic in Honolulu and told a counselor what he’d done. She immediately drove him to Castle Hospital, where he was admitted to the psychiatric unit. He quickly became the most popular patient on the unit, chatting with the staff, playing his guitar, and even becoming a kind of ersatz counselor to the other patients. The staff liked him so much, in fact, that they offered him a maintenance job at the hospital after his release. By 1978, Chapman seemed to have gotten his life on track. He had a close-knit circle of friends at work who regarded him as one of the family, and he could afford a nice apartment in Honolulu. He had a girlfriend, Gloria Abe, whom he married a year into their courtship in June 1979.

Then, just as quickly as things had come together, they began to fall apart. Chapman had been promoted to a new job in public relations and printing. He didn’t mind the nature of the work, but the solitude of the hospital’s print shop wasn’t good for him—Chapman thrived on the attention of others. He was alone for long stretches of the day. His depression sparked his anger and led to disputes with the coworkers he had considered friends. Eventually, he was asked to resign.

Chapman’s behavior became increasingly erratic after he was let go from his job—he went on spending sprees and alcohol-fueled benders. He isolated himself at home or holed up in the local library, rereading The Catcher in the Rye obsessively. It was as if Holden Caulfield was voicing Chapman’s disgust at the world’s “phoniness.” The line between Mark David Chapman and J. D. Salinger’s bitter young man began to blur to the extent that Chapman told his wife he was considering changing his name to Holden. At the library, he also discovered a coffee-table book entitled John Lennon: One Day at a Time. A photograph in the book hit Chapman hard—Lennon on the roof of his famous building, smugly posing for the camera. He had praised the virtue of poverty in his lyrics, but he had become one of the idle rich. Lennon was so egomaniacal he’d had the gall to compare the Beatles to Jesus Christ!

“He told us to imagine no possessions, and there he was, with millions of dollars and yachts and farms and country estates, laughing at people like me who had believed the lies and bought the records and built a big part of our lives around his music.”

Chapman’s outrage—what he deemed “the tornado”—started pulling him in. He checked the book out of the library and brought it home, where he could turn its pages while listening to his wife’s Beatles records. He worked himself into a frenzy thinking about Lennon the liar, Lennon the big shot, Lennon the popular rock star. And then, Chapman had a revelation. “It was almost like I was handed something . . . here was the solution: Kill John Lennon.” Lennon’s death was a fait accompli at that moment, the historic act that would tie together the loose threads of Chapman’s life. “After [the revelation] happened, there was no power on earth that could save John Lennon’s life.”

And now here he was, less than two months later, a marksman casing his target, standing in front of Lennon’s apartment building. When the limo pulled up, he knew who was inside. He’d had his first chance earlier in the day, but he’d been so starstruck he’d bungled it. Now he was ready. Lennon and his wife got out of the car and Chapman moved in. As the famous couple walked through the archway that led to the building’s inner courtyard, Chapman aimed his revolver and fired five times into Lennon’s back.

Chaos ensued, but Chapman froze in place. He had nowhere to go now. Part of him had believed that when he succeeded in killing Lennon, he would finally become Holden Caulfield, and he was dazed when that didn’t happen. The doorman screamed at him to leave. But he was done. Chapman let the doorman kick the gun away. He paced, staring at the pages of The Catcher in the Rye, and waited for the police to arrive. When they did, he took off his coat to show them he had no weapons. He wanted the police to arrest him, not shoot him.

THE MURDERS AT SANDY HOOK ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

Hour after hour, Adam Lanza kept dancing. He lost himself in the energetic music and flashing images of DanceDanceRevolution, a heart-pumping interactive video game that he played at home and at an arcade nearby in Newtown, Connecticut. An American version of a Japanese game, it prompted players to execute dance moves, directing them to strike their feet in various places on a floor pad, over and over and over. Adam would play almost without pause for as many as ten frenetic hours a day, sweat pouring down his body. He’d created his own private rave.

This trance quelled his anxieties and resentments, and he sought out this sheltering absorption for almost a decade, which was also almost half his life.

On December 14, 2012, he shot his way into the Sandy Hook Elementary School with a Bushmaster model XM15-E2S rifle. Within a matter of minutes, six adults and twenty first-grade children lay dead. He then turned a Glock 20 10-millimeter pistol on himself, ending his tormented struggle at the age of twenty. The body of his mother, Nancy Lanza, was discovered shortly afterward, in the two-story colonial house they shared, where she had been killed with a Savage Mark II rifle.

The mass murder stunned a nation already confounded by similar tragedies at Columbine and Virginia Tech. In response to that collective public anguish, local, state, and federal law enforcement authorities poured thousands of hours into a subsequent investigation, as if they were on a massive manhunt for the actual culprit. In a way, they were. They wanted to know why.

They gathered physical evidence and sorted reports, statements, interviews, lab tests, photographs, and search warrants into seven hundred files. They calculated how much ammunition Lanza had carried with him on that terrible day—more than five hundred rounds, weighing about fourteen pounds. Their records include photos of the Lanza home and its affluent setting, lists of the video games found in the basement (Left for Dead, Doom, Team Fortress, and Dynasty Warriors among them), and mention of the Christmas check Adam’s mother had given him to purchase a new pistol.

The Connecticut State Office of the Child Advocate joined in the vast information-gathering effort, seeking opportunities to improve the public health system so that it could better respond to the red flags in the behavior of kids like Lanza. Coupled with media investigations, the documentation about the Newtown massacre came to seem encyclopedic, yet the murder defied understanding. Something had taken hold of Adam Lanza that grew into a single-minded fixation on adding his mark to the history of mass killings. Adam knew what he was doing that wintry morning and had planned it well in advance, in deliberate detail, and with great care. No one can fully explain why.

Those who knew the young man recognized that he was deeply troubled. He “presented with significant developmental challenges from earliest childhood,” according to the Office of the Child Advocate’s report, “including communication and sensory difficulties, socialization delays, and repetitive behaviors.” Adam’s parents, who were divorced, at first misunderstood the extent of his difficulties. At various times, they asked for help from school officials and the mental health system, ignored warning signs, changed his surroundings in the hope of changing his behavior, tried to impose discipline, and gave in to his demands, thinking that capitulation might curb his tantrums. None of it worked.

At the age of thirteen, Adam was diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome, an autism spectrum disorder that impairs social interaction. Common features include extreme adherence to repetitive routine, an inability to interact appropriately with peers, and hypersensitivity to slights or rejection. A tendency to fixate on minute details leads many people with Asperger’s to dedicate vast amounts of time to a single potent interest. Some people learn everything there is to know about the Civil War or trains or the world’s tallest mountain ranges. Some become consumed with firearms and war. Adam’s refuge became mass murder.

For many years, experts believed that people with Asperger’s syndrome lacked empathy and were repelled by close human connections, but that theory has shifted in recent years to its polar opposite. Current thinking now holds that those with the diagnosis are so extremely sensitive to their environment that they cannot cope with the powerful tide of emotion it evokes. They shrink from touch and are easily overwhelmed by sensory experiences because they cannot filter any of them out. Barraged by color, sight, and sound, they withdraw in order to cope.

Adam received only intermittent supportive services over the years. School records tell the story of his childhood development. Early in elementary school, he was given speech and occupational therapy as part of a special education plan, but they were discontinued by fourth grade, when his academic and social performance was deemed age appropriate.

In 2002, when he was in fifth grade, Adam produced the “Big Book of Granny” as part of a class project. The spiral-bound book features a character with a gun in her cane that she uses to shoot people. It includes a section labeled “Granny’s Clubhouse of Happy Children,” which contains dialogue for an imaginary television show. In one episode, Granny punches a young boy, sets off an explosion, and threatens to kill a group of children. In another, a character describes a game called “Hide and Go Die.” It was a book of extreme violence, according to the Child Advocate’s report, “not the sort of creation that most children would even know to invent.”

By the age of ten, Adam was already socially withdrawn and fearful. A report by the Office of the State’s Attorney in Connecticut indicated that “he did not think highly of himself and believed everyone else in the world deserved more than he did.” He had also become so compulsive about washing his hands that he developed an extreme skin irritation.

The hints of psychological distress in his elementary school years became pronounced in middle school. As a seventh-grader in a new setting, he was expected to function more independently and to forge social connections on his own. Yet, at Newtown Middle School, Adam seemed terrified by stimuli as common and ordinary as the noise and confusion of hallway traffic. He clung to the walls, avoiding eye contact, making his way from math to social studies.

In this new environment, “his social, emotional and communicative struggles appeared to have become increasingly intense.” The frantic outbursts that had long been a feature of his behavior at home took on new rancor as well, and eight months into the school year, his mother moved him to a local Catholic school, evidently hoping he would benefit from more personal attention and the school’s more structured and uniform routines.

The transition did nothing to help him, and his violent thoughts became more frequent. Responding to an assignment to write a page or two on any topic, Adam turned in ten pages so graphic in their depiction of battles, destruction, and war that a teacher brought them to the principal’s attention. The twelve-year-old also drew scenes of death and printed out images of violence from his computer. He began to suffer panic attacks. In June 2005, just eight weeks after he had enrolled, Adam’s mother pulled him from his latest school.

Over the next year, homebound, Adam never received from the school district the tutoring and other support services to which he was entitled. Either the school failed to follow through on its obligations or his mother declined the services. Inside his bubble, Adam grew more anxious and socially isolated, and he never returned to an eighth-grade classroom. Symptoms of obsessive-compulsive behavior became more apparent as he worried about dirt and contamination, developed extreme food rituals, and refused to touch doorknobs.

Adam visited at least two mental health providers during this time, but was very reluctant to take the recommended medication. An expert in developmental delays at the Yale Child Study Center emphasized to Adam how important drug therapy was, telling him he was “living in a box right now, and the box will only get smaller over time” unless he had further treatment. The family did not insist that Adam comply with the doctors’ suggested treatments, accepting his argument that the drugs caused all sorts of unpleasant side effects. Ultimately, Adam and his mother parted ways with Yale.

In ninth grade, Adam was able to ease back into public school classes, although he was spending much of his at-home time behind a closed bedroom door, playing his video games. Along with DanceDanceRevolution, World of Warcraft was a particular favorite. School staff communicated with his mother regularly, and they formed a sort of support network for Adam. These signs of improvement were followed by something of a breakthrough at the start of tenth grade, when he joined the Technology Club.

Those with Asperger’s syndrome often have an affinity for technology, perhaps because computers can harness the hyperfocus and attention to detail that are defining elements of the disorder—and because electronic technology is designed to be entirely predictable, a tool under the user’s total control. In any case, Adam participated actively in the club and made a small number of social connections there. He developed a good relationship with the faculty adviser, who kept a protective watch on him, and even held a party for club members at the Lanza house.

But the panic attacks Adam had suffered over the years never diminished, and he did not return to mainstream high school classes in his junior year, instead receiving individual tutoring. A year later, he was able to enroll in a community college and graduated early. By 2009, at age seventeen, now an avid gamer, he had assumed the online persona of “Kaynbred” and was increasingly pulled into a fantasy world. His computer logs show more than five hundred hours playing Combat Arms, where players kill other players, rise through military ranks, and earn Gear Points, which can be used to purchase electronic weapons and accessories. It was little more than a standard online shooter game of the sort played by millions now, but it’s hard not to imagine that, for Lanza, it may have felt like boot camp.

Adam also joined a gun enthusiasts’ message board, where he shared detailed information about weaponry, ballistics, and gun laws. He bookmarked hundreds of websites about firearms, killing sprees, and mass murders, filed away a video dramatization of children being shot, and collected electronic images of himself holding various guns to his head. His basement game room at home was decorated with war and weaponry posters, and he created an indoor shooting range where he could use a pellet gun.

His emerging obsession with mass killings intensified as Adam studied shootings that had occurred in schools, workplaces, shopping malls, a teen prayer rally, and a cafeteria. The shootings at Columbine High School especially fascinated him, and he had a complete copy of the Columbine investigative report, along with several video clips related to the young gunmen. He collected surveillance videos from the Westroads Mall shooting in Nebraska and the Stockton schoolyard shooting in Cleveland. In his bedroom, he kept a photocopied newspaper article describing a school shooting in 1981, and a copy of Amish Grace: How Forgiveness Transcended Tragedy, a book about the 2006 murder of five young Amish girls in a one-room schoolhouse. On the Wikipedia website, where contributors can edit and alter entries, Adam corrected numerous details about mass murders. To track all past atrocities, he created a seven-by-four-foot chart, a spreadsheet of sorts, with the names, number of victims, and types of weapons used.

In the last years of his life, Adam’s field of attention narrowed to his frequent immersion into DanceDanceRevolution and exchanges with an online community that shared his obsession with mass murders. As his mind shrank to a single focus, his body shriveled. He became sickly; his weight dropped to 112 pounds on a six-foot frame. His temper tantrums, always ferocious, grew more frequent, and he became increasingly withdrawn.

By 2010, Adam had quit communicating with his father, and his mother had grown desperate at her inability to help him. She continued trying to appease her son, washing his laundry daily, arranging the food on his plate the way he preferred it, serving it on the dishware he specified. But she also began spending more time away from home, often staying late at a local bar and restaurant. If she was aware of his cyber life, she did not talk to anyone about it, although she did tell a few friends that she feared Adam didn’t care about her.

As he became more and more immersed in past horrors and the violent fantasies of cyberspace, the real world essentially became imaginary, like the setting of a game. Sequestered in a bedroom whose windows were taped over with black trash bags, he had disassociated from the world.

Yet he was sufficiently in touch with reality to plan one of the most horrific acts in American history. He plotted meticulously, studying security procedures at Sandy Hook Elementary School and examining its student handbook. Three days before the shootings, he had e-mail discussions about the “aesthetics” of killing. “The inexplicable mystery to me isn’t how there are massacres, but rather how there aren’t 100,000 of them every year,” he wrote. “While granting that modus operandi really isn’t that important, I just can’t get into vehicular slaughterers. It seem[s] too mediated, like using remote explosives (too hot). And knives stray too far from the whole ‘mass’ aspect (too cold). The aesthetic of pistols tends to be just right.” It’s a chilling appraisal of weapons as if they were customizable adjustments to the flow of a video game.

Shortly before heading to the elementary school, Adam killed his mother in her bed. Over the preceding few months, he had become as disconnected from her as he had from the rest of the world. Killing her was, in a sense, an act of suicide: she was his only genuine lifeline. There was no turning back.

Adam Lanza, Mark David Chapman, Eric Harris, Sirhan Sirhan, and Ted Kaczynski were all captured by a swirling sense of humiliation, injustice, and worthlessness. As a result, they became hypervigilant—to perceived wrongs, to threats in their environments, to intrusive thoughts, or merely to annoying traits in others. Each of these men turned to violence to be free from the grip of obsession, to regain a sense of control over an otherwise disappointing, confusing, or painful reality.

A THEORY OF HUMAN CAPITAL

James Holmes thought he had a “broken brain.” That was the phrase he first used as a young teenager, and that’s what he scrawled, many years later, in a notebook he began keeping in June 2012. All those years, he struggled mightily to fix that broken brain, searching for insights in neuroscience, seeking out psychiatric care, and committing his analytical thinking to paper.

None of it worked. “That’s my mind,” Holmes wrote. “It is broken. I tried to fix it. I made it my sole conviction but using something that’s broken to fix itself proved insurmountable.” In the end, Holmes saw only one way out: “Life’s fallback solution to all problems—Death.”

On July 19, 2012, the twenty-four-year-old man mailed his notebook, with its mix of incoherent ramblings, clear commentary, and cold logic, to his psychiatrist, Dr. Lynne Fenton. A few hours later, at the midnight premiere of the Batman film The Dark Knight Rises, he tossed a canister of tear gas into the audience, and began shooting. Twelve people died in the Aurora, Colorado, attack, and seventy others were injured. Holmes called the injured “collateral damage.” To him, fatalities were all that counted.

At the trial that took place almost three years later, four court-appointed psychiatrists agreed that James Holmes fell somewhere on the schizophrenic spectrum. But when “Jimmy” was a little boy in Castroville, California, no one had thought he had a broken brain. Former neighbors described him as sweet, bright, mellow, and fun to be around. Something changed around the age of eleven, when his family moved to San Diego: thoughts of suicide entered his mind. In his middle school years, Holmes made what he called a “para-suicide” attempt, slashing his wrist with cardboard with enough force to break the skin. He told his parents that it was a paper cut, because he thought he would be punished for showing any signs of weakness.

Over the next few years, he grew more socially isolated and withdrawn, preferring to stay indoors, sleep long hours, and play video games rather than socialize. Although he joined a track team, his coach called him a “shadow figure” who had to be told sternly to be part of a group photograph.

Yet Holmes was bright, finishing high school with a 4.0 gradepoint average. And his social anxieties did not extend to his home life, where he talked comfortably with his parents and sister, shared hugs, and had “loving” relationships.

On the surface, his college experiences seemed relatively unremarkable. He attended the University of California, Riverside, and lived in an honors dormitory. Classmates remembered him as very shy, never initiating social interaction, but a willing participant when they drew him out. He earned his undergraduate degree in neurobiology with a 3.9 GPA.

For most of those years, Holmes was keeping a lot hidden. After the move to San Diego, he participated briefly in family therapy with a licensed clinical social worker, but wrote that he “revealed nothing as to not appear weak amongst family.” Believing that his mind was not like that of his peers, by age fourteen he took an interest in neuroscience and wanted to learn how ordinary brains worked and whether his could be repaired. In high school, random, violent thoughts began to haunt him; he imagined people having their heads cut off.

In 2011, Holmes was offered one of six coveted spots in the graduate neuroscience program at the University of Colorado, outshining most of the seventy other applicants. On paper (college transcripts, test scores, letters of recommendation, research experience) Holmes looked impressive. He never volunteered answers in graduate seminars but usually knew them when called upon. He completed his assignments on time and earned an A on one midterm. Still, he remained a loner, outside the group even when he was part of one. “When I’m around people I’m kind of anxious,” he said. “I know they expect you to say something.” Holmes often froze when forced into conversation, seemingly unable to get words out of his mouth. One professor recalled him as a poor communicator who could not interact with others, a particular obstacle to effective lab work, and several of his professors felt that he was insufficiently motivated.

Christmas of that year seemed to mark the beginning of a downward spiral. “My mind was kind of falling apart,” Holmes recalled. He shared nothing of his deteriorating mental state with his parents or sister. “I didn’t want my family to know that I was sick,” he said. Ever since adolescence, he had believed that such an admission would be “bad” and meant “that you’re a burden.” Nonetheless, he sustained an intimate relationship with a girlfriend, Gargi Datta, for some months. On Valentine’s Day 2012, Holmes cooked her an onion-crusted chicken, serving ice cream for dessert. They lit candles and watched Saturday Night Live and music videos. But they broke up not long afterward, only intensifying Holmes’s already “depressed” and “pessimistic” outlook. Increasingly, he seemed to lack the drive to finish anything.

He continued to have intrusive thoughts of suicide and homicide, which began to narrow to a single focus. Mass murder, what he called “the last escape,” was becoming increasingly salient. Holmes became persuaded that the value of his victims’ lives would somehow accrue to him. His theory held that every individual was worth one point. “If you attribute value to killing people, you become more valuable if you [kill],” he explained.

Holmes, it seemed, had journeyed from obsession to delusion: from “intrusive thoughts, images or impulses [that] are experienced as excessive, unreasonable, and thus distressful” to “false beliefs based on incorrect inference about external reality that are firmly sustained despite what almost everyone else believes.”

For the first time, Holmes sought psychiatric help, arriving at the office of Lynne Fenton on March 21. At that first meeting, according to Fenton’s notes, Holmes said his obsessive-compulsive symptoms had worsened and that he saw homicide as the only solution to his suffering. At the same time, he remarked, “You can’t kill everyone, so that’s not an effective solution.” Fenton took his comment as a sign that he was unlikely to act out his fantasies. She prescribed clonazepam, used to treat panic disorders, and sertraline, a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor designed to treat depression, social anxiety, and obsessive-compulsive disorders.

Holmes agreed to a follow-up appointment a week later. Meanwhile, he shared some of his violent thoughts with Datta, writing in a Gmail chat that he felt like doing something evil. Asked what that would be, he responded, “Kill people of course.”

Datta suggested it was not worth the trouble. “Most people are not worth what might happen to you coz of the attack.”

“That’s why you kill many people,” Holmes declared.

During the next several months, he met regularly with Fenton and told her he was having thoughts of homicide three to four times a day. Although she believed he had a “schizoid personality disorder” and “paranoid delusions,” Fenton did not perceive that his thinking had changed significantly over time, and she did not think he was an imminent threat, partly because he never described a specific plan. She adjusted his medications, increasing his dose of sertraline, and brought in another psychiatrist for a second opinion. In early June, Holmes saw Fenton for the last time and told her that he had failed his oral exams and was withdrawing from graduate school. Soon after, she contacted the university’s threat assessment team to ask for a background check. The team reported that Holmes had not been in the military and did not have a concealed weapons permit. Fenton’s notes indicate “a clean bill of health.”

Meanwhile, he was stockpiling an arsenal. Holmes made his first purchases (a Smith and Wesson folding knife and a stun gun that resembled a cell phone) on Amazon. He then acquired a .40-caliber Glock 22 at the Gander Mountain store in Aurora and paid for a shotgun at Bass Pro Shops. Purchases seemed to drive more purchases—“going from compulsion to compulsion,” he said. Soon enough, Holmes had added a Glock 23, an assault rifle, laser sights, explosives, tear gas grenades, a gas mask, handcuffs, and thousands of rounds of ammunition to his cache. After researching firearms laws and mental illness, Holmes had expected that his psychiatric encounters might prevent him from buying weapons, but he met with no such barriers. He bought a full suit of body armor and photographed himself wearing it, a firearm at his side. He started target practice at a local gun range.

“It just kept escalating,” Holmes said. His intent in buying the first pistol had been self-defense, but “then it went towards other purposes. Offensively.”

Holmes recounted that he had “transferred my suicidal thoughts into homicidal,” as he clarified his goals and defined his mission: “to go to the theater and shoot as many people as possible.” He was no longer thinking unrealistically about the destruction of mankind, an image fueled by the generalized discomfort he always felt around people. No longer was his mission to obliterate the world with nuclear bombs or biological agents “that destroy the mind.” Instead, it had become a set of “realistic thoughts about a group of people getting killed.”

In the end, Holmes was driven by what he called his “theory of human capital”: the idea that taking someone else’s life would increase the value of his own. “It just took hold of my mind,” he explained. “I don’t know why it dominated. But it did.” Despite his “hatred of mankind,” he was not spurred forward by blinding emotion. “To me hatred is kind of like hating broccoli or something. Not a fiery, angry passionate hate.” Rather, he acted because he believed he had no choice but to execute his all-consuming mission: “I was almost, like, catatonic. I didn’t have any drive to do anything other than the mission. . . . I had a purpose to fulfill.”

The psychiatric drugs prescribed by Fenton may have intensified his responses. Soon after starting on medication, he reported that the “first appearance of mania occurs, not good mania. Anxiety and fear disappears. No more fear, no more fear of failure. . . . No fear of consequences. . . . Intense aversion to people, cause unknown. . . . Love gone, motivation directed to hate and obsessions. . . . No consequences, no fear, alone, isolated, no work for distractions, no reason to seek self-actualization. Embraced the hatred, a dark knight rises.”

It remains unclear whether Holmes truly wanted to act on his delusion. There were always two sides to his story. One was about a young man desperate to get well, who had sought out mental health services, kept every appointment, and later told a court-appointed psychiatrist that he wanted someone to stop him from the shooting: “I wanted to be fixed. To be normal.”

Holmes had labeled a page of his notebook “self-diagnosis of a broken mind,” and presented a bulleted list of thirteen illnesses, including dysphoric mania, generalized anxiety disorder, Asperger’s syndrome/autism, schizophrenia, obsessive-compulsive personality disorder, psychosis, and chronic insomnia. In five more pages, he had detailed the many symptoms attributed to those diagnoses, from catatonia, excessive fatigue, self-isolation, hair-pulling, and an inability to communicate to “brief periods of invincibility,” “concern with cock . . . excessive stimulation,” and “the obsession to kill.”

He had also searched for alternatives to murder, even as the possibility assumed an ever more prominent role in his thinking. Among the options he considered, and their outcomes: “Ignore the problem. If the problem or question doesn’t exist, then the solution is irrelevant. Didn’t work . . . Delay the problem. Live in the moment without concern for answering the problem at present. Didn’t work . . . Pawn the problem. If one can’t answer the question themselves, get someone else to answer it. Didn’t work.”

The other side of Holmes’s story was of a man who meticulously planned carnage. A man who caused grief and pain. He knew his actions were illegal, and he knew they were wrong.

As Holmes collected weapons, he thought carefully about the most suitable method and venue. Bombs wouldn’t work, he wrote, because they are “too regulated” and “suspicious”; he put an X by that idea. Serial murder, too, was ruled out: “too personal, too much evidence, easily caught, few kills.” Another X. Finally, there was a check mark on the words “mass murder/spree,” which had the advantages of “maximum casualties, easily performed with firearms,” despite being “primitive in nature.”

He briefly weighed an airport as the site of his shooting, but rejected the idea, partly because of the substantial security in the terminals and the legacy of terrorism associated with the setting. “Terrorism isn’t the message. The message is, there is no message,” Holmes wrote.

So he decided on the sixteen-screen Century Aurora Multiplex, which was “isolated, proximal and large.” Where better to “case the place” than “an inconspicuous entertainment facility”? Shortly after he dyed his hair a shocking reddish-orange in late June, Holmes began taking photos outside the movie house. He purchased tickets there three times between July 7 and 17. He devoted four pages of his notebook to sketches of various theaters within the complex and made notes about the pros and cons of each layout. For example, the ability to lock the double doors in one theater provided the opportunity for “increasing casualties,” while another had the disadvantage of offering many escape routes to the audience. He also created a profile on AdultFriendFinder, an online sex hookup site, and updated it on July 18 with the headline “Will you visit me in prison?”

After months of planning, with the theater selected and his weaponry assembled, Holmes was ready. He rigged his apartment with incendiary devices and set a timer on his computer for midnight so that techno music would blare at the highest possible volume, which he hoped would summon and distract law enforcement authorities. After driving to the multiplex, Holmes entered Theatre 9, where Batman was on the screen, but stepped out shortly afterward, pretending to answer a cell phone call. Leaving the rear exit door propped open behind him, he returned to his car to don his protective armor and gather his weapons. Before heading back inside, he made one last call, to the University of Colorado mental health hotline, but hung up without talking to anyone. “Last chance to turn back,” he explained. “Doubts I guess.”

Eighteen minutes after the movie began, 911 dispatchers received their first phone call. Screams and continued gunfire could be heard in the background. As blood poured down the aisles, Holmes’s gun jammed, and he finally stopped shooting. He walked at a normal pace through the emergency exit, rifle in hand, pausing to glance back and take notice of the survivors still crouched on the floor. He thought one man smiled at him as he departed.

Holmes had no plans for the aftermath. “I would go to jail or I would die. Things would take their own course. There was the third possibility of getting away but I didn’t consider that.” Still dressed in his protective gear, he stood by his car until the police arrived. “I considered the mission over,” he said.

On July 16, 2015, a twelve-person jury convicted James Holmes on 165 counts of murder and attempted murder, rejecting the defense’s insanity plea. Three weeks later, the jurors failed to reach the unanimous decision required to impose the death penalty. Nine favored it, two were uncertain, and one was adamantly opposed. Holmes was sentenced instead to life in prison without the possibility of parole.
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CAPTURE AND IDEOLOGY


Acts of terror are perpetrated by people who are captured by an idea. At some point in their development, terrorists often become enthralled by the belief that they are fighting for a cause larger than they are, a truth that transcends the self. Such ideologies, whether political or religious in nature, are all-encompassing systems of belief, potent stories that render a frustrating and complicated world seductively simple.

To the faithful, ideologies promise a kind of immortality, beyond the gates of heaven or in the chronicles of world history. In the case of radical Islamism, this promise is made all the more powerful by a profound sense of political injustice. Since the dawn of colonialism, devout Muslims have been under attack, economically and politically oppressed, or forbidden from living in accordance with their own laws and customs. Part of the appeal of radical Islamism is the promise of a return to an idealized past, a golden age when the faithful lived in harmony with God and with one another.

But al-Qaeda and the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham, or ISIS, are by no means the only groups to yoke utopia to violence. By their very definition, ideological narratives such as Hitler’s theory of Aryan supremacy, the political paranoia of Stalinism, and the genocidal fervor of the Khmer Rouge promise to deliver the faithful from the confusing, complicated, ambiguous everyday if only they pledge themselves to fighting the oppressor. It is a seductive and powerful promise, one that preys on the individual’s desire to escape the confines of the self, all in the name of a greater path, to connect to something more meaningful.

The most horrific acts of violence or terrorism are, then, not merely expressions of sadism or depravity. Often, at the heart of seemingly inexplicable violence lies capture, or what political scientist George Kateb calls “ideological half-thinking.”

Kateb has devoted his career to the role of ethical deliberation in liberal democracies. He is, in this sense, a direct descendant of Hannah Arendt, perhaps the West’s most trenchant theorist of political evil. For Arendt, the atrocities of twentieth-century history—Stalin’s gulag and Hitler’s death camps—could not be explained through the traditional vocabulary of the vices. Behind such seemingly inexplicable events was not some demonic creativity. Rather, these full-scale atrocities were perpetrated by people who were captured by ideological half-thinking or, as Kateb puts it, “ideas that are not carefully thought through but that are so attractive that they get us to act as if we were beside ourselves, indeed not ourselves.”

Ideology can lure us into a kind of trance: we are, by our very nature, susceptible to ideas that allow us to make sense of the world in all its teeming diversity. As Kateb explains, these fictions are so seductive because they “lend the world a coherence, a kind of power or beauty, that it did not otherwise have.” These narratives depart from everyday reality in order to invest in “a completion, a structure, a magnificence” that reality otherwise lacks. All too often humans have acted on such fictions, hoping to realize that magnificence, and in so doing, have become willing to destroy everything that exposes the story as untrue.

Arendt identifies this pattern of capture in the great tragedies of modern history. Ideology, in all its many guises (jihadist martyrdom or anticommunist hysteria or the desire for Lebensraum), promises nothing short of spiritual redemption, albeit by worldly measures. Many people who initially know such an ideology to be fictitious, or invented, eventually come to see it as real, even inevitable. “You begin by telling a story,” Kateb explains, “and the longer you tell it, the louder you say it, the more you’re taken in by the deception that you thought you were putting over on someone else. It’s now being put over on you by yourself. . . . If a story begins in contrivance but nonetheless affects people’s actions, if it seems to be making things happen, then, Why, look, it’s working. It has to be true. It couldn’t be otherwise.”

We know that in the process of capture, attention becomes progressively automated and focused; judgment and critical thought recede, replaced by a “pre-reflective” mental state. Kateb explains how ideologies appeal to this biological mechanism: “We all have susceptibilities, vulnerabilities. Things that sweep us up, exert an almost impossibly strong influence on us.” Once we are within their grasp, “we find ourselves committed before we know just what has happened to us.”

These susceptibilities extend the radius of capture beyond the private struggles of the addict, the suicidal patient, the obsessive artist, and the school shooter. What was once personal becomes social, even societal. Still, the quest for elusive and illusory control revolves around the seduction of “if only”: If only I had a drink, a hit of cocaine. If only the entire world recognized this truth, lived according to these rules.

In the twenty-first century, one ideological force that has confounded Western understanding has been the pull of radical Islamism.

THE AMERICA I HAVE SEEN

“The American,” wrote Sayyid Qutb in 1951, “is primitive in his appreciation of muscular strength and the strength of matter in general.”

For the Egyptian religious scholar, this primitiveness was nowhere more evident than on the football field. Unlike its European counterpart, the “rough American style” had “nothing to do with its name, for the foot does not take part in the game.” Rather, Qutb explained to his readers, each player tries “to catch the ball with his hands and run with it toward the goal, while the players of the opposing team attempt to tackle him by any means necessary, whether this be a blow to his stomach, or crushing his arms and legs.”

Qutb was just as struck by the sight of American fans as they cheered on the grunting quarterbacks, or whooped at smoky boxing championships and “bloody, monstrous wrestling matches.” Their ardor was pure “animal excitement born of their love for hardcore violence”: “Enthralled with the flowing blood and crushed limbs,” these creatures delighted not in athleticism but in displays of savagery: “Destroy his head. Crush his ribs. Beat him to a pulp.” In Qutb’s mind, lurking in the grandstands of suburban America was the senseless barbarism that defined a barbaric nation.

Sayyid Qutb was an unusual spectator in the football stadium of Greeley, Colorado. Born in 1906 to a respectable but struggling family in Upper Egypt, he spent his childhood in the rural village of Musha. His early education was primarily religious: by the time he enrolled at a recently opened government school, he had memorized the entire Qu’ran. A quick-witted and diligent student, Qutb managed to secure a highly sought-after place at a teacher training college in Cairo after graduation.

In the 1920s, the Egyptian capital was a bustling, chaotic city of cinemas, cafés, and grand boulevards adjacent to medieval slums. To the pious Qutb, Cairo was at once alluring and repellent: its cosmopolitan elite disdained local customs and sought to shed Islamic traditions in favor of Western cultural values. By the 1930s, Qutb had found a spiritual home for himself among the city’s leftist intelligentsia, penning reviews and poetry in Egypt’s fledgling literary journals.

With the outbreak of World War II, Qutb’s journalism became increasingly politicized: he decried the abuses of Allied troops, who “ran over Egyptians in their cars like dogs.” The Americans, he declared in 1946, are “no better than the British, and the British no better than the French.” All Westerners were “sons of a single loathsome material civilization without heart or conscience.” Around the same time, Qutb wrote a sharp denunciation of Egyptian radio stations for broadcasting morally debased popular songs; only spiritually exalted music should be aired, he argued.

Perhaps because of his increasingly strident political journalism, Qutb received a grant from the Egyptian Ministry of Education to travel to the United States to study the American education system. Perhaps the Egyptian government wanted to contain the unruly intellectual’s radicalization, or simply keep him out of Egypt for a time. In any case, in 1949 Qutb set off for the Colorado State College of Education.

It was in Greeley, Colorado, that Qutb first encountered football—and the equally perplexing institution of the American church. Qutb observed that despite Americans’ fervor for building churches, they had little interest in “the spirituality of religion and respect for its sacraments,” and “nothing was farther from religion than the American’s thinking and his feelings and manners.” Americans, Qutb concluded, go to church not for spiritual uplift but for “carousal and enjoyment, or, as they call it in their language, ‘fun.’”

In his travelogue, Qutb records the landscape of 1950s suburban America: “Each church races to advertise itself with lit, colored signs on the doors and walls to attract attention, and by presenting delightful programs to attract the people much in the same way as merchants or showmen or actors.” To the Muslim visitor, even more disturbing than neon church signs was the free commingling of religion and sex: ministers felt “no compunction about using the most beautiful and graceful girls of the town” to attract parishioners.

For Qutb, this spectacle represented the contradictions at the heart of American society. Repulsed by its secularism, materialism, and moral laxity, he decided to return to Egypt early. His frustration with Western culture, however, followed him back to Cairo: he soon resigned from the civil service and joined the Muslim Brotherhood, a grassroots organization dedicated to the revival of traditional Islamic values throughout the Arab world. In the political maelstrom of midcentury Egypt, the Brotherhood represented a powerful rebuke to the incursion of Western culture and to the rise of secular ideologies throughout the Islamic lands. The creation of a Jewish state in Israel and the resulting displacement of Palestinian Arabs only added a sense of urgency to the Brotherhood’s call for action against the forces of the secular West.

In 1954, Qutb was arrested and charged with orchestrating an attempt to assassinate Egypt’s secularist president, Gamal Abdel Nasser. Over the course of his imprisonment, other members of the Brotherhood were regularly arrested and tortured by Egyptian authorities: guards suspended the prisoners with their arms tied behind their backs, beat them with clubs, and subjected them to near drownings. One particularly sadistic guard killed twenty-one Muslim Brothers and wounded nearly twice as many when they refused to break stones in a local quarry.

As Qutb witnessed the maimed corpses of his comrades being carried through the corridors of the prison, his sense of injustice transformed into indignation. For Qutb, the line separating Hizb Allah, the “party of God,” from Hizb al-Shaytan, the “party of Satan,” could not have been starker.

Qutb was incredibly prolific while imprisoned; during his twelve years of confinement, he wrote his most widely read works. These volumes, including Milestones, were smuggled out of Cairo’s Tura Prison, copied by hand, and circulated throughout the Islamic world. In Milestones, Qutb’s worldview became increasingly Manichean; he called for the “extermination of all Satanic forces and their ways of life.” Qutb blamed “Zionist Jews” and “Christian crusaders” for all the ills of modern society, from prostitution and drug abuse to capitalistic greed and spiritual anomie. “Humanity today is living in a large brothel!” he proclaimed. “One has only to glance at its press, films, fashion shows, beauty contests, ballrooms, wine bars, and broadcasting stations! Or observe its mad lust for naked flesh, provocative postures, and sick, suggestive statements in literature, the arts and the mass media.”

In the face of this moral and spiritual corruption, he argued, Muslims were morally obligated to wage war against the forces of jahiliyya, or pre-Islamic ignorance and barbarism. Only a literal interpretation of the faith (a return to the salaf, or “fundamentals”) would bestow on mankind true freedom. In every other system, men serve other men, Qutb explained; in Islam, men serve only Allah. “Islam is a universal truth,” he concluded, “acceptance of which is binding on the entire humanity. . . . If anyone adopts the attitude of resistance, it would then be obligatory on Islam to fight against him until he is killed or he declares his loyalty and submission.”

Qutb urged his readers to view the Qu’ran not as a theological tract but as a manual for action, “as a soldier on the battlefield reads his daily bulletin so that he knows what is to be done.” The controversial “Sword Verse” of the holy text, which commands the faithful to take up arms against paganism, was to be interpreted not as broad spiritual guidance but as an operations manual for jihad. In this sense, Qutb is the intellectual who most immediately shaped the thinking of today’s radical Islamist leaders, and his works continue to occupy a central place in the canon of militant groups, including al-Qaeda and Islamic jihad. It is no coincidence that Qutb’s younger brother, Muhammad, taught the young Osama bin Laden.

Qutb returned again and again to the myth of a golden age. He was enthralled by nostalgia for a bygone era (albeit an imagined one) defined by spiritual clarity, social cohesion, and moral simplicity: “Mankind today is on the brink of a precipice, not because of the danger of complete annihilation which is hanging over its head—this being just a symptom and not the real disease—but because humanity is devoid of those vital values which are necessary not only for its healthy development but also for its real progress.” These virtues, he believed, could be found in the early Islamic era, long before the tides of colonialism eroded the social and political values of the Muslim world. Only by reclaiming Islam as a way of life, an all-encompassing social and political system, could Muslims restore their civilization to its former glory. Qutb dedicated Social Justice in Islam to “the youth whom I behold in my imagination coming to restore this religion as it was when it began . . . striving in the way of God, killing and being killed, believing profoundly that glory belongs to God, to His Apostle and to the believers.”

In August 1965, Qutb was rearrested and sentenced to death for plotting to overthrow Nasser’s secular government. When Nasser offered him the chance to avoid execution, Qutb staunchly refused to negotiate with his enemy and remained stoic in the face of his impending death. In a June 1966 letter to the Saudi Arabian author ’Abd al-Ghaffar ’Attar, he described himself as having undergone a spiritual epiphany in prison: “I have been able to discover God in a wonderful new way. I understand His path and way more clearly and perfectly than before. My confidence in His protection and promise to the believers is stronger than ever before.”

After his execution in 1966, Qutb was hailed as a martyr by not only fellow members of the Brotherhood but Muslims worldwide who had found in his writings an escape from spiritual confusion. “Death,” Qutb insisted, “does not represent the end. Life on earth is not the best thing God bestows on people. There are other values and nobler considerations.” Here, Qutb quoted from the Qu’ran: “If you should be slain or die in God’s cause surely forgiveness by God and His grace are better than all the riches that [others] amass. If you shall die or be slain, it is to God that you should be gathered.” In a world that seemed hell-bent on silencing the faithful, few words could have provided greater comfort to the spiritually and politically dispossessed.

“Believers,” Qutb enjoined, “fight those of the unbelievers who are near you, and let them find you tough; and know that God is with those who are God-fearing.” He described the heavenly paradise that awaited those Muslims willing to embrace martyrdom; there, they would “rejoice in what Allah has bestowed upon them of His Bounty.” Those who die in the service of Allah, Qutb proclaimed, “are alive, with their Lord, and they have his provision.”

Qutb’s belief in a golden era not only captured him, but also provided the ideology to capture future generations of followers.

THE OBLIGATION OF OUR TIME

During his eighteen months in a Yemeni jail cell, much of it in solitary confinement, the radical cleric and jihadist Anwar al-Awlaki found comfort in Qutb’s writings. “Because of the flowing style of Sayyid I would read between 100 and 150 pages a day,” he later recounted. “I would be so immersed with the author I would feel Sayyid was with me in my cell speaking to me directly.”

When Awlaki finally emerged from prison, he was unrecognizable to those who knew him. “Prison had hardened him,” explained his sometime student Morton Storm. “I could see it in his eyes. They’d danced before; now they were steel. There was also a hint of paranoia; he saw spies everywhere.” Just as prison had served to further radicalize Sayyid Qutb half a century earlier, months of captivity only strengthened Awlaki’s conviction that violent jihad was inevitable. In an interview broadcast over the Internet, Awlaki echoed Qutb’s indictment of the West: “Jahiliyya is the ignorance of the pre-Islamic era,” Awlaki explains. “You will find that Sayyid Qutb uses this word a lot in reference to the times that we are living in. . . . Jahiliyya comes from the root word jahal, which is ignorance. So it is the time of ignorance. The absence of the message.”

Into this absence Awlaki projected a vision of the modern West as inimical to Islamic values. In a series of YouTube sermons, he argued that jahiliyya wasn’t merely the historical period before the birth of Islam. Rather, it was the state we all live in, a world that has not yet accepted the revelation of Muhammad or the wisdom of shari’a, or Islamic moral code. For Awlaki, this stubborn refusal to recognize and abide by the moral authority of Islam called for unrestrained violence; jihad became a source of meaning in a world otherwise defined by passive ignorance. “We will implement the rule of God on earth by the tip of the sword,” he declared.

In advocating unrestrained jihad, Awlaki blithely dismissed the Qu’ranic injunction against wanton violence. America, he argued, was responsible for the deaths of millions of Muslims, including women and children; the blood of the victims of 9/11 represented but “a drop in the ocean in comparison.” The faithful need “not consult anyone in the matter of killing Americans,” he explained. “Combatting the devil does not require a fatwa, nor consultation, nor does it require prayer to Allah.” Awlaki again echoed the words of Qutb: “They are the party of Satan, and fighting them is the obligation of our time.”

Born in Las Cruces, New Mexico, Anwar al-Awlaki moved to Yemen with his family when he was seven years old. There, he attended a secular private school, along with children from other elite families. After graduating from high school, Awlaki returned to America in 1991 to study engineering at Colorado State College, where he served as president of the Muslim Students Association.

At a small mosque a few blocks from campus in Fort Collins, Awlaki cultivated a talent for preaching. His signature blend of folksy American cultural references and learned Qu’ranic exegesis quickly endeared him to the local community. Shortly after graduation, he married a Yemeni cousin and decided to leave engineering behind: he resolved to become an imam.

Subsequent stints took Awlaki to the Arribat al-Islami mosque in San Diego and to Washington, DC, where he served as imam at the Dar al-Hijrah mosque and as Muslim chaplain at George Washington University. Over the course of these travels, he assumed multiple, often contradictory, roles: the representative of a tolerant, cosmopolitan Islam on national television; a grassroots community organizer and legal activist; and an increasingly paranoid conspiracy theorist who publicly questioned the role of Muslims in the 9/11 attacks.

These contradictions extended to Awlaki’s personal life. Though he exhorted his congregations to lead lives of moral and spiritual purity, he was far from puritanical: he was twice arrested for soliciting prostitutes and spoke regularly, with a certain intimate knowledge, of the dangerous “temptations of American life,” in which, “especially in Western societies, every haram [forbidden pleasure] is available.” To his neighbors, he was an assimilated American who enjoyed deep-sea fishing and dreamed of entrepreneurial success. He eventually recorded a very popular series of lectures, available as a boxed set, on the life of Muhammad and the lesser prophets of Islam.

Immediately after the attacks of September 11, 2001, Awlaki became a de facto spokesperson for the American Muslim community, appearing on national media and denouncing the hijackers as wayward fanatics: “There is no way that the people who did this could be Muslim, and if they claim to be Muslim, then they have perverted their religion.” “We came here to build,” he insisted, “not to destroy.” But when the American authorities began to uncover a web of connections that linked him to at least three of the hijackers, Awlaki became indignant. (In fact, as early as 1999, he was known to the FBI, which was concerned about his connections to a small Islamic charity that funneled money to al-Qaeda.) Awlaki left the United States for Britain in 2002, in a state of spiritual and financial distress, and he returned to Yemen in 2004.

Over the course of the subsequent years, his sermons, broadcast over the Web to a global audience, became more stridently anti-American. As Morton Storm explained, “His eloquent and authoritative tone was pitch-perfect; he made the radical sound reasonable.” Behind Awlaki’s colloquial self-styling and references to “Joe Six-pack” was an urgent call for a return to salaf, the fundamentals of Islam. His approach to the Qu’ran was infused with Qutb’s perspective, treating the holy text as a set of literal prescriptions to be applied to the present day.

In August 2006, Awlaki was arrested by the Yemeni authorities. Though no charges were ever brought, he would spend the next eighteen months in jail. After his release, he moved to a remote mountain hideout, where he broadcast video messages to Sunnis around the world, calling for a global jihad against the West. When Storm lingered after a study group led by Awlaki, his teacher shed any pretensions to liberalism: “9/11 was justified,” he proclaimed.

In his Internet sermons, Awlaki argued that the American people, not simply their government, had declared war on Islam: “They are participants as they voted for this administration. They are the people who are financing this war.” In a moral universe defined in such stark terms, the only hope for redemption lay in martyrdom: “America as a whole has turned into a nation of evil. I eventually came to the conclusion that jihad against America is binding upon myself, just as it is binding on every other able Muslim.”

Awlaki was captured by this image of violent redemption infused with Qutb’s messianic zeal. Awlaki’s version of jihad against America captured, in turn, many Internet followers.

In December 2008, Awlaki sent a message of congratulations to the Somali Islamist group al-Shabaab. He thanked them for “giving us a living example of how we as Muslims should proceed to change our situation. The ballot has failed us, but the bullet has not.”

I’M GOING TRAVELING

In December 2008, Major Nidal Hasan, a psychiatrist in the U.S. Army, began a mostly one-way e-mail correspondence with Awlaki. Over a period of six months, Hasan asked him about the teachings of the Qu’ran and the spiritual responsibilities of Muslims in the American military.

In one e-mail, Hasan discussed Muslim American soldiers who “appear to have internal conflicts and have even killed or tried to kill other [U.S.] soldiers.” He referenced the actions of Sergeant Hasan Akbar, who had thrown a grenade into a tent of U.S. troops, killing two officers. If such people die while engaged in jihad, Hasan asked, “would you consider them shaheeds [martyrs]?”

Awlaki responded briefly to the e-mails, but never answered Hasan’s questions about the tenets of Islam. He did promise to “keep an eye for a sister” because Hasan had mentioned that he was “looking for a wife that is willing to strive with me to please Allah.”

Though they met only briefly, Hasan regarded the spiritual leader with great respect and even attempted to launch an essay contest that would award a five-thousand-dollar scholarship for the best answer to the question “Why is Anwar al-Awlaki a great activist and leader?” To Hasan’s disappointment, the contest never took place, because Muslims in the community were “petrified by potential repercussions,” he later wrote. Nonetheless, Hasan assured Awlaki that nothing would stand in the way of his devotion. Allah, he wrote, had “lifted the veil from my eyes” just before the attacks of September 11: “I have been striving for Jannat Firdaus ever since.” Jannat-ul-Firdous is the highest place in Paradise.

The e-mail exchanges went silent in June 2009. But five months later, Awlaki had something to say publicly about his acolyte. “He is a man of conscience who could not bear living the contradiction of being a Muslim and serving in an army that is fighting against his own people,” Awlaki posted on his website. “He did the right thing.” The “right thing” was Major Hasan’s November 5, 2009, rampage in Fort Hood, which began with the shout “Allahu Akbar!” and ended ten minutes later with thirteen people dead and thirty others wounded. Almost four years later, twenty-three senior military officers voted unanimously to sentence Hasan to death.

Born in 1970 to Palestinian parents who had immigrated to Virginia from the West Bank, Hasan joined the U.S. Army as an infantryman at age seventeen. From that point on, his life unfolded entirely within the world of the military. While serving as an enlisted soldier, he earned a medical degree and did his residency in psychiatry at Walter Reed Army Medical Center.

Though his childhood had been largely secular, and even included Christmas celebrations, Hasan grew increasingly religious after his mother’s death in 2001. An imam at the Muslim Community Center in Silver Spring, Maryland, where Hasan attended daily prayers, often in army fatigues, did not hesitate to describe him as devout. At the same time, Hasan became increasingly discontented with the military, and complained that he was being harassed because of his religion. One soldier scratched his car with a key, apparently irritated by a bumper sticker that read “Allah Is Love.” Another left a diaper in his car with the message, “That’s your headdress.” Hasan explored the possibility of leaving the service, but because the army had paid for his education, his commitment would have been difficult to break.

Even as Hasan’s ideas became increasingly radical, they generated no official response. Though the FBI’s Joint Terrorism Task Force did intercept Hasan’s e-mails to Awlaki, investigators concluded that the exchange was “fairly benign.” Family members did not recognize the transformation that was taking place; they regarded Nidal as a gentle, sensitive man who was still mourning the loss of his beloved parents.

But there were many signs of a growing obsession. Hasan was consumed by what he saw as the incompatibility of his faith and his military allegiance: he was to become a Muslim soldier fighting wars against other Muslims. In June 2007 he gave a presentation at Walter Reed on “Koranic World View as It Relates to Muslims in the U.S. Military.” Striking an academic tone, he spoke in the third person on the topic of why Muslims might feel conflicted about service in Iraq and Afghanistan. He sounded mild mannered, but quoted sources that belied his even tone.

During the lecture, Hasan explained that many Islamic scholars had issued religious rulings, known as fatwas, forbidding American Muslims from joining the U.S. military. He also read verses from the Qu’ran to indicate, albeit by implication, where the holy text stood on that question: “Whoever kills a believer intentionally, his punishment is hell, he shall abide in it, and Allah will send His wrath on him and curse him and prepare for him a painful chastisement.”

Hasan quoted one Muslim-American soldier’s brother: “It’s getting harder and harder for Muslims in the service to morally justify being in a military that seems constantly engaged against fellow Muslims.” Further, Hasan claimed that thousands of U.S. soldiers had converted to Islam while stationed in the Persian Gulf. He even claimed that such soldiers were regularly joining the Taliban and al-Qaeda after being discharged. “There is something out there with these groups that is really resonating as Islamic,” he concluded. “These guys are willing to go over there and fight.”

Hasan described in detail a series of “adverse events” involving Muslim-American soldiers. One soldier faked his own kidnapping so that he could desert the military; a sergeant refused to deploy to Iraq because of his religious beliefs; Hasan Akbar threw grenades at fellow servicemen. Nidal Hasan suggested that his colleagues exercise particular caution around soldiers with obviously Muslim names or those who read the Qu’ran devoutly, as such soldiers might be “more predisposed to having conflicts.”

To put these events in context to the group, he explained that obeying and fearing God is a core obligation of Islam, and that failure to submit brings grave punishment: in one Qu’ranic story, the children of Israel are turned into apes and swine after they persist in working on the Sabbath. But, Hasan insisted, the rewards of doing good are just as important to the Islamic faith: “And their recompense shall be Paradise, and silken garments, because they were patient. . . . Reclining therein on raised thrones, they will see there neither the excessive heat of the sun nor the excessive bitter cold. . . . And amongst them will be passed round vessels of silver and cups of crystal.”

Because the Qu’ran is a “progressive revelation,” Hasan explained in his lecture, earlier verses were sometimes abrogated by later ones. In one example of shifting attitudes, the text initially denies Muslims the right to defend themselves, then permits them to act in self-defense, and ultimately allows them to strike the first blow against their enemies. “The verses of defensive jihad start abrogating the peaceful verses,” he claimed. “This becomes important because you’ll see sometimes people cherry-picking verses, trying to show Islam in a more peaceful light where, indeed, you could make a great theological argument that those verses were actually abrogated.”

Hasan even gave a nod to Osama bin Laden, noting that he had given up the comforts of a multimillionaire’s life to embody “the spirit of jihad.” For Hasan, that willingness to sacrifice status in pursuit of a just cause required careful psychological analysis: “Instead of just labeling someone as a terrorist, we have to really understand why these Muslims really identify with that and how do we fix that. Is there really injustice that is going on, or is it truly just some aberration, which I doubt?”

Hasan’s gradual descent into radical Islam became more apparent during the two-year fellowship that followed his residency. In August 2007 he gave a presentation to classmates entitled “Is the War on Terror a War on Islam? An Islamic Perspective,” which was so inflammatory that his instructor ended it early. In class, he justified suicide bombings and told peers that religious beliefs took precedence over allegiance to the U.S. Constitution. All the while, Hasan was studying jihad on the Web. At least two military colleagues called him a “ticking time bomb.”

Yet Hasan was also rising up through the army ranks: he was promoted to major in May 2009, even as he was corresponding with Awlaki. Hasan’s deployment to Afghanistan was scheduled for late November; as the date drew near, his anger about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan only intensified. As a military psychiatrist charged with evaluating returning soldiers, he was exposed daily to troubling war stories, including one about the killing of a civilian and another about the deliberate dumping of fifty gallons of fuel into the Iraqi water supply. He asked supervisors for guidance about reporting such atrocities, closing his e-mail request with the phrase “All praises and thanks go to Allah, The Cherisher and Sustainer of all the worlds.”

Hasan had not yet received a response on the November morning when he attended prayers at his Fort Hood mosque. That day, he told a fellow worshiper, “I’m going traveling.” He had already given away most of his possessions. A few hours later, he opened fire.

@SLAVEOFALLAH

The video opens with a low boom and a red-splattered logo with the words “YOUTH TALK DAWA”—dawa means “proselytizing”—underneath. Anwar al-Awlaki’s echoing voice plays over a plaintive melody. The subject of the speech is “Women of Islam”; according to its YouTube page, it has been viewed more than forty thousand times.

Awlaki narrates the life of Asiya, wife of the pharaoh who reigned in the time of Moses. Asiya’s “willingness to give up all of these worldly aspects for the sake of Allah,” he explains, “is a reflection of the depth of her faith.” Later Awlaki would write, “Jihad must be practiced by the child even if the parents refuse, by the wife even if the husband objects.”

Teenage sisters Fatima and Amal Farah and their friend and neighbor Anisa Ibrahim found in Awlaki’s words a highly personal spiritual message. Convinced that their faith was under threat, the three girls resolved to flee the United States for the Islamic caliphate proclaimed by the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham, where they would marry soldiers fighting on behalf of Islam. Thanks to personal blogs such as Bird of Jannah—Jannah means “paradise” or “heaven”—penned by a woman who had traveled to Syria to support ISIS, they knew that they would be expected to take care of the homes and babies of jihadists. They felt prepared to do anything—abandoning their families and the bounties of America, even risking their lives—in the name of tawheed, or “the singularity of Allah.”

The three young women hadn’t always been so fervently religious. A year earlier, they were, in many respects, typical American teenagers. They were responsible students who never gave their parents or teachers any indication that they were unhappy. They had long felt somewhat distant from their non-Muslim peers, though they had found a sense of belonging in the area’s sizable Somali and Sudanese community. Both families lived in apartment complexes just a few miles from the mosque where they occasionally prayed, the Colorado Muslim Society, which advertises itself as “the biggest Muslim community in Colorado.” The young women attended one of the most diverse high schools in Colorado, where they were part of an African American majority. In March 2014, just seven months before the three girls left for Syria, the school’s girls’ soccer team put on hijabs to protest a referee who had barred a Muslim teammate from wearing her headscarf.

All three teens were active on social media, but Fatima was particularly prolific; she posted primarily on an unmonitored forum called Ask.fm, where mostly teenage users asked one another questions via the anonymity of a user name. She told her online correspondents that she felt proudest of herself when she passed a math test, and that she hated being woken up in the morning. “I have a lot of friends,” she wrote. “I love them all, they are amazing.” She wrote about her hobbies (tennis, swimming, and listening to music) and said that she hoped to work one day at “a fashion business!! Duh.”

A single post hinted that Fatima was heading into the digital universe of radical Islamism. In late October 2013 she told a correspondent on Ask.fm that during bouts of insomnia she would “watch lectures on youtube and stay on twitter.” Fatima and her friends were attracted by what some scholars have started calling the “wireless caliphate,” the online sphere of Islamic proselytizers who have inundated Tumblr, Twitter, Pinterest, and other social media sites with propaganda in support of the Islamic State. On their personal pages, they post photos of soldiers in black face masks, machine guns pointing at the sky, with captions from the Qu’ran; they express admiration for those who heed the call to “drop the nationalist flags and raise the banners of tawheed,” and decry what they see as rampant Islamophobia. There is also a subculture of women who call themselves Umm, or “Mother,” and actively recruit young females to the cause. The blogger who created Bird of Jannah was one of these women; she provided tips on traveling to Syria undetected, including what to pack and what to expect on arrival. “Sisters, please drop your whatsapp contact via message and I will contact you . . . [this service] is the easiest app for me altho I’m aware it’s not safe. Please forgive me,” she tells her readers. “I will only reply [to] those who I trust in sha Allah” (i.e., “with Allah’s help or permission”).

What made these young women such easy targets for seduction? Why did they trade comfort for fanaticism, poverty, and violence?

In the wireless caliphate, the girls found instant meaning, a heritage, and a future all for the taking. Whatever doubts they had about their purpose were assuaged by Qu’ranic verse; whatever frustrations they had about their surroundings were validated by Internet friends who assured them they were living in a modern-day Babylon. The social media accounts of the three young girls began to reflect their burgeoning faith. In April 2014, just a few months after she wrote that the greatest lesson she had ever learned was to “do [her] homework,” Fatima told a correspondent who asked about her new zeal that she had “realized [her] purpose in life.

“Islam makes things a lot easier,” she said.

By April, the girls’ social media threads were dominated by Islamic themes. The Farah sisters created second accounts under their kunyas, the Arabic pseudonyms used among some radicals as noms de guerre. Fatima posted as Umm Sufyan and @carrierofsins, while her sister, Amal, appeared as Umm Suleiman @_SlaveOfAllah_. Amal’s bio was summed up in a single quote about modesty from Umar, a compatriot of the Prophet Muhammad: “Lower your gaze from the world and turn your heart away from it.” The three girls quickly became active in the world of “Muslim Twitter,” exchanging Qu’ranic verses with members of ISIS and occasionally expressing political views that most would consider extreme. Anisa, for example, tweeted in early June that “those who identify as ‘gay’ and ‘Muslim’ at the same time deserve death”; a few months later, she wrote that Muslims who “hand out apologizes [sic] because of 9/11 are a disgrace.” To the question “What are you doing tomorrow?” Fatima responded, “Going to the masjid [mosque] in sha Allah.” Later, when asked when she’d like to get married, seventeen-year-old Fatima replied, “As soon as possible in sha Allah.”

October 17, 2014, was a mild day in Aurora, and began seemingly inauspiciously for the parents of the three girls. The Farah sisters stayed home from school, feigning illness. Anisa left her house and headed toward school, but around ten o’clock her father received word that she hadn’t arrived. When he called her on her cell phone, she claimed that she was late for class; in fact, she and the Farah sisters were already on their way to Denver International Airport, armed with their passports and two thousand dollars they had stolen from the Farahs. As they waited to board a plane to Frankfurt, they asked their nearly two thousand Twitter followers to pray for them. By the time they arrived in Frankfurt, their parents had reported them missing and the German authorities were waiting for them.

Once the girls had been returned to the care of their parents, Anisa’s father told the Denver Post that the three “realized they [had] made a mistake.” But he may have been speaking wishfully. Less than three weeks after returning from Germany, Fatima took to her Tumblr account again, this time to post a screenshot of an exchange on Ask.fm. “Where are you from?” the writer asked.

“I live in some far away land,” she wrote, “where the Ghurabah [righteous loners] are few.”
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CAPTURE AND SPIRITUALITY


In my study of capture, I returned again and again to a fundamental paradox: although it often causes great pain, capture also underlies exalted experiences. Having witnessed the suffering that capture can sow, we might well ask how we can exchange dangerous forms of capture for benign or even productive ones.

This sort of transformation may occur suddenly: we can be seized by a spiritual insight seemingly without warning. But we can also consciously try to make ourselves more receptive to such experiences. Hence William James’s belief in the power of free will to redirect our attention. If we seek out positive forms of capture, we may be able to guide ourselves out of suffering.

While religious experience offers us one opportunity to do just this, perception of the divine is unique, just as the individual perceiving it is.

Spiritual experiences have been described as a feeling of absolute dependence, of being grasped by an ultimate concern. They may involve moments of release from ordinary perception. The catalyst may be spiritual or aesthetic in nature—a poem, or a landscape, or a moment of quiet meditation.

“The feeling of it may at times come sweeping like a gentle tide, pervading the mind with a tranquil mood of deepest worship,” the German theologian Rudolf Otto once wrote. “It may pass over into a more set and lasting attitude of the soul. . . . It may burst in sudden eruption up from the depths of the soul with spasms and convulsions or lead to the strangest excitements, to intoxicated frenzy, to transport and to ecstasy.”

What is this all-powerful it? Philippe Borgeaud, professor of ancient history and religion at the University of Geneva, explained it to me this way: “God is a value for the best or the worst. But he is not an allegory. A god is not something signifying another thing. Aphrodite is beauty, love, desire, sex. She is that. . . . The god is recognized by the emotion, but the emotion is the god, also.”

David Foster Wallace understood this basic fact about the relationship between the human and the divine. Wallace came to believe “there is no such thing as not worshipping. Everybody worships.” Our only choice, then, is what to worship. “And the compelling reason for maybe choosing some sort of god or spiritual-type thing to worship—be it JC or Allah, be it YHWH or the Wiccan Mother Goddess, or the Four Noble Truths, or some inviolable set of ethical principles—is that pretty much anything else you worship will eat you alive.”

To see how religious scholars would respond to the idea of capture, I paid a visit to two Amherst professors, Susan Niditch and her husband, Rob Doran.

“It’s ancient,” explained Niditch, an expert on Judaic studies. “In the Hebrew Bible, Jeremiah describes being seduced by God and filled with the spirit.”

Both she and Doran, a scholar of early Christianity, see capture at work in religious history.

“Being a prophet of God meant Jeremiah was a vessel for God’s message,” said Niditch. “He believed that he could not escape this line of work: a force had acted on him.”

Paul, too, was utterly transformed by what he described as a force outside himself. In his letters to the Galatians, Paul writes, “You revealed yourself to me.” Raised as a Pharisee, Paul was sent by the leaders in Jerusalem to quiet a group of renegade Jews who were proclaiming that the end was nigh and that Jesus was the Lord. Indeed, Paul believed that Jesus was a common criminal who had been rightfully executed by the Romans.

Yet when God revealed himself to Paul, he was struck dumb and began to preach that Jesus is the Lord. Such stories of conversion often portray the experience as “something that comes out of the blue,” Doran explained. Paul suddenly began to embrace views that we would likely describe today as delusional: he believed that Jesus was alive, even though he knew that he had been crucified. For Paul, Jesus was the new Adam, the harbinger of a new world order. Paul recognized that we either accepted this new order or perished with the old one. That sense of a radical break with the past remains a central element within Christianity. “We have to be captured,” Doran said. “The same is true of Muhammad: he has a vision, and the vision transforms him.”

That said, Doran warned that we must understand this sort of conversion experience within the context of the culture in which it takes place. In the first century, for instance, there was a widespread notion that God could appear to you. Niditch described a social world in which everybody believed in God, and in which the divine had enormous power over human affairs. This sort of transformative experience, in other words, existed within the larger cultural vocabulary.

Still, Doran believes that capture plays a central role in the history of almost every world religion. Time and time again, captured individuals display a kind of charisma that allows them to draw others into the faith, to evoke strong emotional responses in their followers. “Though it begins as a private, individual experience,” Doran explained, “capture soon becomes public.”

CAPTURE BY THE DIVINE

Edith Stein was not looking forward to her visit with the newly widowed Anna Reinach. Stein feared Anna’s raw response to the death of her husband on the battlefield in Flanders in World War I, but more difficult to face was Stein’s own grief about his tragic death. Adolf Reinach, only thirty-four when his life was taken, had been a generous friend to her, a kind teacher and mentor who had opened many doors. Along with Anna, he had welcomed Stein into their lively intellectual circle at the university in Göttingen when she’d arrived as a doctoral student in philosophy just two years earlier. Stein had come to study with Edmund Husserl, a philosopher and the father of phenomenology—as well as a colleague of Reinach’s. Now Anna had written asking Edith to come visit and help put her husband’s papers in order. Though it was not possible to decline, Stein felt unprepared for the emotional toll she expected the meeting to take.

When Stein arrived, she found that Anna was not in need of consoling. The widow’s tranquility quickly transformed Stein’s despair at her friend’s untimely death. Stein knew that Anna and her husband had recently converted to Christianity; they’d been baptized together during one of Adolf’s furloughs. Yet it was clear that Anna’s brave acceptance of fate had little to do with religion in the abstract, or the dogma of the church. Hers was, as Stein immediately recognized, a dynamic faith in God—warm, alive, and personal.

“It was my first encounter with the Cross and the divine power that it bestows on those who carry it,” Stein would later recount of the experience. “For the first time I was seeing with my very eyes the church, born from its Redeemer’s sufferings, triumphant over the sting of death. That was the moment my unbelief collapsed.”

Stein’s father died before she was two years old, leaving her, along with her six siblings, to be raised by her mother alone. In the years that followed, Stein’s mother transformed her husband’s debt-saddled lumberyard into a thriving business. A devout Jew, she managed to maintain her family’s morale in the midst of tragedy. Stein, her youngest child, was born on the Day of Atonement; as Stein wrote in her autobiography, “I think, more than anything else, it made [me] especially dear to her.”

It was particularly painful to her mother, then, when Stein announced, at the age of thirteen, that she was an atheist. For the first time, Stein had questioned the existence of God and, in an early flexing of her powerful intellect, concluded that she saw nothing there. Though Stein was never one to doubt her own mind, she felt her mother’s heartache with every step she took away from her childhood religion.

Years later, inspired by Anna Reinach’s quiet religiosity, Stein came to see religious faith in a new light, as a way of “resting in God”—“of being exempted from all anxiety and responsibility and duty to act.” In the wake of this epiphany, Stein approached her work as a philosopher with a renewed sense of vitality and purpose. Her writings soon became infused with a spiritual vocabulary as she trained her focus on the palpable gap between sensory perception and the experience of the divine. A perceptual experience, of a landscape or a face, “is marked by an immediacy, in the sense that what is present itself is said to be experienced immediately, not what is merely grasped through its effects or made present through its messengers.” That is, we can actually see the landscape or the face—not only its effect in the world. God, however, is not “immediately intuited” in this way; the divine is experienced at a remove, through his effects on worldly beings.

Though Stein now believed in God, she had yet to encounter him again as she had during her visit with Anna Reinach. Four years later, in 1921, however, when she was thirty years old, she pulled the autobiography of St. Teresa of Avila from a bookshelf while visiting philosopher friends at their farm. She did not put it down until dawn. “As I closed the book,” Stein recalled, “I said, ‘This is truth.’”

That same morning, she went into town to buy a Catholic catechism and missal, and soon after she found herself at Mass at the local parish church, taking the first steps toward baptism. The transformation seemed natural, like falling in love; every encounter seemed to point in one direction.

Though Stein traveled a more winding route than most, from Judaism to atheism to Christianity, she was steadfast in her decision to convert. From that point on, she knew she wanted to become a Carmelite nun, as St. Teresa had been, but was dissuaded for some time by her family and spiritual mentors. In 1934, however, as Hitler began to seize power, Stein returned home to visit her mother for the last time. They went to synagogue together. The next day, she took a train to Cologne, where she joined the Carmelite convent.

While there, Stein did not fully retreat from the world. She had witnessed the rise of the Nazi Party with a clear-eyed awareness and knew better than most where the prejudice against Jews was leading. The same year she joined the convent, she also wrote her memoir, Life in a Jewish Family. So at the point when she could have, understandably, relinquished her previous life, taking on a new name in a new family, Stein chose to stand and claim her Jewish identity. Her purpose was clear: to demonstrate that Jews were not monsters but fellow human beings. She believed that only empathy could possibly forestall the approaching terror.

She also wrote to Pope Pius XI, imploring him to condemn the “deeds perpetrated in Germany which mock any sense of justice and humanity.” And she issued a prescient warning to the pontificate, one that the Vatican managed to hide from the public eye for half a century: “The responsibility must fall, after all, on those who brought them to this point and it also falls on those who keep silent in the face of such happenings.”

Stein now had an undeniable commitment to God, but she had also come to understand that this did not mean she could look away. “During the time immediately before and quite some time after my conversion I . . . thought that leading a religious life meant giving up all earthly things and having one’s mind fixed on divine things only,” she wrote. “Gradually, however, I learnt that other things are expected of us in this world. . . . I even believe that the deeper someone is drawn to God, the more he has to ‘get beyond himself’ in this sense, that is, go into the world and carry divine life into it.”

In the dedicated life of the convent, in addition to the liturgical cycle of prayers, two hours daily were given to silent prayer. Stein could be seen in those hours through the window of her cell, perfectly still, on her knees with arms outstretched. In a poem, she expressed the wordless content of those prayers:


           Who are you, kindly light who fills me now,

           And brightens all the darkness of my heart?

           You guide me forward, like a mother’s hand,

           And if you let me go,

           I could not take a simple step alone.

           You are the space,

           Embracing all my being, hidden in it.

           Loosened from you, I fall into the abyss

           Of nothingness from which you draw my life.

           Nearer to me than I myself am,

           And more within me than my innermost self,

           You are outside my grasp, beyond my reach,

           And what name can contain you?

           You, Holy Spirit, you, eternal Love!



As the Holocaust consumed Germany, Stein was transferred from Cologne to the safer reach of a convent in the Netherlands. Her arrival coincided with a strong statement from the Dutch church in defense of the Jews, which infuriated the Nazis. Any hope of protection for converts of Jewish origin vanished, and Stein was arrested at the convent in August 1942. Within a week, she was deported to Auschwitz, where she would soon be murdered in a gas chamber.

PAYING ATTENTION

Spiritual awakenings are often not consciously orchestrated or willed into existence; rather, they descend upon us unbidden. Might we somehow coax ourselves into a state of spiritual capture? Simone Weil spent much of her philosophical career reflecting on the act of turning toward the divine.

Weil always paid close attention to the world. At the age of six, she gave up sugar on behalf of the French soldiers in World War I, whom she’d been told had to go without it.

“At fourteen . . . I seriously thought of dying because of the mediocrity of my natural faculties,” Weil later wrote. “I did not mind having no visible successes, but what did grieve me was the idea of being excluded from that transcendent kingdom to which only the truly great have access. . . . I preferred to die rather than live without that truth.” It was only after working through this internal struggle, however, that Weil came to the more egalitarian conclusion that anyone can enter such a kingdom after all—“if only he longs for truth and perpetually concentrates all his attention upon its attainment.”

This notion—that attentiveness offered spiritual opportunity to everyone—drove Weil ever after. It led her as a teacher and an activist, when her altruism was a kind of instinctive spiritual endeavor, and culminated in her work for a year, beginning in 1934, as a manual laborer in factories in Paris, in order better to know the conditions of the working class. These factories were her first contact with adversity outside her privileged life—and where she found “the affliction of others entered into my flesh and my soul.”

As an adolescent, Weil had determined there was no way to know whether there was a God—“the data could not be obtained here below”—and she’d put the matter aside. Yet, as she described it, Christian motives (kindness, acceptance, generosity, justice) always guided her nonetheless. “That is why it never occurred to me that I could enter the Christian community. I had the idea that I was born inside,” Weil once professed—despite the fact that she’d been raised by Jewish parents. “But to add dogma to this conception of life, without being forced to do so by indisputable evidence, would have seemed to me like a lack of honesty.”

So she held herself back from organized religion, unwilling even to visit churches, in an attempt to keep her spiritual truth from being corrupted. Ironically, it was this kind of intellectual rigor and conscientiousness that in the end became her unwitting preparation for accepting God.

At the age of twenty-seven, after her year of factory work, feeling emotionally pummeled and physically frail, Weil traveled with her parents to Portugal. There she went to a little village on a day it was celebrating a patronal festival. “The wives of the fishermen were going in procession to make a tour of all the ships, carrying candles and singing what must certainly be very ancient hymns of a heartrending sadness,” Weil recalled. “I have never heard anything so poignant unless it were the song of the boatmen on the Volga.” She was moved in a way that felt different to her.

The following year, Weil went alone for two days to Assisi, Italy. Breaking her vow not to enter churches, she visited the chapel of Santa Maria degli Angeli, where St. Francis, whom she greatly admired, used to pray. On that day, she felt an invisible force compel her to drop to her knees.

The next year, Weil experienced the last in her triumvirate of powerful revelations when she chose to spend ten days going to religious services from Palm Sunday to Easter Tuesday. For much of this time, she was suffering from a terrible headache—Weil frequently had migraines—and in the church “each sound hurt me like a blow.” In making the extraordinary effort required to see past her pain, she felt herself rising up, leaving her suffering body behind to find “pure and perfect joy in the beauty of the chanting.” At this time, Weil believed that the “thought of the Passion of Christ entered into my being once and for all.”

In a letter Weil wrote to Joseph-Marie Perrin, a Dominican priest who was a friend and deep influence in her life, she depicted her life after religious conversion, making it clear that she conducted it with the same effort and discipline she’d earlier brought to her humanitarianism.

She began, for example, reciting the Lord’s Prayer every morning. Having initially memorized it as an intellectual exercise, she soon found herself so taken by it that she was compelled to repeat it as a daily ritual. “If during the recitation my attention wanders or goes to sleep, in the minutest degree, I begin again until I have once succeeded in going through it with absolutely pure attention,” Weil recounted. “Sometimes it comes about that I say it again out of sheer pleasure, but I only do it if I really feel the impulse. The effect of this practice is extraordinary and surprises me every time, for, although I experience it each day, it exceeds my expectation at each repetition.”

Weil offered a description of the abandon she felt during this exercise: “At times the very first words tear my thoughts from my body and transport it to a place outside space where there is neither perspective nor point of view.” Often she felt the presence of Christ during the recitation, “infinitely more real, more moving, more clear than on that first occasion when he took possession of me.”

Weil, like William James, believed that attention was key. Yet where James argued that it was the method by which we narrated our lives, choosing only what interested us to be part of the story, Weil stressed that it was the way in which we became poised to receive God.

Weil felt that when we make a sustained effort, even if it is only at something as mundane as a school exercise “which we have failed through sheer stupidity,” we are faced with the irrefutable fact of our smallness, even mediocrity, and the consequent need for further reflection and absorption. “Attention consists of suspending our thought,” Weil wrote, “leaving it detached, empty and ready to be penetrated.” Such cultivation sparked Weil’s spiritual awakening. The capacity to attend in this way, she concluded, “is a very rare and difficult thing; it is almost a miracle; it is a miracle.”

CAPTURED BY A MESSAGE

American theologian Howard Thurman’s four-month visit to India was nearing its end, and he was beginning to get anxious. The Howard University dean had lectured endlessly on African American religious culture; seen the sun rise over Kinchinjunga, in the Khyber Pass; sat under the legendary banyan tree in Shantiniketan—but he had yet to meet Mahatma Gandhi.

Some months earlier, a British devotee of the Mahatma, a young woman named Miriam Slade, had come to Thurman’s office at his request to speak on the topic of ahimsa, or “nonviolence.” Thurman was eager to learn more, so Slade agreed to arrange for Thurman to meet with Gandhi when the former traveled to India. When Thurman arrived in Ceylon in early October 1935, a telegram from Gandhi was waiting for him. “I shall be delighted to have you and your three friends whenever you can come before the end of this year,” Gandhi wrote.

Yet now it was February 1936, and the meeting had failed to materialize. After two full days of lecturing at Bombay University, Thurman turned to his wife, Sue Bailey Thurman, a lecturer, author, and the traveling secretary for the YWCA, and told her he couldn’t wait any longer; he would send Gandhi a message that afternoon. On his way to the post office, Thurman passed a young man in a white Gandhi cap. The two stopped and grinned at each other before the young boy handed Thurman a note. It was an invitation from Gandhi to meet at nearby Bardoli.

The next day, the Thurmans and another delegate from the YWCA found themselves sitting on the floor of Gandhi’s tent, answering the Mahatma’s questions about every possible aspect of black American life. When it was time for Gandhi’s guests to pose questions in return, Thurman asked why Gandhi’s movement of nonviolent civil disobedience had failed to expel the British from India. Gandhi told the visitors that his fellow citizens, whose dedication to the cause was paramount to the success of the movement, had “lacked vitality” to hold such a lofty ideal in their minds for a sufficient amount of time. The first reason they lacked vitality, he explained, was hunger. (India at the time was in the throes of its own Great Depression, partly brought on by the British government’s high taxation and fees and its refusal to let Indian citizens export goods.) The second was that they lacked self-respect—and not because of British rule, but as a result of their own unethical behavior.

“We have lost our self-respect,” Gandhi told them, “because of the presence of untouchability in Hinduism. . . . If the shadow of an untouchable falls on the Hindu temple or, in some instances, on the street on which the Hindu temple is located, the temple is considered to be contaminated.”

Thurman sensed something significant in this message. “How on earth did you attack such a thing as that?” he asked.

“The first thing I did as a caste Hindu,” Gandhi replied, “was to adopt into my family an outcaste and make that person a member of my family, legally, and in all other ways. This announced to other caste Hindus, ‘This is what I mean by what I am saying.’ Then I changed the name from outcaste to ‘Harijan,’ a word that means ‘Child of God.’”

Hearing this phrase, Thurman was transported back to his childhood in Daytona, Florida. His father died when he was seven years old, so Thurman and his two sisters were raised by their mother and grandmother, an experienced midwife. His grandmother had spent the first twenty-two years of her life as a slave. She couldn’t read, and often asked her grandson to read aloud from her Bible—though he was not permitted to read from Paul, who in his Epistle to the Ephesians justified slavery. His grandmother told him that a few times a year, the slave master where she grew up would allow a local black preacher to speak to his slaves. The preacher was theatrical in style, bombastic in tone. As the sermon reached a high point, the preacher, dripping with sweat, would move his eyes from one face in the crowd to another.

“You are not niggers!” he would bellow. “You are not slaves! You are God’s children!”

Throughout his years in college and later at seminary, Thurman pondered this concept. How was it that he, the grandchild of a slave, an African American growing up in the Jim Crow South, had so wholly absorbed this message—and how had that belief affected him? He knew that his profound conviction that his life was important stemmed from his family’s abiding faith in Jesus and the way his community, the black neighborhood of Waycross and the Baptist Church he joined at age twelve, watched over each child. It was his faith in God and his belief that he was a child of the divine that had motivated him to excel in school and had offered a shield from the institutionalized bigotry and everyday cruelty of Jim Crow. When a white man would demean him, addressing him as “boy,” Thurman’s resolve and self-respect were steeled by the knowledge that in the eyes of God all men were equal. Jesus himself had been part of the persecuted minority of Jews in Palestine during the Roman occupation, but he had prevailed because he knew that to consider himself less than the Romans would be to allow resentment into his heart—resentment that would surely destroy him from inside.

Even before his visit to India, where many Hindus had asked him how blacks could associate with the faith of their conquerors, Thurman had been wrestling with the split between the “religion of Jesus,” as he called it, and the religion of Paul. In the first version of Christianity, each soul was beloved, and righteousness, charity, and simplicity were valued. The second version, as he saw it, had been used to justify imperialism, slavery, and violence for centuries throughout the world. It had fostered a system of profound inequality, one in which the majority of people lived “with their backs against the wall.” How could those distressed people find any solace in Christianity when it had been used as a weapon against them for so long? In 1935, before he set sail for India, Thurman wrote a paper on that very topic. In “Good News for the Underprivileged,” published in the journal Religion in Life, Thurman argued that the Pauline ethos was a perversion of authentic Christianity. True Christianity, he said, could be found in the words of the poor Jew fighting, theologically if not literally, the militant Roman forces in his land. What path did Jesus offer the occupied Jews? Should they attempt to assimilate or should they fight back? Should they isolate themselves? Should they allow their resentment to fester inside? No, Jesus argued: they should be humble and meek, all the while remembering that God’s kingdom was within them. They needn’t look to the Romans, or to their hatred of the Romans, to find a solution. They needed only to look within themselves.

While touring the subcontinent, Thurman saw a racial divide that was in some ways deeper and more brutalizing than the one he experienced every day back home. Christianity was an unattractive option for Indians, most of whom were Hindu or Muslim, because converting would be akin to joining the ranks, in name if not in color, of the British ruling class. As an observer, Thurman watched the interactions between black and white people, both at home and abroad, and asked himself if religion could break the color bar. Thirteen years after his conversation with Gandhi, Thurman would write a short book on this topic, Jesus and the Disinherited. In it, Thurman recalls Gandhi’s assertion that a human needs a solid core of self-esteem before he can commit himself to personal, let alone social, change. “It is quite possible for a man to have no sense of personal inferiority as such,” Thurman wrote, “but at the same time to be dogged by a sense of social inferiority. The awareness of being a child of God tends to stabilize the ego and results in a new courage, fearlessness, and power.” A man who knows that he is a child of God does not fear his captors, nor does he fear death. There is no hate in his heart toward those who oppress him, because he holds a deep sense of “moral responsibility” toward his maker. He cannot be pulled asunder by the limitations of society.

Sitting on the floor of that sparsely furnished tent in India, Thurman saw how faith in God, self-esteem, and the ability to dedicate oneself to social change were inextricably bound together; when one of these precepts failed, the others would follow suit. Thurman was lucky: he had always known he was special in the eyes of God. But for a majority of his peers, this was not the case. They had grown up believing they were less than full citizens, that they couldn’t achieve equality even if they wanted to. How could Thurman ensure that they come to know, with the same urgency that he did, that they were God’s children, and that they all had the power within them to overcome their obstacles?

Before the group left to catch a train back to Bombay, the “little brown man of India,” as he was affectionately known throughout the world, surveyed them one last time. “Well,” Gandhi said, “it may be through the Negroes that the unadulterated message of nonviolence will be delivered to the world.” Decades later Thurman’s message had become widespread, and influenced the work of more than a few civil rights activists. A young Martin Luther King Jr. was known to sit and read from Jesus and the Disinherited while preparing for a protest or a march. In the final lines of the book, Thurman writes, “When men look into [Jesus’s] face, they see etched the glory of their own possibilities, and their hearts whisper, ‘Thank you and thank God!’”

THE REVELATION OF NATURE

Spiritual capture does not necessarily depend on belief in the divine. Other sources of wonder can play a similar role in our psychic lives.


           Five years have passed; five summers, with the length

           Of five long winters! And again I hear

           These waters, rolling from their mountain springs

           With a sweet inland murmur.



Returning after a long absence to the banks of the River Wye, William Wordsworth finds a landscape blissfully indifferent to the passing of years. For the poet, the intervening five years were defined by violent change, both political and personal, but the familiar scenery around Tintern Abbey proves immune to the erosions of time. From the “steep and lofty cliffs” to the “plots of cottage-ground” and “orchard-tufts,” these reassuring sights remain steadfastly the same.

Wordsworth finds in the passing of years a consolation for the loss of youthful vitality. The abbey’s unchanging natural beauty becomes a source of spiritual solace, a temporary escape from the inevitable disappointments of daily life, from the “lonely rooms” and “the din / Of towns and cities.” As the poet’s attention gradually broadens to encompass the entirety of nature, he is lifted, if only momentarily, out of the temporal realm, released from the confines of the self and into a union with his surrounding world:


           A presence that disturbs me with the joy

           Of elevated thoughts, a sense sublime,

           Of something far more deeply interfused,

           Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,

           And the round ocean, and the living air,

           And the blue sky, and in the mind of man—

           A motion and a spirit that impels

           All thinking things, all objects of all thought.



Upon reading Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey,” Samuel Coleridge struggled to contain his elation. “We see into the Life of [the] Things,” he wrote in a feverish journal entry. “By deep feeling we make our Ideas dim—& this is what we mean by our Life—ourselves. . . . (let me) think of myself—of the thinking Being—the Idea becomes dim whatever it be—so dim that I know not what it is—but the Feeling is deep & steady—and this I call I—identifying the Percipient & the Perceived.”

Intense aesthetic experience (marveling at the immensity of the ocean, or seeing it through the eyes of a poet) fuses subject and object, perceiver and perceived. For many poets, musicians, and artists, and for their audiences, this momentary experience of selflessness offers a private consolation against the disappointments of living. For Wordsworth in particular, spiritual experience did not depend on institutionalized religion, or even on the existence of God. Aesthetic experience, too, could temporarily halt the flux of time, blurring the boundary between the solitary self and the surrounding world.

The ancient Greek philosopher Longinus called this facet of aesthetic experience the sublime. The carefully wrought artifice of rhetoric and poetry, Longinus observed, often inspires a particular form of awe, one that is not merely a reaction to the force of its content. Indeed, the sublime accounted for the singular power of language to persuade by its very majesty.

For Wordsworth, the sublime had an inherently therapeutic quality, a “renovating virtue” whereby “our minds / Are nourished and invisibly repaired.” In The Prelude a wintry memory from the poet’s adolescence gradually acquires a numinous aura: “All shod with steel / We hissed along the polished ice in games / Confederate.” As the skaters gave “their bodies to the wind,”


           all the shadowy banks, on either side,

           Came sweeping through the darkness, spinning still

           The rapid line of motion; then at once

           Have I, reclining back upon my heels,

           Stopp’d short, yet still the solitary Cliffs

           Wheeled by me, even as if the earth had roll’d

           With visible motion her diurnal round.



Here, the normally disparate realms of space and time dissolve into the single fact of motion: the wheeling cliffs and even the rolling earth are indistinguishable from the circling skaters. The young Wordsworth loses himself, if only momentarily, in the glittering, icy scene.

This form of crystalline perception, which seems to halt the march of time, was for the Romantics the essence of poetic achievement. “If the doors of perception were cleansed,” insisted William Blake, “everything would appear as it is, infinite.” Only then would we “see a World in a Grain of Sand / And a Heaven in a Wild Flower.”

Over the two millennia following Longinus’s death, philosophers and artists have tried to make sense of the sublime. Why, and how, does beauty reconfigure our relationship to the world around us? In the eighteenth century, a number of European philosophers (including Immanuel Kant, Joseph Addison, and Edmund Burke) returned to the idea of the sublime, arguing that sublimity was distinct from mere beauty: it depended on the experience of terror, on the “idea of pain and danger,” albeit of a particular sort. The sublime was, in Addison’s words, “an agreeable kind of horror,” often inspired by profound works of art or music or, alternatively, by the sheer grandeur of nature: alpine landscapes, raging storms, endless seas. Such experiences awaken our fear but, at the same time, evoke within us a sense of unity with the cosmos.

There is, of course, a tension inherent in this kind of experience. By its very nature, the sublime fuses, and perhaps even obliterates, seeming opposites: self and world; change and permanence; danger and ecstasy. It is at once elevating and threatening, momentary and everlasting; it draws us to it with an irresistible force, even as it promises to annihilate the world as we know it.
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CAPTURE AND CHANGE


Capture allows us to focus, to be moved, and to act with purpose. The mechanism does not, in and of itself, give meaning to our lives. Rather, it allows us to search for and experience meaning.

In addition to causing significant mental distress, capture can also enable growth and recovery. Many people do have moments of clarity and changes in perception. We can arrive at a point where we no longer care about what has been salient in the past. An understanding of the process of capture can lead to a more balanced life. At the very least, such insight can allow us to discern, and perhaps even influence, what captures us. Still, I have struggled with a basic question: is the only way out of an unhealthy form of capture another, more positive form of capture?

Just as we have explored how capture can shape experience and take control of our lives, it is important to delve into stories about people who, having realized they were on a destructive path, were able to change course. Before looking at these stories, however, I want to step back and look at capture from a different vantage point.

Throughout the book, we have seen individual, dramatic outcomes of capture, a spectrum of experience that charts the progression of capture’s influence. We have taken an intimate look at a continuum of mental afflictions and obsessions, beginning with inner torment and ending with devastating suicides. Capture can lead to behavior that is harmful to the self, and can even destroy that very self, when we most desperately need to quiet a storm of psychic pain.

The progression of capture can become equally, if not more, dangerous when its object is external. When a person becomes captured by an abiding sense of rage, the burden is no longer his alone to bear. That mental suffering can endanger entire societies. Violence against others is an extreme consequence of capture, but one that commands our collective attention.

Capture has even more significance when the salient object is ideological. Ideologies have a powerful allure to the disenfranchised: the individual becomes dedicated to a higher cause, which promises to give meaning to his life, to connect him to something greater than the self. Of course, conversion, or dedication to a greater cause, can also result in the opposite of terrorism: benevolence that positively influences the lives of others.

The most heartening aspect of capture is the possibility of being released from suffering by escaping the orbit of a feedback loop that causes profound distress. We find stability and self-awareness by exchanging one capture for another. The stories that follow show how capture can also be a profoundly positive experience, charting a way out of mental anguish.

MARTIN LUTHER’S ANFECHTUNGEN

When Martin Luther prayed from the modest quarters of his monastery cell in Wittenberg, a wave of dread would rise up. He had struggled with this inner turmoil for more than a decade. Year after year, he prayed for insight, but it rarely seemed to help; so he had learned to be patient. These moments of anfechtung (the equivalent of nausea) overpowered him, immobilizing his mind with despair. The young Catholic monk desperately sought assurance that he was a genuinely good Christian worthy of God’s love, but all he recognized were his sins.

Those who knew him would have been bewildered by Luther’s vision of himself. The behavior of this monk, now in his early thirties, hardly justified his profound sense of inadequacy. He was a brilliant student of theology and philosophy, sharp-witted, good company—even charming. He was also a humble, obedient monk, assiduous in his observance of rituals. He’d come to Wittenberg to earn his doctorate and he’d proven himself a quick study. He could master any academic subject. When I visited Wittenberg and spoke with a Luther scholar, Silvio Reichelt, he told me Luther had gotten a “free ride” at the University of Wittenberg, an opportunity to earn his PhD without a fee. “He came here to start from scratch.”

Living conditions in the monastery were harsh. Like other monks, Luther lived in poverty; he had only a small cell, frigid on cold winter nights and hot in the summer. He would pray up to seven times a day, with maybe five hours of sleep between one day’s evening prayer and the next morning’s first church service. It was a strenuously quiet life, with an emphasis on reading, study, and contemplation. When he arrived at the monastery, he would have been loaned only two blankets and two sets of clothing. His bed consisted of a narrow stone platform with a bit of straw for a mattress. He may have had a desk and a chair, possibly a picture of the Virgin Mary or one of the saints on his wall. His only personal possessions, though, were a crucifix and a begging bowl.

Luther’s father had wanted his son to become a lawyer. When Martin opted instead for the monastic life, the elder Luther voiced his doubts: “Let’s hope it’s not all deception and delusion.” That response took root in Luther’s mind as the beginning of preoccupations that would, as he put it, drive him toward his world-changing insights. Yet almost a decade later, he was still in the dark.

As the years at the monastery progressed, Luther became increasingly concerned with what would have seemed a dry and abstract theological query. For him it was a matter of more than life or death: a tormenting anguish about the fate of his soul. He sought to understand how he, as a “fallen” individual, could save himself by doing good deeds. How could anything he undertook be of any avail, since it was, by definition, the act of a soul cut off from God by sin? And if he couldn’t do anything to earn salvation, how could he ever know he was saved?

For a dozen years, Luther wrestled, in a harrowing, private way, with this fundamental uncertainty, his studies and prayers offering little peace. During Mass, his anxieties burned at him to the point where he felt Jesus Christ loomed over him as an angry judge, not a savior. His dread over his inability to do what he believed God wanted him to do (to live a life of perfect moral integrity, perfect righteousness) grew so intense that during one sermon, Luther collapsed onto the floor shouting cryptically, “I am not! I am not!” As he told his adviser later in life, “God is impelling me, driving me on, rather than leading me. I cannot master myself; I want to be calm, yet I am driven.”

Why, with his tireless and devoted study and adherence to all the ritual, had this anfechtung not abated? Regardless of what he did, he felt he would never earn God’s forgiveness and love. He was a man not only captured by harrowing self-doubt, but also compelled to behavioral extremes:


I often accumulated my appointed prayers for a whole week, or even two or three weeks. Then I would take a Saturday off, or shut myself in for as long as three days without food or drink, until I had said the prescribed prayers. This made my head split and as a consequence I couldn’t close my eyes for five nights, lay sick unto death, and went out of my senses. Even after I had quickly recovered and I tried again to read, my head went round and round.



Despite this inner turmoil, amazingly, he remained brilliant, charismatic, and funny. At his first monastery south of Wittenberg, in Erfurt, Luther’s talents and intensity caught the eye of his superior, Johann von Staupitz, who had been appointed as a reformer with a mandate to steer monastic life closer to its roots in Augustinian theology. He saw in Luther a potential ally, but he also felt a deep respect for, and connection with, the young man’s integrity and innocence.

It was a fortuitous meeting of mentor and protégé. Staupitz became a spiritual father figure for Luther, one of the few people who could provide the young monk the solace he craved. Luther depended deeply on Staupitz for encouragement and acceptance, and once spent six hours continuously confessing his sins to the older man. During one of these sessions, seeing how harrowing Luther’s self-doubt had become, Staupitz suggested that Luther abandon abstract questions about moral judgment and simply contemplate the humble and compassionate sacrifice Jesus made on the cross. He steered Luther into a deeper study of theology, possibly as a way of distracting the monk’s thoughts, but also as a means of preparing Luther for a career that Staupitz may already have had in mind for his student.

All this helped wean Luther from his sense of Jesus as wrathful enforcer and opened him up to a vision of Jesus as a fellow sufferer whose life and death brought forgiveness, not justice. Yet moments of anfechtung kept recurring for Luther, overpowering him with anxiety about his spiritual peril. He wrote about these hellish immersions in vivid detail:


I myself knew a man who claimed that he had often suffered these punishments . . . they were so great and so much like hell that no tongue could adequately express them, no pen could describe them, and one who had not himself experienced them could not believe them. At such a time God seems so terribly angry, and with him the whole creation. At such a time there is no flight, no comfort, within or without, but all things accuse . . . in this moment, it is strange to say, the soul cannot believe that it can ever be redeemed.



This was not the experience of a scholar or theologian debating questions of sin and grace. His was existential torment, an all-consuming descent from which Luther couldn’t imagine the possibility of rescue. In response to his student’s distress, Staupitz advised Luther to read the German mystics, such as Meister Eckhart, with his emphasis on the terrible emptiness (what another mystic, St. John of the Cross, referred to as the dark night of the soul) that precedes spiritual insight. It didn’t immediately help; Luther was no mystic. Yet Staupitz offered the idea that Luther’s sense of abandonment, the sense that he was lost, could be a sign that he was closer to God than he suspected. Staupitz hinted that the awareness of his immense separation from God could have been, in effect, progress. It was a prolonged awakening to the reality of sin, which was one of the final steps for Luther to then recognize the reality of God’s love. Staupitz offered Luther a way to see these periods of obsessive self-doubt as genuine, involuntary penitence, a prelude to forgiveness and understanding. In response, Luther began to regard his suffering as practice, a path of learning how to get closer to God. Yet reframing his bouts with anfechtung as necessary didn’t make them any easier to endure, and Luther still craved a different understanding of God.

Staupitz suggested that seeing penitence as the first step toward God was putting things in the wrong order. First came love, then penitence. As he listened to Staupitz’s words, something opened up within Luther. Suddenly it made sense. Penitence followed from a love of God, not the other way around. Penitence, his painful awareness of his sinfulness, was a sign that he loved God—which was all God wanted. His anguish was to be welcomed. How simple! He wrote:


This your word stuck me like some sharp and mighty arrow . . . and then, what a game began. The words came up to me on every side, jostling one another and smiling in agreement, so that, where before, there was hardly any word in the whole of Scripture more bitter than [penitence] . . . now nothing sounds sweeter or more gracious to me.



In 1516 he looked to the Bible, hoping again to see the truth it contained in a new light. And he did. What he found was a new understanding of faith as the first and, in a way, final step: faith, and not good works, was what brought righteousness into a person’s life. With this insight, his personal doubts and despair dissipated. His eyes fell on Romans 1:17: “In the Gospel, the righteousness of God is revealed, a righteousness by faith from first to last, as it is written, ‘the righteous will live by faith.’” With these words, everything fell into place. Luther later wrote:


If God was committed . . . to condemning all those who failed to achieve moral perfection, then the central act of the Christian religion, which was re-enacted at every mass, the death of Christ on the cross, became pointless. I began to understand the justice of God as that by which the just lives by the gift of God, namely by faith. The just lives by faith. This straightaway made me feel as though reborn, and as though I had entered through open gates into paradise itself.



Luther had not only successfully broken free from the anguish of his capture, but he was now able to channel that same focus and intensity into meaningful action. The very question that had plagued him for more than a decade, the efficacy of good works, would become the basis for his rejection of the Catholic Church and its various practices and rituals that he viewed as corrupt or an abuse of power. The realization he’d been struggling toward for a decade not only dispelled his anfechtungen, but also drove him to work for change in the world, setting in motion the Reformation and the division between Protestant and Catholic.

MEANINGFUL ASSOCIATION

In his memoir, Darkness Visible, William Styron wrote of the moment he decided he would take his own life: “I felt my heart pounding wildly, like that of a man facing a firing squad, and knew I had made an irreversible decision.”

As he soberly prepared for his own demise—disposing of his journal, visiting his lawyer to draw up his final will, attempting and failing to write a suicide letter (“reduced to an exhausted stutter of inadequate apologies and self-serving explanations”)—Styron observed his actions from an unbridgeable distance.

In Darkness Visible, Styron cannot fully explain his depression. “I was sixty when the illness struck for the first time, in the ‘unipolar’ form, which leads straight down,” he wrote. “I shall never learn what ‘caused’ my depression, as no one will ever learn about their own.” Instead, he offers a host of probable reasons: he had recently quit drinking, his sleep was restless enough to make him feel he’d been sentenced to a lifetime of insomnia, he was fearful about having recently turned sixty—“that hulking milestone of mortality”—and he was experiencing unprecedented difficulty with his writing.

“He gave up drinking because, as he wrote, he felt alcohol was no longer his friend. And then he went into a kind of withdrawal, as is natural, but he didn’t come out if it,” Rose Styron recalls of her husband during this period. “It became clear to me that a lot of his buoyancy and ability to write and write and write every day—he never drank when he wrote, but he drank for a couple of hours in the evening afterward and that allowed him to relax and think of what he was going to do the next day. Suddenly he didn’t have that.”

Styron was exquisitely aware of himself and the surrounding world—this was, after all, the force behind his finely wrought fiction. “Self-loathing was part of both his depressions in 1985 and in 2000,” Rose explains. (Styron died of pneumonia in 2006, at eighty-one years old, after another struggle with depression.) “He was uniquely sensitive to every change in the wind and the moon, general or personal. He was extremely sensitive to anything he perceived as a criticism or a slight. . . . Every big writer gets good and bad reviews. He pretended he’d never read any of the bad reviews, but it wasn’t true. He internalized and fretted about them.”

Styron also speaks of these emotions in his memoir: “Of the many dreadful manifestations of the disease, both physical and psychological, a sense of self-hatred—or, put less categorically, a failure of self-esteem—is one of the most universally experienced symptoms, and I had suffered more and more from a general feeling of worthlessness as the malady had progressed.”

In 2000, after being “absolutely depression-free,” as Rose describes her husband, this feeling returned, like a wrecking ball abruptly collapsing the fifteen years in between, and Styron sank into a depression once more. “He said the most interesting thing: the worst thing about him is that he’d been unproductive and fallow,” his daughter Susanna noted about a visit to him in the hospital during this time. “He hadn’t written a novel in 20 years, hadn’t done the work he was supposed to do. I realized how painful that was for him and that there were no reassurances, about his having written three masterpieces, which is more than most people ever do, that could possibly soothe him, though I tried.” She recounted that he had told her sister Polly that “besides the great novels, there were many smaller things he wanted to write, that they were like little beasts and he had watched them turn their backs on him and walk away.”

As was true for David Foster Wallace and Ernest Hemingway, these thoughts were predicated on an accumulation of experiences and triggers over the course of a lifetime. “Depression, when it finally came to me, was in fact no stranger, not even a visitor totally unannounced,” he conveys in Darkness Visible. “It had been tapping at my door for decades.”

Styron’s own father, with whom he always had a close relationship, suffered from depression throughout his life and was hospitalized during an emotional collapse that, as Styron came to recognize in his adulthood, greatly resembled his own. Yet, as described by Styron himself, the event that had the most dramatic influence, the one that would continue to color the rest of his life, was the loss of his mother to cancer when he was thirteen years old.

Not long after he realized he was hurtling toward a death of his own making, and while he was still in the process of making the logistical arrangements for it, Styron found himself wandering his house on a bitterly cold night, bundled up and restless. With Rose asleep in bed, he decided to settle in the living room by the fireplace and watch a videotape of the film The Bostonians. There was a young actress in the cast who had also played a small role in an off-Broadway play Styron collaborated on.

At a certain point in the film, characters walked “down the hallway of a music conservatory, beyond the walls of which, from unseen musicians came a contralto voice,” Styron writes, “a sudden soaring passage from the Brahms Alto Rhapsody.” The powerful voice of a woman intoning lyrics Brahms had fashioned from a Goethe poem—lamenting the pain of a lonely wanderer and praying that he might become alive to the world again—shot like an arrow through the thick fog that had enveloped Styron for months. “In a flood of swift recollection,” he recalls, “I thought of all the joys the house had known: the children who had rushed through its rooms, the festivals, the love and work, the honestly earned slumber, the voices and the nimble commotion, the perennial tribe of cats and dogs and birds.”

Yet something else may have come to him even more swiftly than these memories, a flash of remembrance that occurred before he was even able to register it.

“Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody was what Bill’s mother used to sing,” Rose Styron explains. “He had a very loving and complicated relationship with her because she became sick after he was born. . . . I realized, after living with him all the time that I lived with him, for fifty-three years, that he had had premonitions always that his mother would die, and he carried that through in his fear that all of us, his wife and children, would suffer pain and die. That was certainly part of his eternal pessimism for those he loved. He was incredibly fearful if I was home a half hour late. He imagined the worst because he always thought his mother was going to die and then, when he was thirteen, she did. So he had this incredible emotional pull, and his best-remembered happy moments were of his mother singing and playing the piano. . . . I can only feel that when he heard the Alto Rhapsody again, having watched this young actress in The Bostonians, that he was suddenly filled with a different kind of emotion because he had survived and we had all survived. Perhaps he thought that if he killed himself, the pain would be as intolerable for all of us whom he loved and cherished . . . that he couldn’t do that to us, that his mother had left him and his father completely bereft. But that was not her fault, and this would be his fault, and he felt he couldn’t do it.”

For that moment, if not forever, the association for Styron between Brahms’s Alto Rhapsody and the memory of his mother was so strong, so deeply embedded in him, that it had the power to reverse the tide of his savage emotions. “I drew upon some last gleam of sanity to perceive the terrifying dimensions of the mortal predicament I had fallen into,” Styron declares. “I woke up my wife and soon telephone calls were made. The next day I was admitted to the hospital.”

MOMENTS OF CLARITY

In my years of studying addiction, I have always been intrigued by Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). It is a powerful and effective program for many people, and its twelve-step system is credited with saving lives. But how does AA actually work?

AA was founded in 1935 when Bill Wilson, now better known as Bill W., reached out to local ministers while tempted to drink on a business trip in Akron, Ohio. Wilson had long struggled with his alcoholism and knew that in order to stay sober, he needed to speak with a fellow sufferer—someone who knew the fight from the inside. He was directed to Henrietta Seiberling, a member of a religious organization called the Oxford Group, which advocated for “the power of God to change lives.” Seiberling, in turn, introduced Wilson to Dr. Bob Smith, a physician who had turned to the Oxford Group to help him with his own struggle with alcoholism. Upon meeting, the two men spoke for six hours; in fact, Smith became the first alcoholic Wilson successfully brought to sobriety. Soon thereafter, they partnered to create Alcoholics Anonymous, a program strongly influenced by the Oxford Group.

Prior to meeting Seiberling and Smith, Wilson had already heard of the Oxford Group. His friend Ebby Thacher, who became sober after joining the organization, had told Wilson of his high regard for the group. Wilson recalled that Thacher had told him the group “emphasized getting honest with one another, with making a survey of their defects, admitting that they were powerless without the help of God.” This was what had finally released Thacher from his, as he put it, “awful compulsion to drink.”

At the time, Thacher’s sentiments sounded clichéd to Wilson, but his story of recovery made a deep impression. Wilson felt he could follow most of the principles that Thacher described—except for the last: he had no faith in God. “This admitting you were hopeless, well, that wasn’t too hard,” Wilson explained in an interview, reflecting on his attitude at the time. “This getting honest with yourself and another person, well, one could do that. This making restitution for harms done to other people, a tough job, but certainly one would try that. Working with others without any demand for money or acclaim, well, that would be just wonderful. But when he came to the God part, again, I remember a terrible balking.”

As Wilson’s depression and drinking worsened, however, he landed in the hospital for the last time. “I still gagged badly on the notion of a Power greater than myself, but finally, just for the moment, the last vestige of my proud obstinacy was crushed.” Wilson later said:


All at once I found myself crying out, “If there is a God, let Him show Himself! I am ready to do anything, anything!” Suddenly the room lit up with a great white light. I was caught up into an ecstasy which there are no words to describe. It seemed to me, in my mind’s eye, that I was on a mountain and that a wind not of air but of spirit was blowing. And then it burst upon me that I was a free man. Slowly the ecstasy subsided. I lay on the bed, but now for a time I was in another world, a new world of consciousness. All about me and through me there was a wonderful feeling of Presence, and I thought to myself, “So this is the God of the preachers!” A great peace stole over me and I thought, “No matter how wrong things seem to be, they are still all right. Things are all right with God and His world.”



There have been many interpretations of Wilson’s spiritual experience, with some dismissing it as the product of hallucinations brought on by the injections of belladonna he received in the hospital. Regardless of the source, the experience triggered in Wilson a spiritual awakening and an evangelical zeal to help other alcoholics.

Many years later, in an interview, Wilson offered a profound insight into how he envisioned AA working. “The secret would be deflation at depth, [forcing the alcoholic to face the enormity of the problem] using the tools given us by science, the compulsion plus the allergy,” he explained. “Then, when one alcoholic carried this message to the next, he could reach the newcomer where he lived, even below consciousness. Then, bringing about the deflation, he would create a dependent of the newcomer upon a sponsor, upon a group, if there were any, and, finally, upon God.” In other words, AA offers a substitute form of capture, exchanging dependency on alcohol for reliance on community and spirituality. AA’s actual success rate remains unclear. There is no doubt, however, that it allows some people who previously felt hopeless to reclaim their lives. Some participants experience what they describe as a “moment of clarity,” wherein the mind becomes sufficiently detached from its thought pattern long enough to see the pattern—this moment itself is freedom. The difficulty is maintaining that freedom.

A CREATIVE LIFE

“I just want to fall asleep and never wake up again.”

These words occupy the center of a diagram that spreads over the inner cover of a slim hardcover book, Chris Ware’s graphic novel Building Stories. The diagram itself is a flowchart of the author’s endless cycle of tortured rumination, a metaphorical perpetual motion machine. Its cogs are small icons, including a pistol, a noose, and pills.

The book is one of fourteen items, including folded strips of paper, pamphlets, broadsheets, and board-mounted panels, that together resemble the makings of an elaborate board game. The boxed assemblage pushes the boundaries of what constitutes a novel, graphic or otherwise, yet it remains firmly rooted in storytelling. The novel’s protagonist is an unnamed young woman with a prosthetic leg whose life seems framed by unremitting loneliness and bleak horizons. With no set entry point, the story, unfolding on various pieces of the whole, offers an accumulation of mundane detail and layered memories that create the subtle dimensions of a lived world. A flowchart depicts life paths that include existing alone in front of a TV or existing in front of an identical TV next to a faceless partner.


How do I do it how do I do it how do I do it?

But who will find my disgusting bloated body?

(I really should lose some weight . . .)

My parents?

The landlady?

The cat?

I can’t leave the cat behind . . .



The woman’s imagined corpse, discovered again and again in alternate scenarios, is detailed with flies. The cat nibbles on toes.


Is it possible to hate yourself to death? If it is, I’m trying . . .



In my conversations with the author, Ware describes his experience with depression as physical and emotional: “It sets in the bones, in a way. There’s something of a heaviness, or a leadenness in the limbs and in the joints. It’s almost like a hopelessness that spreads from your toes upward. You’d think it would be the other way around. This sounds really embarrassing, but the phrase ‘sad wall’ comes to my mind. I don’t understand why. It’s like I’ve hit a wall, literally, going at a certain speed. It overwhelms me to the point where I almost can’t move.”

It can last, he says, anywhere from a day to weeks at a time. But that understanding of a finite duration, a prognosis that experience knows to be limited, is not accessible to the mind in the midst of it. You can’t see over the sad wall. “When you’re in the bubble of despair, you just feel like, ‘Oh yeah, this is it. How am I going to find my way out of it? I never will. I’ll be here forever.’ And then when you’re out of it you’re like, ‘That was too bad. Well, hopefully that won’t ever happen again.’” It’s a lesson that he never fully learns, for reasons that he doesn’t understand. He jokes that he should print a laminated card, inscribed, “Get ready. It’s going to come back and you will forget how horrible it is.”

Chris acknowledges that his work serves as both the most common trigger for his episodes of depression and the readiest antidote. His resolve to continue making art is a mark of inner resources that have carried him safely through past episodes of depression. Whether putting himself through the public paces that his career prescribes or mining his most troubling memories for material, he exhibits a resilience that belies his trumpeted self-doubts. Chris notes that he has never been hospitalized for depression or taken medication for it, despite the recommendations of doctors, and says that his condition has never been as profoundly debilitating as that of others he has observed.

“Part of the solipsistic ridiculousness of it is that I’ve spent most of my life trying to figure it out within my own artwork, and of course it brings it on at the same time, but I’ve thought a lot about my childhood and my upbringing and my experiences.” He describes his early life as confounded by uncertainties: his father’s abandonment even before his memory registers and the ensuing open questions of self-blame; the subsequent paternal figures as initially unknown quantities; being uprooted from his childhood home at a critical point in adolescence; the casual cruelty of inconsistent friends. Much of his emotional turmoil arose in the aftermath of failed relationships, “where you wake up in the morning for a second or two not remembering what had happened the night before and then suddenly remembering—oh yeah, that girl broke up with me—and then all of a sudden that sinkhole opening up in your chest and everything caving in on itself.”

The swings in self-judgment that plague creative work are familiar to many artists and writers. “You can sit at a table, start working,” Chris says, “which is essentially tantamount to thinking, it’s another kind of thinking . . . and in a matter of sometimes just an hour you can come to the conclusion that you’re a worthless human being with absolutely no accurate read on reality or yourself and that you should just end it all.” But on reaching those worst of all possible moments, “The only thing to do is to try to keep working beyond that. When I was younger, there were a lot of temper tantrums, etcetera, a lot of things thrown out the window. I’ve gotten beyond that now.”

What makes that shift in perception possible? Chris describes having an early sense of vocation. At the age of eleven or twelve, he began studying cartoon art from instructional books, and within a couple of years he was submitting work to publishers, though he received no response. He describes a childhood where the turmoil of uncertainty was balanced by hours of happy solitude spent drawing in his attic bedroom and the warm encouragement of his mother and grandmother. He notes that he has tried to re-create the environment of that attic room for his current work space, and that he felt a similar “embryonic sense of individual efficacy” while working in his dorm room at college. If the process of the work provides its own pleasure, an easeful forgetting of self in the focus it requires, it also creates a sense of purpose and validation. He has a calling, one that necessarily involves summoning the courage to face a blank page and the painful memories that will be transmuted to fill it.

To the extent that he has realized his ambition, his art is an antidote for his depression. If unruly emotions and thoughts can be molded into a pleasing new form, if the artist’s hand can intimate some sense of larger purpose in the composition of his story, there is hope that meaning might exist even beyond the dominion of the pages he has created.

In 2005, Chris’s daughter, Clara, was born. Chris says that the birth of his daughter and the unforeseen transformation that parenthood brought him was akin to a religious experience, or the closest to such a thing that he’s ever come: “It really is the most miraculous thing to ever happen to anyone, and it happens to everyone. Women can turn the universe inside out, literally. It’s astonishing when you think about it. It’s starting time over again, in a way. It’s almost making time meaningless.” From the day of his daughter’s birth, he says, a veil lifted. Everything “that had been hanging over my head, the leaden dangling criticisms floating around me just seemed to evanesce. They just disappeared.

“It’s probably very chemically explicable.” He laughs. “I think probably pretty much all new parents go through it.” As if to demonstrate, Chris has placed a life-size drawing of a newborn baby girl at the center of a broadsheet in Building Stories. The heroine of his story has become a mother, and her experience is as unexpectedly affirming as Chris’s.

Chris admits that since becoming a parent, thoughts of suicide still occasionally surface, but it is no longer a real option. In the light of parental responsibility, to oneself as well as to the mental health of a child, the longing for extinction somehow fades to a “shell-like sense of the rhetorical.” Some of his friends survived the suicide of a parent in childhood. “I wouldn’t want to do that to anybody. It’s simply not worth it.” His “prime directive” now is learning to parent in ways that avoid the repetition of the dysfunctional patterns that have haunted his life.

“All of a sudden you’re no longer the protagonist. The movie has a new cast. All of a sudden you’re a supporting actor and you suddenly realize that’s what you’ve been all along, and that’s the way every human being should be, and that’s the way you really should be living your life.” In the light of new priorities, it becomes clear to him that, at least in his case, his earlier social anxiety and hypersensitivity are “really just a very self-indulgent kind of melancholy and egotism on the part of the bearer, and it’s something you really just need to keep to yourself.”

For Chris, becoming a father shone a light on a simple truth: depression is an exercise in torment that is entirely focused on the self. Any lasting solution requires a redirection of attention elsewhere.

COMPELLED TO BE DIFFERENT

Growing up in Iowa farm country, Margaret knew her home life was somewhat chaotic. Both her parents made it clear they adored her and her younger brother, but neither of them, she knew intuitively, was a responsible, healthy adult. Her father was by trade an odd-job worker (a trucker, a door-to-door potato salesman), but more often than not he made his money by conning people. Uneducated but handsome and charming, he sweet-talked the man next to him at the coffee shop counter into accepting a bad check or buying a piece of stolen farm equipment; often, he gambled away any money he made from the deal. He was frequently absent from the home, either securing farm equipment or drinking and philandering. Whereas her father was charismatic and confident to the point of self-delusion, her mother was a person almost without a self. Though she was an intelligent woman who had once dreamed of going to medical school, she had succumbed to familial expectations and moved back to the small farming town where she grew up, only to find herself trapped with an unfaithful husband and a crushing sense of disappointment. Margaret’s mother was often depressed and rarely interacted with people outside the immediate family, sometimes lying in bed for days. As a young girl, Margaret surveyed the scene around her and thought, “I don’t want to be like this. I don’t want this to be my life.”

As many intelligent children do, she dealt with the instability by achieving. Starting in grade school and on through high school, she stuck to a rigorous schedule of studying and activities. “Class got out around three in the afternoon,” Margaret, now nearing fifty and a college professor in Colorado, remembers. “I would jump in the car, change into my dance clothing, and my mom would drive the twenty miles to the next town, where there was a dance teacher. I would go to dance class for two hours or three hours, I’d get back in the car, we’d drive back another forty minutes home, and then I’d do homework. On the weekends I’d have dance class all day Saturday. I’d go to dance recitals, and then in high school there were speech contests and theater and band concerts and so on.” Both she and her brother knew that succeeding in school was a means of getting out of their provincial hometown, where the teachers often read directly from textbooks as lessons and most people would look at you cockeyed if you wanted to do anything other than be a farmer or marry one. Right around the time the family moved to a modern split-level house—where they remained for six years, the longest the family would be able to afford to stay in one place—Margaret began running track in school and fell immediately in love with the sport. She had known since age seven, when she began dancing, that individual sports were an effective outlet for her—tossed balls were not her friends—but running was more liberating than dancing, which involved a painstaking focus on perfection. “Running was a free, calm, isolating, isolated event, and I really enjoyed that,” she says, seeming almost soothed just by talking about it, even now. She wasn’t a fast sprinter, so the track coach started her out in two-mile races, and even though she didn’t win her first one, she still felt blissful from the experience. “Whatever that feeling was, that was really good. I liked that.” From then on she ran constantly—with friends, solo, in snowstorms or oppressive midwestern heat. She ran around her tiny town’s one paved road and out on the smaller gravel roads in the farmland. Running, she felt unencumbered by her family life, in some ways depleting herself of energy so she didn’t have the strength to worry. “I could put myself into a mode where I would master something and that would be the thing that I would think about, not about who was going to pay the rent or whether my father was going to come home.”

Running has been so potent a balm for Margaret that she has continued doing it for more than thirty-five years. She’s run marathons and adventure events, and has gotten increasingly into triathlons as her joints have aged and she’s had to cut back on her weekly mileage. Now her average run during the week is five to seven miles, and on weekends it’s eight to ten, and she supplements her running with cycling and swimming. “I don’t know anything, really, about Buddhism, but it seems to me that whatever I’m worried about, I start to disassociate from in a way. Sometimes I actually say to myself, ‘I’m going to work on that on my run.’” She also lapses into a state of “flow,” during which she says she feels “attentionless, as opposed to very focused.” At the end of the run, she feels “smoothed out,” she says, and is able to face a long day dealing with students and administrators with energy, enthusiasm, and flexibility.

For all the positives running has brought to Margaret’s life, I ask her what would happen if she weren’t able to run. How would she feel? She immediately starts laughing. “Very, very anxious. My anxiety level would rise pretty rapidly within a couple of days. And I wouldn’t feel . . . like myself,” she says, reiterating how important running is to her identity. It’s so integral to her sense of who she is that she has continued running even after undergoing several foot surgeries a few years ago. “I can’t really do a full marathon run anymore, but I could do a half marathon run. I think that the hardest thing is trying to get the bump in the mood when you can’t go as hard as you used to go.”

“Have you felt the need to take it up a notch over the years, and have you been able to control that?” I ask.

“I fantasize all the time about quitting my job so I can train full time, and that’s not healthy,” she says, before pausing. “I have a little bit of an all-or-nothing view of it. The parameters can’t change too much or I don’t feel like I’ve actually met my goal. I’m attracted to opportunities to set goals and then work intensively to achieve them.” This is something Margaret clearly both loves and fears about herself: her ability to ignore doubts and withstand discomfort in service of the goal. “I think that there’s some quality in artists and entrepreneurs and criminals and cheats that’s similar, which is that they really do have to believe in something and they have to convince other people that it’s true, too.” This is a talent she believes she adapted from her father, the man who called her, at twelve, a “lying bitch” for telling her mother he was seeing another woman, the man who promised to mail in her deposit check for her freshman-year dormitory but pocketed the money instead. “I just didn’t want to be a person who couldn’t master my urges, I guess,” Margaret says. She stops for a moment, presumably connecting the dots in her head. “You find ways to create meaning and order in your life, and having this physical routine gives you all those benefits, plus mental mojo. It’s a survival technique. It’s not just like ‘I feel better.’ It’s survival.”

BEING IN THE RIGHT PLACE

“It’s not shelter or nourishment, but it feels like a need,” Jerome says to me.

He goes to more than three hundred concerts a year. At thirty, he is unmarried and works for a not-for-profit. Though music is not his only avocation—he knowledgeably, and often passionately, follows sports and politics—his house is filled with more than four thousand vinyl records.

The reason for his prodigious concertgoing, he says, is best summarized by a conversation he had with Trey Anastasio, the guitarist and lead singer for Phish.

“I remember explaining to Trey that the first time I had heard the word ‘flow’ in a certain context was in a Phish song called ‘The Lizards.’ And then later, I learned in therapy what the word means in that context. I told him the reason I go see Phish is to achieve that experience. When I am seeing and hearing the band, nothing else matters. He said that’s why they play, to feel that level of focus.”

Jerome describes the effect of music on him—what’s in front of him is the only thing that is part of his thought process. He doesn’t drink or do drugs.

It’s simply that “this is all that matters at this very moment.” He goes to see music in order to discover and to be engaged. “A good live music experience can bring energy and a positive feeling, and if I’ve had a long or a negative workday, that experience can bring distance from that. When I return to work from a trip to see music, I often get asked whether I had ‘fun.’ I struggle more than I should with that question. Fun? Sure. But it doesn’t matter. In instances in which I’m getting on a plane or driving for hours, I hardly have any choice in the matter. It’s where I’m supposed to be.”

When he was four, Jerome had a brown Fisher-Price tape player. He used to play the B-52’s album Cosmic Thing while walking around the house. A few years later he heard Pearl Jam for the first time; they became his favorite band. He’s now seen them seventy times. “They’re still my favorite,” he says.

Jerome’s parents encouraged this type of behavior. His mother in particular nourished his interest in music: “Before I was old enough to ride in the front seat, the quizzes would begin. She would turn on the local oldies station and test me on different Motown acts. Understanding what made the Four Seasons bad and the Four Tops good was as important as any life lesson. I don’t know how old I was when I completely understood, but I know now—she was teaching me about authenticity.”

What’s most important to Jerome in music is honesty and earnestness. “Even if it’s a sad song or an excruciatingly painful song, if you’re a fan, you see the achievement there, and that can be a positive experience, too. You don’t walk out of a concert after an hour of sad songs necessarily feeling sad. You might, but there’s the potential to understand that you were part of something great, that you witnessed something special.” There are times when music can move Jerome to sadness. Angel Olsen’s Burn Your Fire for No Witness, his favorite album to come out in 2014, with its melancholic character, evokes a feeling of empathy with the artist’s expression. Vic Chesnutt’s song “Flirted With You All My Life” can trigger pain.

“Because of my depression, it was difficult for me to seek out positive experiences,” Jerome explained. Going to concerts was not always easy, so he began setting a schedule and buying tickets well in advance. There were times when he bought tickets only to throw them in the trash the night of the show.

One such moment still bothers him. St. Vincent was playing a headlining show for the first time in DC. The sense of regret when he folded up that ticket was instantaneous, but the negative inertia that kept him from going was even stronger.

While Jerome had a strong relationship with music since childhood, in later years, during his depression, he challenged himself to go to concerts even when it was difficult. His efforts proved worth the investment. “People who want to die don’t make plans.

“I’ve spent the majority of my life wanting nothing more than to just be in the room with the music I loved,” he explains. “I’ve worked hard to make sure nothing takes that away from me again.”

Why push himself to go? “There is a sense of belonging—not belonging in the sense that you belong to a community, but that you belong, that you’re in the right place.”

What grips him most is the search for new music, the promise of discovery: “I’m drawn to finding more things that are good. I don’t care what anyone doesn’t like, but I’m curious about what people like.

“It’s the idea that there’s something out there that’s good that I would take pleasure in. There’s more out there that I want to find. I don’t like the idea that there’s something out there that I don’t know about.”

How might this thrill of discovery help to assuage the pain of mental illness? This path to relief is not unique. Creating incentives to seek out positive experiences can prove to be lifesaving, literally vital. On our own, we are capable of short-circuiting the endless loop of rumination and self-defeating thoughts.

DISTRACTING THE BLACK DOG

In 1911, during his term as home secretary, Winston Churchill wrote a letter to his wife, Clementine, about his “Black Dog.” Those two words have since become one of the most famous figures of speech in political leadership. Churchill’s letter was infused with a spirit of hope; he had just learned of the recovery of an acquaintance who had been treated for depression: “Alice interested me a great deal in her talk about her doctor in Germany, who completely cured her depression. I think this man might be useful to me—if my black dog returns.”

Ever since then, scholars and historians have asked, what exactly was Churchill’s canine shadow? Throughout his career, he shouldered the burden of sending many thousands of people to their deaths. As head of the Home Office, he oversaw dozens of cases of capital punishment. In his next role, as first lord of the Admiralty during World War I, he was saddled with the responsibility for casualties of war. The same held true when he became prime minister in World War II, sending men into battle and functioning as the leader of a nation under daily assault from Germany. His was a life that would inspire a certain level of melancholy in nearly anyone.

Yet Churchill never revealed the depths of his dark moods. Over these years, he published three dozen books, and in 1953 he earned a Nobel Prize in Literature. He never lost his remarkable energy and mental vitality. It wasn’t enough to be running the world’s greatest empire; he felt the need to publish a small library of history, biography, and fiction. The burdens of his life seemed to spur his productivity.

While his letter speaks to his yearning for a cure, there’s no evidence that Churchill was ever incapacitated by depression. The evidence does suggest that during his time at the Home Office his responsibility for the fates of other human beings caused him great anguish. Yet he was so effective in his role that he was promoted to the Admiralty. Even when his Black Dog loomed most threateningly, he was somehow able to overcome its grip.

Painting was central to his admitted self-therapy, though his reputation as a prodigious drinker suggests he had an ancillary one as well. (Observers reported that while he was never visibly drunk, he often sipped a weak concoction of Johnnie Walker and water, closer to mouthwash than a mixed drink, throughout the morning.) He first applied his brush to canvas in 1915 to pass the time as he waited to be sent into battle in France. He’d resigned from the Admiralty in disgrace after a major defeat in the Dardanelles, and he joined the British army to risk his life in the comparatively humble rank of colonel. He fell in love with painting, feeling that he’d freed himself not only from the pressures of the world around him, but also from the ongoing war between his light and dark moods. It was his hobby, his recreation, but mostly his escape—his distraction from the burdens of living.

Churchill’s book Painting as a Pastime reveals how he fought the Black Dog with art. With a mix of statesmanlike lucidity, self-awareness, and gratitude, he describes the inner tranquility his hobby brought him. Painting seemed not only to quiet his mind, but also to teach him the value of meditative detachment. “The tired parts of the mind can be rested and strengthened,” he wrote, “not merely by rest, but by using other parts. It is not enough to merely switch off the lights which play upon the main and ordinary field of interest; a new field . . . must be illuminated.”

With painting, nothing was irrevocable. A badly painted stretch of canvas can be scraped clean. As he described it: “You can build it layer upon layer if you like. You can keep experimenting. You can change your plan to meet the exigencies of time or weather. And always remember to scrape it all away.”

Early on in the book he writes, “One can only gently insinuate something else into [the mind’s] convulsive grasp.” It’s a telling turn of phrase. Churchill’s gloom had a sort of manic momentum and insistence, echoing Styron’s characterization of his depression as a brainstorm. His mind was nearly impossible to slow down once it had begun to race. After a long day, painting allowed him to throttle this relentless storm, to focus on a harmless canvas where no lives were at stake:


Painting is complete as a distraction. I know of nothing which, without exhausting the body, more entirely absorbs the mind. Whatever the worries of the hour or the threats of the future, once a picture has begun to flow along, there is no room for them in the mental screen. They pass out into shadow and darkness. All one’s mental light, such as it is, becomes concentrated on the task. Time stands respectfully aside, and it is only after many hesitations that luncheon knocks gruffly at the door.



BELIEF

Reverend Rachel Rivers’s understanding of God is not that of most pastors you will meet. As a minister of the Swedenborgian Church, a Christian denomination, and as a psychotherapist, Rivers believes that God cannot be defined by an institutionally determined set of qualities, let alone contained in a three-letter word. In fact, when parishioners confess to Rivers that they’ve lost their faith, she encourages them to describe the God they no longer believe in. Almost invariably, the God they depict is not one she believes in, either.

God, says Rivers, is best understood as the fact of love. To be at one with God is to recognize “all the way through your bones . . . not just intellectually, but emotionally . . . that you’re known and loved for who you are.” This sort of radical acceptance does not depend on adherence to a particular set of behaviors or faith in a predetermined divine.

Rivers has long been interested in the nature of belief. How does belief in God offer comfort to the faithful? Is faith an entirely internal process, or might it originate outside the mind? During her training as a psychologist, Rivers found herself drawn to these metaphysical questions about spiritual experience. She embarked on an exhaustive study of psychological texts, but the answers proved elusive; it only was when she turned to the philosophy of the eighteenth-century renegade theologian Emanuel Swedenborg that she began to find satisfying answers.

A scientist by training, Swedenborg was by no means a conventional scholar of Christian theology. He recognized that religious belief is necessarily personal, indeed idiosyncratic; no single religious dogma could possibly speak to every soul, and no description of faith could capture the manifold experience of the faithful. Swedenborg therefore encouraged believers to chart their own ways to God—“different paths up the same mountain”—even as he insisted that we are not merely solitary, wandering beings: we belong to a collective united by God’s love.

An active pastor and psychotherapist, Rivers has drawn freely from both Swedenborgian theology and contemporary psychology in her ministry, both in counseling sessions and in sermons. When we met in San Francisco, Rivers said she found in my theory of capture a confirmation of her own experience of spiritual anguish. I asked her if the solace of religion might be yet another instance of capture. Is the addict or the depressive or the criminal who “finds God” merely substituting one form of capture for another?

“That’s what it feels like,” Rivers responded, “but only when we are looking at it from the outside—imagining what it would feel like to be captured by the divine.” Whereas other forms of capture erode our autonomy, she said, being captured by God is an experience of radical freedom. To illustrate her point, Rivers contrasted the problem of faith to the quandary of the overeater. While pondering a pint of ice cream in the freezer, we may feel that depriving ourselves of the sensory pleasure of just one scoop would involve an abnegation of freedom. We deserve that ice cream, after all, and it’s our right to claim it. Only later, when we are no longer gripped by blinding desire, do we realize that the exact opposite is true: choosing not to eat the ice cream represents the purest exercise of the will.

Turning toward God, Rivers explains, is structurally different from turning to addictive substances or immersing ourselves in piles of work. Religious belief in its truest sense involves fostering a reciprocal relationship with God, whereas other objects of capture will never return our affection or investment. When we are captured by the divine, says Rivers, we are not “hijacked,” but rather are freed from the everyday distractions and quandaries that otherwise obscure our most basic needs. For the faithful, making decisions still requires effort, and this, too, is an important facet of religious experience. In our embrace of God there is a “feeling of partnership” that nonetheless preserves our autonomy. We are not simply at the mercy of our neural wiring or our brain chemistry; rather, we must, in Rivers’s words, be “recaptured over and over and over again.”

For Rivers, to be free is to feel oneself recognized and loved, not in a vacuum but in the context of an organic, evolving relationship to the world. The believer is no longer “a prisoner to a small idea, a more limiting idea of who she is,” but understands herself as part of an infinitely expansive whole.

GOOD-BYE TO ALL THAT

The vivid flashbacks and intrusive memories that characterize posttraumatic stress disorder would seem very clear examples of capture. The poet and novelist Robert Graves, who fought as a soldier in World War I, brings a precise self-awareness to his own story of wartime trauma and recovery. There is much to be learned about both the torment and the potential healing power of memory from his memoir, Good-Bye to All That, written in an intense stretch of four months more than a decade after the end of the war.

In it, Graves recounts the odds against surviving in the trenches on the Western Front. Within three months of enlisting, one in five younger officers would be killed, one would be seriously wounded, and three would sustain wounds minor enough for them to return to the front within weeks. Not surprisingly, this first modern war also saw the first officially recorded descriptions of what we now call posttraumatic stress disorder (then known as shell shock or neurasthenia) and its first study by the medical and psychiatric professions.

Graves writes in his memoir that an exceptionally difficult spell of combat, along with the death of a close friend, pushed him to the edge: “My breaking point was near now, unless something happened to stave it off. Not that I felt frightened. I had never yet lost my head and turned tail through fright, and knew that I never would. Nor would the breakdown come as insanity; I did not have it in me. It would be a general nervous collapse, with tears and twitchings and dirtied trousers; I had seen cases like that.” Only after another hundred pages of wartime stories does Graves open up more fully about how he is feeling. Long after the peace is celebrated, he writes, “I was still mentally and nervously organized for War. Shells used to come bursting on my bed at midnight, even though Nancy [his first wife] shared it with me; strangers in daytime would assume the faces of friends who had been killed.” The flashbacks would continue to haunt him for more than a decade after the war.

At first Graves did not seek help for his neurasthenia. He did, however, organize an intervention for his close friend and fellow poet Siegfried Sassoon, whose own breakdown had led him to protest the war publicly and to desert. Graves got Sassoon admitted to Craiglockhart War Hospital in Edinburgh, Scotland, where the psychiatrist W. H. R. Rivers was experimenting with psychoanalysis in the treatment of soldiers’ nervous symptoms. Rivers was especially interested in the poet-soldiers under his care, both Sassoon and the English poet Wilfred Owen. Through his letters and conversations with Sassoon, Graves was exposed to Rivers’s ideas, which influenced many of the choices he made as he managed his own recovery.

In late 1917, the same year he began working with the war poets, Rivers delivered a paper to the Royal Society of Medicine on “The Repression of War Experience.” In it, he argues for the constructive role of memory in balance with forgetting, then a new concept. The accepted wisdom of the time prescribed the deliberate repression of traumatic memories, including the avoidance of any mention of the war in conversation. Rivers noted how such a strict regimen did not prevent nightmares, anxiety, and psychosomatic ailments from surfacing, but that these symptoms subsided when the individual relaxed his efforts at repression. Only by communicating these traumatic memories, Rivers argued, could veterans achieve true catharsis.

Graves struggled to write a novel that he hoped would “rid [him] of the poison of war memories,” but he “had to abandon it—ashamed at having distorted my material with a plot, and yet not sure enough of myself to turn it back into undisguised history.” He would not find a true voice for the work until 1929, when he wrote his memoir. Graves’s recovery, and the integration of painful memories, had a timetable that could not be rushed.

Graves found some solace in daily life. Marriage brought children and an unforeseen advantage well ahead of the times: his wife was an ardent feminist, and his days became filled with housekeeping duties and child care, which suited him well. Graves and his wife were active socialists, too, which distanced him further from the Britain of rigid class barriers and imperial power that prevailed before the war. Much of the black humor running throughout his memoir turns on the absurdity of military rituals contrived not only to enforce discipline and inspire loyalty, but also to preserve the rigid divisions between officers and men in the lower ranks that prevailed in the civilian world. Any intellectual tool, be it socialism or feminism, that put space between him and the military mind-set could be useful.

Graves also put miles between himself and the war, moving to Cairo for a teaching job. Eventually, at the age of thirty-three, having just completed Good-Bye to All That, he moved permanently to Majorca, where he would spend the rest of his life. A full six years later, he could finally write with the ease earned through long effort and hindsight:


           Entrance and exit wounds are silvered clean,

           The track aches only when the rain reminds.

           The one-legged man forgets his leg of wood,

           The one-armed man his jointed wooden arm.

           The blinded man sees with his ears and hands

           As much or more than once with both his eyes.

           Their war was fought these twenty years ago

           And now assumes the nature-look of time,

           As when the morning traveler turns and views

           His wild night-stumbling carved into a hill.



RECONCILIATION AND FORGIVENESS

Though the injustices of South African apartheid swarmed around her, Thandi Shezi had always been a vibrant young woman. The cheerful mother of two was raising her son, Ayanda, and daughter, Mbalizethu, in a large and loving multigenerational family, surrounded by aunts, uncles, and grandparents.

But there were few opportunities for schooling in her Soweto township. So, in the late 1970s, her father took Shezi to the Zulu capital of Ulundi so she could complete her education. As a student, she says, she was talkative and loud, though rebelliousness was not built into her character—she didn’t smoke or drink, and was dutiful about her schoolwork. Shezi loved to socialize with her classmates, and was known for her willingness to lend a hand to anyone who needed help. It was that generosity of spirit, combined with her outgoing nature, that got her elected as a student representative to the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), one of the political parties in the forefront of the antiapartheid movement.

With that first step into activism, her life began to transform. Shezi’s main responsibility as a member of the IFP was to attend meetings and bring information about the party’s activities and agenda back to her peers at school. She continued that work until graduation, and then returned home, where her interest in politics deepened. Soon she joined the Soweto Youth Congress, which was affiliated with the national South African Youth Congress (SAYCO), a leading antiapartheid youth organization. Increasingly active in the underground group Umkhonto we Sizwe, she began to covertly transport ammunition that would be used to destroy government buildings.

An informer gave Shezi’s name to authorities, and in September 1988, the South African police arrived at her home to arrest her—but first they beat her. The men struck her with such brutality that her mother, who had been forced to watch, cried out to them, “Do not kill her in front of me. Show me her body when you are finished.”

Shezi survived the attack and was thrown into a van with other detainees. Their destination was the central police station of Johannesburg, legendary for its brutality. The authorities called her a terrorist and demanded that she point them to antiapartheid movement leaders and reveal the location of stockpiled weapons. She claimed she did not know. She was beaten again, and officers poured a mixture of water and acid onto a sack that had been placed over her head. As the acid washed down her face, she could feel her skin burning and peeling; the acid was so strong that it caused permanent vision loss in one eye.

But it wasn’t over. The horror was taken to another level when four white policemen entered the cold, dark room where Shezi had been delivered, almost naked and in chains, and they each raped her.

During those moments of horror, Shezi says that the only way she could think to survive was to detach herself from the physical reality of her experience. “A small voice inside said to me: to survive, you have to remove your soul from your body,” she explained more than a decade later. “I took control of my soul. I decided to separate my soul from my body. It was as if a supernatural power had taken control of me. On the spot, I decided that nobody is going to get control of my soul. As they huffed and puffed on top of me I quietly separated my body from my soul. It was as if my soul was looking down on my body being abused.”

In the months to come, Shezi found some solace in the companionship of other political prisoners, many of whom had also been brutalized. Their shared experience and common commitment to end apartheid kept her going. “During lunch, we would be taken out to the sun, and we would meet each other on the grounds and talk to each other. So when I was in jail, there were so many people that were helping me to cope with the situation.”

Shezi was released from prison after her family learned where she was being held and hired an attorney to demand her freedom. When the taxi dropped her off close to home, she was almost too frail to walk, and shuffled along the road to her front door. It took her an agonizing hour to complete what should have been a five-minute stroll. “That is when I had to face the reality that I’ve been raped, I’ve been tortured. That is when the pain started.”

For almost a year after she returned, Shezi rarely went outside, instead locking herself inside a dark room and sobbing for hours on end. Haunted by nightmares, plagued by anger and fear, she soon found herself directing her rage at Ayanda and Mbalizethu, whose lives had been torn apart by her arrest. “I was no longer a loving mother,” she said. “I found myself shouting, screaming, throwing abusive language, and violent all the time. Anything that reminded me of the rape made me throw a tantrum. I would bang my child’s head against the wall and only feel bad about it afterwards.” Her daughter’s simple request for a slice of bread could make Shezi irritable enough to deliver a slap.

Divisions in her family only made things worse, with some relatives refusing to associate with someone they called a terrorist. Shezi was the only politically active person in the household, and no one understood what she had gone through, or what she was going through still. Rage and violence, emotional responses that had never before been part of her life, seemed to consume her. “I was very angry, angry at myself, angry at the system. I was telling myself, ‘You looked for it. Why did you get involved in politics?’”

Shezi could no longer handle sexual intimacy, and her partner ended their relationship. She found herself incapable of loving or being loved by another man. If a man so much as approached her to say hello, she feared his intentions. She fought with her parents and continued to strike her children with such ferocity that her daughter, too, became a victim of trauma. Shezi seemed to have lost any chance at a normal life. “Everything came to a standstill,” she recalled. “I felt like some part of me had been taken away.”

It stayed that way for many years. She says her favorite books and music offered some respite, but long after the framework of apartheid had been dismantled, she continued to be enraged that her captors were free while she was trapped by their actions. Thoughts of revenge often haunted her. “In my head, I was thinking that if I could find one of those people who did this to me, I’ll kill him. I wanted the revenge so much for that pain that I went through.”

At the same time, she bore a heavy burden of guilt and frequently turned the blame inward, as if she were somehow responsible. So great was her shame that she told no one all the details of her time in prison. “I just kept it in myself,” she says. “I thought it was going to be my secret. I thought I’d done something that I deserved to be treated like that. . . . All along I had thought I could keep this inside myself and just retain it up until I die.” But the silence threatened to consume her. “It took me ten years before I could realize that I’ve got this baggage inside me that is eating me up,” she acknowledged.

Slowly and with great difficulty, she began reaching out to others, becoming a counselor at the Khulumani Support Group, a grassroots organization established to support the victims of apartheid. But though she encouraged others to share their stories, at first she revealed little of her own. Her colleagues and clients knew she had been imprisoned and tortured, but she held on to the secret of the gang rape for a long time before finally telling her story in a one-on-one counseling session.

It would be another two years before she was ready to tell the world. In July 1997, Shezi stepped onto the witness stand at a hearing of the Human Rights Violation Committee of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, established by South Africa’s unity government to reveal the abuses of apartheid and promote reconciliation. There, she described in excruciating detail the torture she’d endured. It was the first time even her own mother heard the full story.

Shezi says she thought that offering her testimony of the crimes committed against her would help her continue the healing process, but she admits it did the opposite. “You rip open the closed wounds and you are left with a gaping wound,” she recalls. The role of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was to gather information, not to promote healing, she says, and it provided no mechanism for ensuring that victims who testified had adequate access to emotional support afterward. There was little in the way of reconciliation—no compensation was offered to help her rebuild her life—and truth was also scarce. The officers who had abused her maintained their innocence and were never prosecuted.

The real breakthrough in her long, slow road to healing came in the late 1990s, when she participated in a theatrical piece entitled The Story I Am About to Tell, reciting her testimony from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission to audiences in South Africa and Europe. She was joined onstage by Duma Kumalo, a human rights activist who had been sentenced to death following a violent protest march in Sharpeville, and Catherine Mlangeni, whose son had been killed by a policeman in charge of a government death squad. “Standing on the stage, relating what happened, dramatizing it, it made me laugh at myself,” says Shezi. “Yes, at the end of the performance, I cry, I will be broken. But as time goes on, repeatedly telling my story and telling and telling—it made me able to acknowledge myself, to love myself, and to be able to tell my story without crying.”

Talking, she says, is healing. “If you don’t talk, share your pain with others, you are not going to reach that.”

Today Shezi, now in her early fifties, is again talkative and capable of laughter. Her irritability and anger have dissipated, she says, replaced by acceptance and forgiveness. “You have to forgive the perpetrators so that you can be able to move on, and also forgive yourself. You have to say, ‘Well, it happened. I have to pick myself up and move on with life.’”

This forgiveness should not be interpreted as compassion for the perpetrators, but rather the need to act compassionately toward herself. Shezi recognized that holding tight to her anger and fear was harming only her, and she didn’t want to wake up every day as a victim. Forgiveness, she says, also makes it possible to be of use to others. “You have to put a distraction to the traumatic events that you have experienced so that you’ll be able to move on with life. Because if you are still holding on to the past and the pain, you are not going to be able to be there for somebody else who needs your help.”

Shezi will never forget what happened to her. But she has been able to gaze directly into the past and reject its dominance over her life. To shake free of someone else’s evil grip demanded an internal reckoning with her personal experience of trauma, “to reconcile with your inner self,” she says. “Accept that this happened, and I cannot change it. So you have to accept, live with it, and learn how to deal with it.”

A TOOLKIT BORROWED FROM BUDDHISM

Buddhism began in India two and a half millennia ago, when its founder, Siddhartha Gautama, taught others the methods he had used to reach enlightenment himself. A religion that excludes the notion of an all-powerful creator, Buddhism developed into richly diverse traditions as it spread throughout Asia. Recently, it has been the subject of much inquiry from scientists, therapists, and doctors who are studying the mechanisms of attention and emotion as these relate to a variety of mental conditions.

Buddhism offers as its essential premise the belief that liberation from mental suffering, whether driven by worldly desires and the trappings of ego or by hatred and enmity, is both the goal of spiritual enlightenment and a practical possibility. This would appear to be a useful model for attaining freedom from the captured mind. But is it really possible to quiet the neurological circuitry that biases attention to salient stimuli?

I posed this question to Evan Thompson, a philosopher whose work encompasses cognitive science and philosophy of mind as well as Asian philosophy. “Buddhism would certainly claim that you can unbias attention,” said Thompson. This goal can be accomplished, he continued, through mental training, including meditation or other contemplative practices, and by ethical training: “how you live in the world and how you behave.”

He went on to describe how Buddhism strategically substitutes one form of capture for another: “In Tibetan Buddhism and in Indian Buddhism generally, they would use the term ‘applying an antidote.’ For example, an antidote to anger might be generating a mental state of wishing somebody well, or of compassion or loving-kindness. You’re shifting the bias from a negative to a positive, so you’re still working with a biased or referential function.” There are also meditation practices, common to yogic traditions as well as Buddhism, that shift attention from external sensory stimuli and focus it inward, whether on the breath or a repeated sound or mental image. “They’re all ways of disengaging attention from outer, fluctuating sensory stimuli and anchoring it in something that’s internal, and that gains an increasing mental stability the more that you practice.” The more you can stabilize your attention through such intense concentration, the quieter, more focused, and more peaceful the mind becomes.

Thompson also describes a different type of Buddhist practice: a form of mindfulness meditation that cultivates an open, nonreactive awareness. The goal is “a balanced, poised state of mind that’s ready to respond or act in a positive way but is not biased by either sensory salience or affective salience.” In this type of meditation, though your eyes are open, you do not focus on an object; rather, you maintain mental stability and an alert clarity of awareness. When a distraction arises, whether an external intrusion on the senses or an inner thought, you acknowledge it and then release it. You do not let it hold your focus or carry your thoughts off in a new direction. This “open monitoring” practice, as Thompson calls it, aims to improve emotional balance, or what Buddhists call equanimity. A mind that can process stimuli without bias can, in theory, keep an even keel through favorable or unfavorable winds.

Formal training in the meditation techniques that lead to this open, nonjudgmental awareness is traditionally undertaken by Buddhist monks who have dedicated themselves to years of practice in the structured environment of a monastery. But mindfulness practice has also proven effective in surprisingly small doses. The basic techniques have been adapted, often secularized and stripped of Buddhist references, for clinical applications; for self-help workshops; in elementary school classrooms, corporate training sessions, and even military training. Some question whether lifting these techniques out of the ethical context in which they were traditionally taught may have unforeseen consequences, but there is strong evidence for their benefits in mental health.

I spoke to Jon Kabat-Zinn, professor of medicine emeritus at the University of Massachusetts Medical School, who pioneered the use of mindfulness meditation in the treatment of chronic pain, depression, and stress-related disorders. I asked him, as I had Thompson, if one can ever really break free of the mechanism of capture. “The short answer to your question is yes, I do think that it’s possible. That’s the essence of the work that my colleagues and I have been doing for many years. What’s required is what we call an orthogonal rotation in consciousness, where all of a sudden you’re looking with different kinds of lenses. While everything is the same externally and internally, including your addictive impulses, you’re recruiting another dimension of your humanity that allows you to make choices that you never, ever thought were available to you. And that is the freedom: the freedom to actually see the addictive impulse and to cultivate a muscle to a sufficient degree of strength where you can tilt in a different and much more profoundly healthy direction.”

How does one achieve this freedom? A typical format for Kabat-Zinn’s training in mindfulness-based stress reduction, and related programs that have substantially reduced participants’ risk of relapse in major depressive disorder, is an eight-week course that combines weekly group sessions with daily individual practice. Can one really learn something so radical as escape from capture in this time frame, or is it another process of substitution?

“It’s a lot more complicated than that,” answers Kabat-Zinn. He explains that the mindfulness practices adapted from Buddhism depend on meta-awareness rather than substitution of thought patterns, and that research on treatment for depression has also gone far beyond the familiar substitution strategies of cognitive therapy. “It’s really a different paradigm, where you’re bringing awareness to thought. Rather than substituting a more positive thought for a more negative thought, you’re looking into the direct essence of thought and recognizing that your thoughts are actually little ‘secretions’ of the mind that come and go extremely quickly, and that only have power over us if we actually believe that they are true—that their content is indistinguishable from fact.”

So how do you loosen the hold of thoughts that are preoccupied with the self, which is busy generating a story about your failures and how you’re a fraud? The key is not to argue the facts; trying to think your way out of depressive rumination only deepens the ruts of the neural pathways where wheels have been spinning too long. Instead, as Kabat-Zinn suggests, you allow those thoughts but stand back from them and recognize “that toxic pattern of self-deprecation is really just a thought habit. It has no more actuality than anything else.” Moment by moment, you call upon a grounded bodily awareness that sees thoughts as just thoughts and not facts. And that shift in awareness, that orthogonal rotation of consciousness, will be visible in the brain via neuroimaging techniques. “If you cultivate other ways of being in relationship with the present moment than with your thoughts, you see different networks in the cortex light up that don’t have to do with a narrative self-referencing.”

It’s clear that the mechanism of capture may play a constructive if paradoxical role in this learned freedom from capture. As Kabat-Zinn explains, “What we’re talking about is a trainable skill to access other aspects of our being that change our relationship to the things that capture our attention.” It’s not that your attention avoids capture by salient stimuli, but you don’t lose sight of what’s happening. “You know that it’s being captured and you can, in some sense, at least play at or experiment with not falling into that usual mindless, habitual, automatic pattern. You exercise that muscle over and over again, then you can actually shift the default mode . . . to realize that, ‘Oh, here I go, that old pattern’s emerging, but if I hold it in awareness, I don’t have to collapse into it.’” And in that moment, you’re free to make a different choice.

Many have asked whether the liberation offered by Buddhist practice involves abandoning the rich textures of our emotional lives. After all, if capture lies at the root of great art and literature, and of many other spiritual and religious traditions, what do we stand to lose by loosening its bonds? If we learn to decrease our reactivity and reflexive judgment, do we also decrease our range of emotional responses in a way that handicaps creative potential or limits the full scope of human experience?

I asked Evan Thompson. Capture, he offered, “would imply an inability to be flexible and to disengage and reorient appropriately should a situation demand it. You could say an artist is captured by a certain vision of beauty or a mystic is captured by the ecstasy of a beatific vision of the divine. That would be capture if the artist or the mystic were unable to be flexible and engage appropriately with others and instead were single-mindedly or maniacally pursuing his or her vision. It could be a powerful artistic or mystical vision, but if it doesn’t have that flexibility, then it would be a form of capture.” Capture in that sense may not necessarily be experienced as negative, but it would lack “resilience, flexibility, sensitivity to others, the ability to act in ethically appropriate ways. . . . Because if you’re captured you’re bound up and you have a lesser range of movement, less of a repertoire of possibilities for your thinking and your acting.”

In response to the same question, Kabat-Zinn reminds me first that mindfulness is not a philosophical inquiry but a practical exercise that must be experienced to be fully understood. So, from his own experience of long practice, he offers this insight: “By coming back over and over and over again to the frame—to the awareness that holds thought or affect, or that holds the experience of interconnected patterns that are usually below the level of our awareness—they become more real for us. The salience gets more nuanced and richer, rather than less. And then, of course, you have a more expanded field of possibilities for responding rather than reacting.” Our thoughts and emotions become no less vivid or richly textured; if anything, we can perceive them in far more subtle detail. They only lose their power to hold us in thrall.

IS THERE FREEDOM FROM CAPTURE?

In working with her patients, Danielle Roeske, a psychotherapist who also has a background in philosophy, uses an integrative approach that does not limit her to any one therapeutic school. She believes passionately in people’s ability to change, but this does not prohibit her from feeling that “freedom” is too strong a word to use when it comes to loosening the bonds of capture.

“Freedom from capture signals a permanency that makes me uneasy, because I don’t think it works that way,” she explains. “I don’t think we work that way. No matter how much change happens, we never discard parts of who we are. To me, freedom would indicate those parts are gone. And that doesn’t happen. I think release is a better way of thinking about it, because then what was dominant, whether it be an object of capture or concept of capture, is no longer the dominant force. And that is much more my sense of what happens in transformation.”

When I press Roeske on the issue of freedom versus release, she explains that she doesn’t see it as a bad thing.

“I think it’s a more acceptable sense of how we can grow and develop as individuals,” she explains. “And I think when there’s a change in one’s relationship to affective experience, when people go through a transformation of how they experience themselves, it’s not uncommon for their sense of their history to be rewritten as well. For past events that were considered traumatic or horrible, there can be a clearing for a new understanding of those experiences so that they’re less frightening. They’re not forbidden anymore, and might actually be seen as avenues for growth. Because when we bury things inside, it’s not like they go away. They just haunt us in different ways.”

Perhaps the most difficult challenge in beginning this process of release, as Roeske prefers to call it, is identifying what is causing an internal struggle. “Simple as this might seem, it’s not an easy place for one to get to,” she points out. “As the power of capture takes hold of one’s internal authority, it can appear as the only solution. This accounts for the baffling reality that makes us so resistant to change.”

Often, people don’t reach this point until the pain caused by their capture begins to overwhelm. “Gathering the courage to change is perhaps one of the more difficult parts of transformation, as it requires a deliberate leap into the unknown,” she remarks. “To say that such an act requires a gesture of faith seems to put the cart before the horse. Faith is what follows after new experience has been had, while hope is the quality that comes right before it.”

Taking such a risk is crucial, however, as it is the way in which we open ourselves to something meaningful enough, and therefore salient enough, to change long-held perceptions.

“It takes time to incur a true repatterning and reshaping,” Roeske concedes. “While there are those few who, for reasons unknown, have profound and immediate revelations, for most individuals the path is slow to unfold and transformation is only a hindsight discovery. But it is no exaggeration to say that the world is transformed for those released from the confines of capture. While the increments might be small, with sufficient accumulation a revolution of perspective takes place.”

Yet even when such a drastic shift in perspective takes place, there is always the possibility of return. That is, the long-established neural patterns remain in place even as new ones form.

“Perhaps the point here is that one is never rendered invulnerable,” Roeske offers. “When people enter recovery through, for example, an AA model, when they stop drinking and when their lives are together and they’re upstanding and functional and life is good—it’s all the more important that they continue to work the recovery program. And that’s not because there is something disingenuous about their change or transformation; it’s because the nature of the addiction is that it’s always there. And if there’s not a continued reinforcement of a new way of being and understanding, there will be a gradual pull to go back to the foundational tried-and-true escape through drugs and alcohol.”

Roeske also believes that the community aspect of Alcoholics Anonymous may offer an advantage in breaking the spell of capture: “Similar to religious traditions and Eastern practices, AA is useful in a way that psychotherapy can be limited. There’s an important feeling of unity, of being part of something. I think this is important to the surrender process. And I think when there’s a sense of capture, it usually eclipses any sense of unity. If the mind is captured, it is only going to do what it does under the state of capture—until there’s some other force, whether it be a deity or a person or a suggestion that’s allowed in, in an authentic way.”

I ask Roeske if it is in that moment that another affective experience will take place that allows for change.

“That’s right, but it’s twofold,” she responds. “For example, if alcohol has been the solution, anytime there’s emotional discomfort, which is not uncommon, or extreme joy—any strong affect—then there’s a real need to be able to tolerate those feelings without going to that solution. And so it means creating space where those affects can be experienced in a new way, which is painful but also liberating. Our sense of ourselves is only based on our experience of ourselves—we cannot feign a persona as an act of faith that something more integral will emerge. Such ‘acting’ will likely backfire if there is not at least some belief that one can become the person that he or she aspires to be.”

When you’ve seen patients make this kind of shift, I ask her, how difficult has it been to maintain?

“There are no people, even if they really have a sense of peace in their lives, who won’t get triggered,” Roeske says. “There has to be a real desire for presence, so that rather than reflexively engaging, or falling into the overdeveloped neural pattern, there’s actually room to choose something different, or there’s room to allow the affective experience to pass through without ascribing the behaviors of the past or the beliefs of the past to it.”

Roeske’s earlier use of the word “surrender” caught my attention; I ask her how this word, in the context of capture, differs from “release” in her mind.

“I think surrender is what happens when there is just that fragment of willingness to allow something else in—to stop fighting the feeling and let yourself feel the impulse without giving in. It’s kind of a funny thing, because it seems like it’s work, but it’s actually an opportunity to stop controlling things, to stop trying to control your affect or your experience, and to allow yourself the experience. Then release is the quality of experience that is able to be felt after.”

A MODEST FORM OF AUTONOMY

Human experience is, by nature, chaotic.

At any given moment the brain is bombarded with an astounding variety of stimuli. These stimuli arrive steadily at the gates of the mind without form or structure. Faced with this barrage of disconnected perceptions, we need to shape them, to give them meaning—ultimately, to construct a sense of self.

In order to do this, we engage in a continual process of automatic filtering, with rapid-fire actions affecting where to aim our attention. This process has practical applications, such as helping us to become aware of the child who has just run in front of our car, as well as much more profound implications for our lives. The same filtering process that helps us avoid an accident is also responsible for selecting which experiences come to define each of our individual realities. Where one person might experience defeat in the face of rejection, another is inspired to act with greater determination. Where David Foster Wallace felt a deep sense of fraudulence and inadequacy, another person might have experienced a profound sense of accomplishment.

Over the course of a lifetime, each of us creates a coherent account out of the jumbled, often fragmentary chaos of life—the ever-evolving narrative of our lives. Over time, certain characters and experiences emerge as central, while others prove tangential, soon to be forgotten. Without self-created storylines, the trajectory of our lives would feel like a constant scattering of random details. Joan Didion gets to the heart of it in few words: “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.”

An essential question, then, is how our stories are conceived.

I believe that capture is the instinctive process by which we wrest a narrative from our disordered surroundings. And therein lies the challenge: though capture permits us to make sense of the world, it does so largely outside rational thought. These stories, then—the stories of our lives—do not always feel like the ones we intended to tell.

Is there freedom from capture? Can we throw a switch and see the entire stage, every trapdoor and spike and rafter, for what it is? In the most basic sense, the answer is no. Attention is, by its very nature, selective and self-reinforcing. Our environments—historical, economic, physical—dictate what becomes salient for each of us, forging patterns that in turn determine how we experience the world and, ultimately, who we become.

Yet a more modest form of autonomy is within our grasp. When we understand capture for what it is, a neural mechanism that both influences and is influenced by our experiences, we can become more than passive chroniclers bound to unhappy or troubling narratives. By becoming aware of the ways in which we deploy our attention, we may even develop a beneficial flexibility of mind, one that allows us simultaneously to tell varied, sometimes even contradictory stories.

We can influence this process not by accepting a static diagnosis, such as “anxiety” or “depression,” but by actively changing what occupies our attention. It is possible to put ourselves in the way of a more positive influence, and its attendant stimuli, in order to overcome a prior capture. This happens, in effect, when the new form of capture becomes so important to us that the last one loses its magnetism.

For those with more serious afflictions, change often comes in the form of a conversion experience. Focusing on others (as Chris Ware was unexpectedly able to do when he became a father) or being grasped by feelings of an otherworldly love (as Simone Weil was) can mitigate the condemnatory or accusatory nature of a self-focused capture.

The power to will, however, is not enough to sustain change. The challenge is to draw strength from something other than mere self-discipline—or condemnation. Lasting change occurs when we let go of such isolating pressures and allow ourselves to feel support and connection instead of preoccupation with the self. This transformation of the self often occurs through sacrifice, service, love, belief in a cause, or membership in a community.

To avoid unnecessary emotional suffering, we must first understand the innate forces that govern our minds. Only then will we begin to see how we might use these forces to our advantage. Indeed, we can gradually reshape our minds, even transform our way of experiencing the world, though overcoming one form of capture often depends on discovering another.

Once we understand the underlying mechanism of capture, we can reduce our vulnerability to its most pernicious forms, and perhaps even discover a way to move beyond them.





NOTES


The pagination of this electronic edition does not match the edition from which it was made. To locate a specific passage, please use the search feature on your e-book reader.

The following pages contain notes providing source references and support for the book. Included as well are several extensive essays, notably on Ludwig Wittgenstein, Carl Jung, and Paul Tillich. These thinkers are key to our understanding of capture. Wittgenstein is a powerful counterpoint to David Foster Wallace; Carl Jung must be considered within any context that includes Freud; and Paul Tillich helps to illuminate the underlying psychology of religious belief. I decided to exclude them from the main body of the text as I felt their stories were a distraction from the flow of the narrative. Still, they are vital to my thesis, and I offer their stories here, instead, as further elucidation to the work that precedes these notes.

[Notes that appear within brackets are the sources for the information contained within that note.]
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Notes

 20      coerce attention: William James, Manuscript Lectures, 57.

 21      “continual verge of suicide” . . . intertwined: Richardson, William James, 83.

 21      “steadily deteriorating”: Perry, Thought and Character, 119.

 21      “born again”: Richardson, William James, 176.

 21      battling his demons: Ibid., 315–20.

 21      MD degree in 1869: Wallace and Gach, History of Psychiatry, 15.

 21      “embraced the medical profession”: Feinstein, Becoming William James, 165.

 21      “little fitted by nature”: Ibid., 214.

 22      “fear of my own existence”: Carrette, William James and the Varieties of Religious Experience, 157.

 22      “greenish skin”: Richardson, William James, 117. 22 “quivering fear”: Ibid., 118.

 22      “first act of free will”: Ibid., 120.

 23      “individual reality”: Ibid., 122.

 23      “great effusion”: William and Henry James, The Letters of William James, 169.

 23      “health to his bones”: Ibid., 170.

 23      “Despair lames”: Richardson, William James, 91.

 23      “Zeus and Fate”: In Hippolytus, the Greek playwright Euripides explores the role of the gods in manipulating the human mind. Suddenly consumed by an illicit desire for her stepson, Phaedra seems to lose control of her mind. In Euripides’s play, the chorus approaches this case as a psychiatrist might, positing a series of possible explanations for Phaedra’s mental condition:


               Is it Pan’s frenzy that possesses you

               Or is Hecate’s madness upon you, maid?

               Can it be the holy Corybantes

               Or the mighty Mother who rules the mountains:

               Are you wasted in suffering thus,

               For a sin against Dictynna, Queen of the Hunters?

               Are you perhaps unhallowed, having offered

               no sacrifice to her from taken victims?



               All the chorus’s diagnoses involve the wrath of the gods: teasing out an explanation becomes a matter of figuring out which god Phaedra has offended. In each of these possible scenarios, indignation leads a god to “possess” the mind of a mortal, depriving him or her of the powers of reason.

           [“Is it Pan’s . . . victims”: Euripides, Euripides I: Alcestis, The Medea, The Heracleidae, Hippolytus, trans. R. Lattimore, R. Warner, R. Gladstone, and D. Grene (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955).]

 23      Aristotle: Among the Greek philosophers, Aristotle articulated the most nuanced and flexible—in a word, modern—understanding of human motivation. Like Plato, Aristotle challenged the Socratic notion that, in a truly virtuous person, all motivations are necessarily consistent with reason. “It is problematic,” he wrote, “how someone with correct understanding can lack self-mastery.” In other words, perfectly rational people often behave impetuously and soon come to regret their actions, and it is not always possible to ascribe their behavior to faulty reasoning. According to Aristotle, in these moments our passions “actually alter our bodily condition, and in some men even produce fits of madness.” Aristotle named this phenomenon akrasia, or weakness of will. Here, Aristotle complicated the Socratic view of impulsive, or irrational, behavior. Akratic behavior is the result not of a faulty assumption but of “something else . . . by nature contrary to reason, which fights and resists it. For exactly as with paralytic limbs which when their owners decide to move them to the right take off in the wrong direction . . . so it is in the case of the soul.”

               This description may sound similar to Plato’s theory of a divided soul, but unlike Plato, Aristotle sought to understand human motivation in psychological (as opposed to metaphysical) terms. Indeed, for Aristotle, ethics was above all a matter of attention. In the Ethics, he argues that our mode of perceiving the surrounding world dictates how we relate to and act within it. In other words, how a person attends determines how he acts. Hence the qualitative distinction between rote memorization and sustained contemplation, or the pleasures of a philosophical conversation with friends. In the first case, attention proceeds automatically; in the second, however, it becomes highly curated, even choreographed. Likewise, the courageous or just person “attends to the right aspects of his interactions with others”—emotional and intellectual substance as opposed to, say, outward appearance—and responds accordingly.

               The Aristotelian understanding of just or virtuous behavior can be rephrased in terms of the kinds of attention that particular stimuli foster or preclude. A sensual pleasure, for instance, “engage[s] our attention and move[s] us to act in a way that is specific to the sort of sensual pleasure it is.” In other words, attention is not merely a passive state of receptivity but a form of active selection: I choose not only the objects of my attention but how I attend to them. The virtuous person directs his attention toward the most worthy objects, in a process of sustained, deliberate, and dispassionate contemplation.

               For Aristotle, the human soul is composed not of separate, warring faculties but of multiple forms of attention. Intentional objects—intellectual, affective, sensual—have distinctive ways of “affecting us and moving us to act.” Virtue is a matter of attending correctly, or of exercising the form of attention most appropriate to a given object. For the truly virtuous, there is no clear distinction between the self and the manifold objects it perceives: their internal receivers have been so perfectly tuned to the signals of the world that they become indistinguishable from the people, books, images, and ideas that animate them. For Aristotle, then, virtue and even justice are matters primarily of perceiving rather than reasoning. Careful attention to suffering will inspire me to generosity, just as contemplation of the beautiful will activate my desire to create.

           [“self-mastery”: Kenneth Dorter, “Weakness and Will in Plato’s Republic,” in Tobias Hoffmann, ed., Weakness of Will from Plato to the Present (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2008), 2.

           “fits of madness”: Aristotle, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, ed. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 1147a, 18–24.

           “something else . . . of the soul”: Jessica Dawn Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

           conversation with friends: “Transcendence Without God: On Atheism and Invisibility,” in Philosophers Without Gods, ed. Louise M. Antony (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 122. responds accordingly: Ibid.

           “sensual pleasure it is”: G. H. von Wright, The Varieties of Goodness (New York: Humanities Press, 1963); Heda Segvic and Myles Burnyeat, From Protagoras to Aristotle: Essays in Ancient Moral Philosophy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009), 98.

           “moving us to act”: Segvic and Burnyeat, From Protagoras, 98.]

 24      consciousness: For James, consciousness was characterized by a rushing stream of thoughts and perceptions—fleeting, idiosyncratic, often irrational and unrelated—that nonetheless cohere into the impression of a whole, a continuous life. This model of the mind would influence generations not only of scientists and psychologists but of novelists, poets, and painters, especially those associated with the turn-of-the-century aesthetic known as modernism. The art of James Joyce and Marcel Proust, Virginia Woolf and T. S. Eliot—all bears the unmistakable imprint of James’s thought. Joyce’s famously difficult novel Ulysses is one attempt to record the buzzing, fragmented blur of thought as it ricochets from one object to another, often propelled forward by loose associations rather than logical connections:


               a quarter after what an unearthly hour I suppose they’re just getting up in China now combing out their pigtails for the day well soon have the nuns ringing the angelus they’ve nobody coming in to spoil their sleep except an odd priest or two for his night office the alarm clock next door at cockshout clattering the brains out of itself let me see if I can doze off 1 2 3 4 5 what kind of flowers are those they invented like the stars the wallpaper in Lombard street was much nicer . . .



               As Molly Bloom’s attention wanders from the hour of the day to an imagined scene in China and finally to her bedroom wallpaper, the principle guiding her attention is all but impossible to discern. Literary critics can (and indeed have) posited trains of associative logic to connect one thought to the next, though Joyce’s text only hints at such connections, providing a richly Jamesian view of mental life. Thoughts bubble up to the surface of the mind, quite independent of any perceptible act of will, and then quickly recede back into its depths.

               At the same time, James believed that the human mind obeyed certain natural laws that, like the molecular weight of oxygen or the acceleration of gravity, could be uncovered through diligent observation. James’s predecessors in both Europe and America had likewise aspired to make psychology just as scientifically rigorous as Newton’s physics and Galileo’s astronomy. To do so, they developed a set of tools to measure psychological reactions, though the results of their tests often proved more confounding than illuminating. Human minds, it seemed, were more dissimilar than alike. These scientists, however, managed to conclude that stimuli brought about physical changes in the nervous system and in particular the brain; such changes, in turn, led to thoughts, feelings, and actions. Everything we thought, felt, or did, in other words, was the result of physiological reactions to the surrounding world.

               This theory, in turn, led to a host of philosophical, and practical, problems for nineteenth-century science. If we are, in the words of Thomas Huxley, “mere machines or automata,” then how can we be responsible for our actions? Are we simply actors in a neurochemical play that we did not write? The challenge for James, then, was to account for consciousness—for the awareness of ourselves as thinking creatures who can reason, make decisions, and act accordingly—while at the same time acknowledging the irrational, uncontrollable, and even random character of much of our mental life. For James, understanding the neural processes that produced consciousness did not entail demoting man to the status of mere automaton.

               Something crucial was, after all, missing in a purely materialist understanding of human behavior. A materialist would be forced to conclude that if we could somehow study the nervous system of Shakespeare, taking into account his entire environment, we would “be able to show why at a certain period of his life his hand came to trace on certain sheets of paper those crabbed little black marks which we, for shortness’ sake, call the manuscript of Hamlet. We should understand the rationale of every erasure and alteration therein, and we should understand all this without in the slightest degree acknowledging the existence of the thoughts in Shakespeare’s mind.” If all mankind’s greatest achievements, and most singular failures, are indeed traceable to electrical impulses, then the very notion of literary greatness quickly loses its meaning. In defending the achievements of Shakespeare against the behavioralist assumptions of his day, James latched on to a concept that is crucial to understanding why we do what we do—one that has still not been fully explored.

               Like any good student of Darwin, James began his investigation by framing his question in evolutionary terms: Of what use to a nervous system is a super-added consciousness? Why might consciousness have evolved in the first place? Its purpose, James concluded, was to allow us to attend selectively to one (or two or ten) of the infinite array of stimuli available to the mind at any given moment and, just as important, to ignore the rest. The key to understanding consciousness, then, was “interest and selective attention.” What separates a human mind from an automaton is this very particularity, the capacity to “choose out of the manifold experiences present to it at a given time some one for particular accentuation. . . . From its simplest to its most complicated forms, it exerts this function with unremitting industry.”

               On what principle does the mind make such a selection? The process often seems to occur without our input or even awareness, but James insisted that it occurs nonetheless. What James called “interest,” the principle guiding selective attention, could likewise be termed “investment” or “care”:


               Millions of items of the outward order are present to my senses which never properly enter into my experience. Why? Because they have no interest for me. . . . Only those items which I notice shape my mind—without selective interest, experience is an utter chaos. Interest alone gives accent and emphasis, light and shade, background and foreground—intelligible perspective, in a word. It varies in every creature, but without it the consciousness of every creature would be a gray chaotic indiscriminateness, impossible for us even to conceive.



               For James, then, volition was nothing but attention. The “whole drama of the voluntary life hinges on the amount of attention” accorded to a given object; “each of us literally chooses, by his ways of attending to things, what sort of universe he shall . . . inhabit.”

               Still, the precise nature of interest, or the principle guiding attention, remained murky: Why do I become invested in one stimulus rather than another? If “my experience is what I agree to attend to,” then one would imagine the world to be very different from the one we know, in which human attention often veers away from the most pressing matters and even behaves in ways that seem arbitrary or self-defeating. America’s greatest philosopher and psychologist struggled to account for this seeming contradiction, ultimately admitting that “the last word of psychology here is ignorance.”

           [“mere machines”: Thomas Henry Huxley, Science and Culture, and Other Essays (New York: Appleton, 1882).

           “Shakespeare’s mind”: William James, The Principles of Psychology (New York: Holt, 1890), 132.

           “unremitting industry”: William James, “Are We Automata?,” Mind 4, no. 13 (1879).

           “Millions . . . to conceive”: James, The Principles of Psychology, 403. “whole drama” . . . “inhabit”: Ibid., 453. “the last word”: Ibid., 454.]

 24      rushing stream of thoughts: Richardson, William James, 197.

 25      “intelligible perspective”: Myers, William James, 182.

 25      lecture he gave in 1896: William James, Manuscript Lectures, 56–57.

 25      Ribot: In developing his model of the idée fixe, Ribot relied on the theories of earlier French psychologists Philippe Pinel and Jean-Étienne Esquirol. In the late eighteenth century, Pinel defined the passions as affective processes of long duration; emotions, on the other hand, were “sudden and intense commotions of the mind” with definite beginnings and ends. For Pinel, passions (emotions that outlasted their natural duration) inevitably took shape around a fixed idea, or a core obsession. A student of Pinel’s and the author of the first modern textbook on psychiatry, Jean-Étienne Esquirol, brought his mentor’s theory to its logical conclusion, arguing that virtually all forms of mental anguish were the result of monomania. Ascribing a diverse array of psychiatric conditions to the idée fixe, Esquirol saw monomania as a form of delirium, or a “partial lesion” of the will; this lesion soon became a “magnetic core” that focused attention and directed behavior. Patients would seize upon a false principle and pursue it relentlessly, albeit without deviating from an underlying logic: despite their illness, they could deduce legitimate consequences from their preoccupations and, outside the immediate realm of their delusions, act, think, and reason normally.

               Esquirol ascribed an incredibly diverse range of mental states (paranoia, excessive lust, suicide, drunkenness, pyromania, and homicide) to monomania, though he separated these idées fixes into various subcategories. In melancholy, for instance, sorrowful and depressing thoughts became the sole object of attention, gradually warping the relationship between mind and reality. The melancholic recedes into himself, eventually living entirely within the echo chamber of his own mind. Other forms of monomania, by contrast, encompassed obsessions and compulsions—with train timetables, say, or strategies for longevity, with family genealogy or the pursuit of wealth. In all these cases, attention became both highly concentrated and increasingly immobile; it could not be easily displaced from one object onto another.

               One of Dr. Esquirol’s most vexing patients, Madame T., was forty years old. At the age of sixteen, she had experienced a “slight attack of melancholy.” Nine months after the birth of her first child, she became melancholic once again and even “contemplated the destruction of her child.” While watching her infant daughter sleep, she experienced a strong desire to murder the baby. Profoundly disturbed by such thoughts and afraid that she might act on them, she sought the help of Dr. Esquirol: “It is better that I should die, than this dear innocent.”

               Just one month after their meeting, Madame T. was found in her bedroom, almost dead from the fumes of burning charcoal. The patient described herself as helpless in the face of her melancholy: “Would that I could persuade myself that I were sick; but I cannot: I am a wretched mother.” Once Madame T. was hospitalized, Dr. Esquirol finally succeeded in convincing her that her fears were the result of disease. Her condition slowly improved. When she left Dr. Esquirol’s care and returned home, however, her fantasies of infanticide gradually resumed.

               Esquirol recognized a link between the sufferings of Madame T. and the symptoms of his other patients. It is a link that remains worth pursuing. One hundred years after Dr. Esquirol published his account of this case, the American Psychiatric Association asked its members just how far psychiatry had progressed since his time. The response: “We have indeed little cause for boasting.”

               As scientists continued to grapple with the emotional life, writers and humanists used very different methods to make sense of the same phenomena. Prose and poetry, however, did not suffer from the limitations that nineteenth-century science did; indeed, literature was often more successful in capturing the felt experience of the passions, of irrational and obsessive thought. Dr. Esquirol even cited Miguel de Cervantes’s picaresque masterwork Don Quixote as a prime depiction of the idée fixe. The novel’s title character lives under the spell of monomania, in this case an obsession with the chivalry that “prevailed over nearly the whole of Europe” in the Middle Ages.

               Later generations of philosophers, poets, and novelists would explore the same questions as Cervantes: in the late eighteenth century, for instance, the British journalist and novelist William Godwin described in almost painful detail the process by which the idée fixe takes hold. The monomaniacal mind, Godwin conjectured, is captured by an object that lies just beyond its reach; true satisfaction proves elusive, as the force of desire becomes increasingly insatiable. Godwin’s daughter, Mary Shelley, adopted and refined her father’s theme in the Gothic novel Frankenstein. Here, the three main characters have widely disparate idées fixes: conquering the North Pole, seeking revenge, and bestowing life on a mechanical creation. Consumed by his quest to uncover the “physical secrets of the world,” Victor Frankenstein finds himself in the thrall of an all-consuming “passion, which afterwards ruled my destiny” and transformed “bright visions of careful extensive usefulness into gloomy and narrow reflections upon [my]self.” As all other objects of interest recede beyond the horizon, Frankenstein’s mind becomes filled by “one thought, one conception, one purpose.”

               What is striking in many of these literary depictions is that the idée fixe evolves in response to the social norms and political climate of a given epoch. Esquirol observed that monomania “borrowed” its objects from whatever passions were in vogue at the time: superstition in the Middle Ages; amorous and gallant courage immediately following the Crusades; religious zeal during the Reformation. He even suggested that governments monitor “monomaniacal epidemiology” in order to better understand “political convulsions” and, in particular, the unbridled ambition that reigned in the wake of the French Revolution. Esquirol observed that everyday French men and women of his era increasingly saw themselves as “emperors or kings, empresses or queens.”

               Marie-Henri Beyle, better known as Stendhal, captured this particular form of monomania, monomanie ambitieuse, in The Red and the Black. Stendhal’s Julien is obsessed with worldly success to the exclusion of all other interests: even during romantic encounters, thoughts of such success would not fade. Julien bears an uncanny resemblance to Esquirol’s patients, having suffered a devastating reversal of fortune before falling into delusions of grandeur: “Their ideas are exaggerated. Their passions are very strong. They are dominated by ambition and pride.”

               While some idées fixes corresponded to very specific historical circumstances—Stendhal’s monomanie ambitieuse, for instance, could be seen as a response to the rampant individualism of postrevolutionary France—others seemed to float above history, exercising a hold over the European mind for centuries. H.F., the protagonist of Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, is captured by an insatiable and dangerous curiosity; like Plato’s corpse-seeking Leontius, he cannot overcome his obsession with death, even when a plague epidemic endangers the welfare of his family. Rather than flee the sickly streets of London, H.F. returns again and again to scenes of death and dying: “The shrieks of women and children at the windows and doors of their houses. . . . Curiosity led me to observe things more than usually, and indeed I walked a great way where I had no business.” He even visits a mass grave of plague victims, in defiance of “a strict order to prevent people coming to those pits.” Through a combination of cunning deception and unabashed begging, he manages to gain entry to the grave site; he is driven toward the decaying corpses by an inexorable force: “I had been pressed in my mind to go.” As Defoe scholars have noted, H.F.’s morbid passion presents almost as grave a danger to his welfare as the plague itself.

               As a psychiatric diagnosis, monomania was doomed to fail. At one point as many as 20 percent of patients entering French psychiatric institutions were diagnosed as monomaniacal. As Arthur Conan Doyle recognized, Esquirol’s theory was infinitely elastic and therefore of limited use: “A man who had read deeply about Napoleon, or who had possibly received some hereditary family injury through the great war, might conceivably form such an ‘idée fixe’ and under its influence be capable of any fantastic outrage.” Others were more measured in their critique of the concept. For the librarian and author Charles Nodier, monomania came in two forms: the harmless and the militant. Nodier observed that Dr. Esquirol’s diagnosis lost favor because patients were often found to have more than one idée fixe. The very notion of multiple idées fixes operating simultaneously seemed paradoxical: was a fixed idea truly “fixed” if the brain could jump from one object to another? Psychiatrists soon realized that they could not identify the practical limits of passion, monomania, and madness.

               Monomania was therefore easily mocked. In Nodier’s 1831 story “The Bibliomaniac,” a doctor describes a case of “bibliomaniacal typhus”: the patient, a zealous book collector, is convinced that monsters with ghastly scissors are methodically reducing the margins of one of his most prized books by exactly one and a half inches. The patient then realizes in terror that his copy of Virgil is one third of a line short: “‘A third of a line!’ he repeated, shaking his fist furiously at the heavens, like an Ajax or a Capaneus.” Nodier cannot resist caricaturing the psychiatric establishment, in all its pseudoscientific sanctimony. Perhaps not surprisingly, the patient falls into a deep depression: “Suffering was all that was left of life for the poor man. He merely repeated, from time to time, ‘a third of a line!’ as he gnawed at his hands.” The diagnosis: “A plague on books and typhus.”

               These critiques did not, however, diminish the importance of Esquirol’s fundamental observation: a force within our minds can resist conscious control, redirecting attention and behavior. For the French psychologist Pierre Janet, this force was not simply a rare form of pathology; rather, it was an incontrovertible part of everyday life. Janet was fascinated by the many forms of suffering that lay just behind the appearance of normalcy:


               Obsessive shame for one’s facial features; obsessive shame of speaking; obsession about being a child; obsessive guilt toward the cat’s escape; obsession about religious crimes; obsessive thoughts about forming a pact with the devil; obsession about intestinal worms. Mania for metaphysical research; mania for the perfect love; mania for predictions and oaths; mania to summon up perfectly a visual recollection.



               For Janet, past experiences and memories were ultimately responsible for dictating which of these many idées fixes took hold in a given patient. One of his first patients, a forty-year-old woman named Justine, had an obsessive fear of cholera, which Janet was able to link to her childhood. Her mother had been a nurse, and in her youth Justine had helped her care for cholera patients. At the age of seventeen, she first saw the sickeningly blue-gray corpses of those who had succumbed to the disease.

               In the stories of Justine and others like her, Janet recognized a second clue about the nature and treatment of monomania. Philippe Pinel, Janet’s predecessor at the Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris, had observed that strong emotions could sometimes break the hold of an idée fixe, essentially snapping a patient back to normal. Building on the observations of his mentor, Dr. Janet concluded that obsessive attention need not be fixed at all but could be reshaped, deflected, or even transferred onto benign objects. A forty-one-year-old woman who had recently lost her husband, CK suffered from all sorts of hypochondriacal obsessions: headache, fatigue, generalized anxiety. All her suffering disappeared, however, when she was reunited by chance with an old teacher who suffered herself from certain obsessions and idiosyncrasies. The two began living together and were able to assuage each other’s anxieties, essentially short-circuiting their erstwhile obsessions with their own suffering through a process of empathic identification and benevolent care.

               These observations led Janet to his most important conclusion about monomania: the idée fixe was above all a matter of attention. He reasoned that, at any moment, we are aware of only a fraction of the infinite variety of stimuli bombarding our brains; whereas a normal mind moves easily from one stimulus to another, the attention of monomaniacal patients adheres, with greater and greater tenacity, to a single stimulus. In these patients, according to Janet, certain thoughts, or cognitive “nuclei,” would break off, or dissociate, from normal consciousness. These dissociated ideas could be simple thoughts or fully formed independent personalities. In Janet’s theory, these dissociated fragments were not governed by the higher forms of reasoning that controlled everyday behavior, because they occurred outside the immediate field of consciousness: “The idea, like a virus, develops in a corner of the personality inaccessible to the subject, works subconsciously, and brings about all disorders of hysteria and of mental disease.” The idée fixe was defined, in other words, by a failure of attention: an inability to divorce oneself from the immediate moment, to see one’s own thoughts from the bird’s-eye perspective of reason.

               In 1889, Janet wrote L’Automatisme psychologique, in which he argues that his patients’ idées fixes were all controlled by subconscious forces and took shape in response to memories of traumatic events from the distant past. The book was highly prescient: in many ways, it foreshadowed the central claims of psychoanalysis. Janet argued that the idée fixe, though hidden from consciousness, silently influences everything a person thinks, feels, and does.

           [beginnings and ends: Louis C. Charland, “Reinstating the Passions: Arguments from the History of Psychopathology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Emotion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199235018.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199235018-e-11. (I want to credit Professor Charland for his help in my understanding Dr. Ribot.)

           “partial lesion”: Jean-Étienne Dominique Esquirol, Mental Maladies. A Treatise on Insanity, trans. Ebenezer K. Hunt (Philadelphia: Lea and Blanchard, 1845), 320.
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           Cervantes’s: Ibid., 331.

           William Godwin: William Godwin, The Adventures of Caleb Williams (Boston: Fields, Osgood, 1869), 168, http://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/011636679, cited by Lennard J. Davis, Obsession: A History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 55.

           “one thought”: Davis, Obsession, 74–75.
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           plague itself: Geoffrey M. Sill, The Cure of the Passions and the Origins of the English Novel (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 115.

           diagnosed as monomaniacal: Jan Ellen Goldstein, Console and Classify: The French Psychiatric Profession in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 154.

           critique of the concept: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Return of Sherlock Holmes (Leipzig: Tauchnitz, 1905), 212.
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 30      content of our drives: The psychiatrist Carl Jung was all too familiar with the uncanny. After struggling for years against a nightmarish tide of visions, Jung resigned his professorship in 1913. The images and voices in his mind had left him shattered. “All, all was needed for this earthquake and eruption of spirit within himself,” recalled one colleague.

               Indeed, the visions were eerily akin to the delusions and hallucinations regularly reported by his psychotic patients. When “peculiar reactions” began to disturb his writing, he learned “to distinguish between myself and the interruption.” As soon as a “vulgar or banal” vision interrupted his train of thought, he calmly reminded himself, “It is perfectly true that I have thought in this stupid way at some time or other, but I don’t have to think that way now. I must not accept this stupidity as mine.”

               Soon the intrusions became more formidable. Instead of resisting their incursion, however, Jung gradually came to accept the images as bearers of meaning. “I did my best,” Jung later recounted, “not to lose my head but to find some way to understand these strange things. I stood helpless before an alien world: everything in it seemed difficult and incomprehensible. I was living in a constant state of tension; often I felt as if gigantic blocks of stone were tumbling down upon me. One thunderstorm followed another.”


               In October, while I was alone on a journey, I was suddenly seized by an overpowering vision: I saw a monstrous flood covering all the northern and low-lying lands between the North Sea and the Alps. . . . I saw the mighty yellow waves, the floating rubble of civilization, and the drowned bodies of uncounted thousands. Then the whole sea turned to blood.



               Two weeks later the vision recurred, “still more violent than before.” “I wrestled with it,” Jung wrote of the experience, “but it held me fast.”

               In a 1925 lecture, Jung described the inevitable sense of estrangement that besets the unquiet mind. “One begins to watch one’s [own] mind,” he explained. “One begins to observe the autonomous phenomena in which one exists as a spectator, or even as a victim. It is very much as if one [had] stepped out of the protection of his house into an antediluvian forest and was confronted by all the monsters that inhabit the latter. . . . It is as though one [had given] up one’s freedom of will.”

               The fauna of this antediluvian forest became the prima materia for Carl Jung’s lifelong investigation of the unconscious. “The years when I was pursuing my inner images,” he once said, “were the most important in my life. In them everything essential was decided.”

               Once his initial zeal in copying out the content of these visions subsided, Jung could not help asking himself, “What is this I am doing? It certainly is not science: what is it?”

               “This is art,” a voice replied.

               What of this voice? “My conclusion,” said Jung, “was that It must be soul in the primitive sense.” He described the entrance of this interlocutor into his psychic life: “It was like the feeling of an invisible presence in the room one enters.” Jung soon came to imagine himself boring a hole, as if in a cave, to find the source of these mysterious images. Rather than trying to control his mind, he actively sought out these waking dreams, “believing so thoroughly in a fantasy that it [led me] into further fantasy.” The more he worked, the deeper into his psyche he descended.

               His notebooks from this period record visions of increasing complexity, populated by omens and symbolic imagery. Sinking along a gray rock face, Jung stood “in black dirt up to my ankles in a dark cave.” Seized by fear, he nonetheless ventured into a dark cave, climbing through a narrow crack in the rock. The cave echoed with “frightful” wails and screams, though no one was in sight. At its base trickled a stream of “dark water,” and beyond it gleamed a “luminous red stone.” Wading through the “muddy water,” Jung moved toward the stone, as if propelled by gravity. “I hold the stone in my hand,” he recalled, “peering around inquiringly. I do not want to listen to the voices, they keep me away. But I want to know.”

               Soon a “bloody head” floats to the surface of the dark stream—“someone wounded, someone slain”—and a black scarab bobs into view. Thousands of serpents crawl along the walls of the cave, “veiling the sun.” As night falls, a stream of blood surges from the river: “I withdrew from the hole, and then blood came gushing from it as from a severed artery.”

               What sort of insight might this symbolically laden landscape offer? Perhaps, Jung conjectured to his audience, the red crystal was a stone of wisdom, and the serpents somehow related to ancient Egypt. In private, however, Jung remained completely flummoxed by the iconography of his visions. “Heal the wounds that doubt inflicts on me, my soul,” he implored the spirits that haunted him. “My spirit is a spirit of torment, it tears asunder my contemplation, it would dismantle everything and rip it apart. I am still a victim of my thinking. When can I order my thinking to be quiet, so that my thoughts, those unruly hounds, will crawl to my feet? How can I ever hope to hear your voice louder, to see your face clearer, when all my thoughts howl?”

               What was the driving force behind Jung’s fantasies? “From the beginning,” he wrote, “I had conceived my voluntary confrontation with the unconscious as a scientific experiment which I myself was conducting and in whose outcome I was vitally interested. Today I might equally well say that it was an experiment which was being conducted on me.” At any given moment the results of the experiment seemed inconclusive, as throughout his life Jung was beset by an ever-evolving cast of mystical visions: “I find myself again on the desert path. It was a desert vision, a vision of the solitary who has wandered down long roads. There lurk invisible robbers and assassins and shooters of poison darts.”

               Convinced that “a supreme meaning” lay behind his imaginings, Jung spent years trying to decipher his visions. The search often took the form of conversations with the Soul, which he duly recorded in his diary:


                Jung: I am ready. . . . What is it? Speak!

                Soul: Why have you received the revelation? You should not hide it.

                Jung: But you are not thinking that I should publish what I have written. That would be a misfortune. And who would understand it?

                Soul: Above all your calling comes first.

                Jung: But what is my calling?

                Soul: The new religion and its proclamation.



               Three days later, the Soul chided Jung for relying on Reason to proclaim this new religion. “The way is symbolic,” it intoned. Jung admitted that during these years it often seemed as if he were “living in an insane asylum of my own making.” His professional practice was peopled not by the good burghers of Zurich but by “centaurs, nymphs, satyrs, gods and goddesses, as though they were patients and I was analyzing them.”

               But it was not only these characters of his visions that had captured Jung; he trained his focus on art as well, asking just why certain forms of aesthetic experience can so profoundly transfix the mind. “Whoever speaks in primordial images,” Jung explained, “speaks with a thousand voices; he enthralls and overpowers, while at the same time he lifts the idea he is seeking to express out of the occasional and the transitory into the realm of the ever-enduring.” The artist who trades in this shared imagery “transmutes our personal destiny.”

               Like art, religion held such power over our minds because it traded in these primordial images. Friedrich Schleiermacher’s theory of religious experience was not lost on Jung, who even in childhood had sensed the importance of numinous experience in everyday family life. (Jung’s uncle Johann Sigismund von Jung had married Schleiermacher’s younger sister.) Jung’s mother, Emilie, regularly protected his grandfather from bothersome ghosts, sitting beside him as he wrote his sermons. Indeed, Jung’s maternal grandparents sometimes fell silent for hours on end, claiming to have seen ghosts. “I have always suspected,” Jung once said, “that my blessed grandfather laid a very strange egg into my mixture.”

               Jung’s mother kept a diary of all her supernatural encounters, and as a child, Jung reported “hearing things walking around the house at night.” Foreboding figures in top hats, weeping women, and yawning graves plagued the young boy’s mind. Strange incidents (the cracking of a heavy walnut table, the shattering of a bread knife) were seen as evidence of the occult. Jung’s fascination with numinous experience deepened in adolescence, and when he began his medical training, he elected to study psychiatry. On first opening Krafft-Ebing’s textbook of psychiatry to begin studying for the state examinations, Jung came to appreciate the “subjective character” of the discipline. “My heart suddenly began to pound,” he recalled. “I had to stand up and draw a deep breath. My excitement was intense, for it had become clear to me, in a flash of illumination, that for me the only possible goal was psychiatry. Here alone the two currents of my interest could flow together and in a united stream dig their own bed. Here was the empirical field common to biological and spiritual facts, which I had everywhere sought and nowhere found. Here at last was the place where the collision of nature and spirit became a reality.” Even more intriguing, perhaps, was the lack of a coherent theory of mind among psychiatrists: “No one really knew anything about it, and there was no psychology which regarded man as a whole and included his pathological variations in the total picture.”

               Jung soon apprenticed himself to two professors who specialized in the psychology of religion. His medical school dissertation focused on séances that he and his fifteen-year-old female cousin conducted at home. One frequent spirit-guest was a “small but fully grown black haired woman, of markedly Jewish type, clothed in white garments, her head wrapped in a turban.” (The spirit had apparently been seduced by both Goethe and King David.) Jung soon came to believe that all forms of numinous experience had their origins in the mind; even God was a product of the unconscious. “No religion has survived or ever will without mystery, to which the devotee is most intimately bound,” he said to his fellow students.

               While Jung’s remarks engendered considerable debate at school, they reflected a long-standing theological tradition dating back to the fifteenth century, according to which the divine inheres above all in the experience of the believer. Years later, while speaking at Yale, Jung would affirm this view: “In speaking of religion, I must make clear from the start what I mean by that term. Religion, as the Latin word denotes, is a careful and scrupulous observation of what Rudolf Otto aptly termed the numinosum, that is, a dynamic agency or affect not caused by an arbitrary act of will. On the contrary, it seizes and controls the human subject, who is always rather its victim than its creator. The numinosum—whatever its cause may be—is an experience of the subject independent of his will.”

               Religion was, then, no more than “a peculiar attitude of the human mind” that “transcends the ordinary categories of space, time and causality.” For Jung, this sort of experience, albeit rare, had a particularly important role in treating mental illness. “Inasmuch as you attain to the numinous experiences,” he wrote, “you are released from the curse of pathology. Even the very disease takes on a numinous character.” An ecstatic release from the bonds of the everyday—the laws of cause and effect, the boundaries of space and time—promised to heal all sorts of psychic wounds. This is not to say that psychotherapy must be religious in character; rather, Jung found within the fabric of day-to-day life the kernel of a prerational spirituality. In “conversions, illuminations, emotional shocks, blows of fate” lay the possibility of a different understanding of the self and its relation to the surrounding world.

               It remained unclear, however, just where such experiences originated. What was this “dynamic agency,” beyond the scope of the will? Here, Jung struggled to make sense of the inevitable paradox of mysticism. “Whatever the nature of these numinous experiences may be,” Jung observed, “they all have one thing in common: they relegate their source to a region outside of consciousness,” even as they exert “a peculiar alteration [in] consciousness.” The numinous is, in other words, experienced simultaneously as self and as other, rooted in some “pre-rational power” that rattles the mind but does not originate in it.

               The iconography of particular religions sought to tame the inherent strangeness of all mystical experience. Only by anthropomorphizing the divine can we convey just how intimate our experience of the numinous necessarily is. The desire for such intimacy was, for Jung, “a force as real as hunger and the fear of death.” In the German verb ergriffen (to seize or to grasp), Jung found a suitable linguistic form for this desire: “So a savior is one who seizes, the Ergreifer who catches people like objects and whirls them into a form which lasts as long as the whirlwind lasts, and then the thing collapses and something new must come.” The numinous, then, reorients our experience of ourselves (the facts about ourselves that once seemed immutable, everlasting) even as it refuses to obey the dictates of the will.

               Such experiences could, of course, prove profoundly destabilizing. “Wherever the psyche is set violently oscillating by a numinous experience,” Jung warned, “there is a danger that the thread by which one hangs may be torn.” In the wake of a mystical vision, one man may “tumble into an absolute affirmation” while another falls into “an equally absolute negation.” For Jung, the numinosum was “dangerous because it lures men to extremes, so that a modest truth is regarded as the truth and a minor mistake is equated with fatal error.”

               Jung did not limit the numinous to religious or aesthetic experience. Jung cited the example of the angry man who fantasizes about killing his enemy. Such a fantasy would lead certain people to “assume that they are potential murderers, to believe themselves wholly wrong, children of the devil.” “In short,” Jung continued, “you cannot live with yourself, unless you understand yourself as a sort of givenness, a datum . . . an objective fact.” When such a datum—once solid and impervious to change—changes before our eyes, our very understanding of ourselves as autonomous beings is shaken. It is as if we were rulers of a land only partially known to ourselves, in charge of an unknown number of subjects, whose very identity remains largely a mystery to us. From time to time we are nonetheless reminded that we indeed have subjects to govern and nations to protect. All one can say, then, is I find myself as the ruler of a country which has unknown borders and unknown inhabitants, possessing qualities of which I am not entirely aware. In such a moment we are thrown “out of [our] subjectivities . . . confronted with a situation in which [we] are a sort of prisoner”: prisoner-kings of unknown lands.

               Jung understood how readily the boundaries that separate one from another dissolve. When he read in Goethe about Faust’s murder of Philemon and Baucis, Jung felt that he himself had helped commit the murder: “This strange idea alarmed me and I regarded it as my responsibility to atone for this crime.” Years later, when the visions began to descend on Jung, Philemon figured prominently: “Philemon and other figures of my fantasies brought home to me the crucial insight that there are things in the psyche which I do not produce, but which produce themselves and have their own life. . . . Philemon represented a force which was not I. In my fantasies I held conversations with him, and he said things which I had not consciously thought.”

               Jung soon turned to the historical antecedents of his psychological theories and, in particular, to Gnosticism, which held that esoteric knowledge of Christ would lead to salvation. The psychoanalyst became fascinated by this “yearning for the hidden self”; the Gnostics believed that the soul was trapped in the human body, the essential “spark” disguised by matter. To Jung, the Gnostics seemed to possess a precocious understanding of human psychology—our need to transcend the facts of earthly existence without completely leaving that existence behind.

               In the later decades of his life, Jung changed course and undertook a sustained study of alchemy, which he came to see as an extension of Gnosticism. Whereas Gnosticism sought to liberate the soul from the prison of matter, alchemists promised to transform base metals into gold. Both movements emphasized the interplay between the concrete, familiar world and the realm of the numinous; like the Gnostics, the alchemists sought in the stuff of the everyday a hidden sublimity. “The experiences of the alchemists were in a sense my experiences,” Jung wrote, “and their world was my world.” He argued that the transhistorical allure of mystical imagery, symbols, and myths was rooted in a basic fact about the human soul. Tracing the process whereby certain images took hold in his own mind, he soon found himself in an infinite regress that David Foster Wallace would have immediately recognized. Though he developed an entire lexicon to describe this process (complexes, archetypes, shadow, anima), Jung returned again and again to this underlying feature of human behavior. What does it mean to be an individual if our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are not always within our control? What is the nature of this controlling force?

               As a therapist, Jung tried to foster in his patients a dialogue between the conscious and unconscious minds. One of his goals was to integrate these two modes of perceiving and understanding such that the self identified equally with both. For Jung, merely subordinating the unconscious to rational control would only exacerbate pathology, insofar as the numinous was an integral part of human experience. Jungian psychoanalysis thus stripped religion of dogma, leaving intact the underlying desire for—indeed, the necessity of—transcendence. The therapist was, then, an educator of the soul; his primary task was to show patients “the way to the primordial experience which most clearly befell St. Paul . . . on the road to Damascus.”

               On a bright Sunday afternoon in the summer of 1916, the doorbell of Jung’s house began ringing wildly. Jung and his two housekeepers looked to see who was there, but found no one at the door. Still, the doorbell rang. “Then I knew that something had to happen,” Jung later recounted. “The whole house was filled as if there were a crowd present, crammed full of spirits. They were packed deep right up to the door, and the air was so thick it was scarcely possible to breathe. . . . They cried out in chorus, ‘We have come back from Jerusalem where we found not what we sought.’”
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               Freud had previously sent Rolland a copy of his 1927 book, The Future of an Illusion, in which the psychoanalyst speculates on the origins of religion. His friend responded with restraint: “Your analysis of religions is fair. But I would have liked to see you analyze spontaneous religious feeling or, more exactly religious sensation.” For Rolland, this sensation had little to do with dogma or institutions or scripture or even morality; rather, it encompassed “all sensation of the eternal (which may very well not be eternal, but simply without perceptible limits, and in that way oceanic).” Freud had missed the boat: he understood religion as a product of social forces rather than a deeply felt, personal experience. The oceanic feeling, Rolland added, is “subjective in character” and, as such, it should hold a particular interest for the theorist of the mind.

               Rolland readily admitted that he was quite familiar with la sensation océanique. “Throughout my whole life I have never lacked it; and I have always found it a source of vital renewal.” Indeed, Rolland saw no contradiction between religiosity and the life of the mind; though he subscribed to no particular sect or institutionalized credo, he described himself as “profoundly religious,” comparing his very particular sense of the divine to “an underground bed of water which I feel surfacing under the bark.” Moreover, this oceanic feeling had nothing to do with an afterlife: “Personally,” Rolland wrote, “I aspire to eternal rest; survival has no attraction for me. But the sensation that I feel is thrust upon me as a fact. It is a contact.”

               Freud waited some eighteen months before responding to Rolland’s letter. “Your remarks about a feeling you describe as ‘oceanic’ have left me no peace,” he finally admitted to his friend. Indeed, he would use Rolland’s description as a starting point in Civilization and Its Discontents, where he began to recast, if not completely abandon, his earlier interpretation of religion. Despite his newfound interest in mystical experience, Freud still insisted that psychosexual conflict was “the true source of religious sentiments,” which merely gave outward form to the repressive self-loathing of the superego.

               Freud compared Rolland’s sensation océanique to “the consolation offered by an original and somewhat eccentric dramatist to his hero who is facing a self-inflicted death.” In the moment before the fatal blow, the hero is reassured: “We cannot fall out of this world.” As the hour of death nears, there rises “an indissoluble bond,” a sense “of being one with the external world as a whole.” Unable to find any trace of the oceanic feeling in himself, Freud relegated mystical union to the realm of coping mechanisms, which disguise the bitter finality of our fate, the truth of our ultimate solitude. Yet Freud, who regularly plumbed the depths of his own psyche to make sense of human suffering, could not explain why he could not experience this feeling.

               In fact, the failure is not at all surprising: Freud was so convinced by his own theory of human development that he would necessarily experience religion as yet another extension of his worldview. For him, religion was merely another item on the long list of human foibles that stemmed from unconscious conflict. The unremitting suspicion, and the equally strong certainty, with which Freud analyzed all manner of human thoughts and behaviors made it impossible for him to experience the mind as anything but Freudian.
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 42      thinking: Thinking is how we come to represent the world. Mental representation involves the “encoding” of acquired information. Our experiences can give rise to multiple simultaneous encodings. But what can be encoded? Words and symbols can be encoded, as can sounds, objects, colors, values, spatial structures, and movements. The word “water” can be encoded along with an image or concept of the clear liquid, or with the molecular structure of two hydrogen atoms linked to one oxygen, or with the concept of quenching thirst.

               What did Helen Keller come to encode when her tutor spelled the word “water” in her palm while Helen’s other hand was under the well pump’s spigot? First, the tutor’s account: “This morning while she was washing, she wanted to know the name for ‘water.’ I spelled w-a-t-e-r and thought no more about it until after breakfast. Afterwards, we went out to the pump house, and I made Helen hold her mug under the spout while I pumped. As the cold water gushed forth filling the mug, I spelled ‘w-a-t-e-r’ in Helen’s free hand. The word coming so close upon the sensation of the cold water rushing over her hand seemed to startle her. She dropped the mug and stood as one transfixed. A new light came into her face. She spelled ‘water’ several times. . . . All the way back she was highly excited and learned the name of every object she touched, so that in a few hours she had added thirty words to her vocabulary. . . . [The next morning] Helen got up like a radiant fairy. She had flitted from object to object, asking the name of everything. . . . Everything must have a name now.”

               Helen recounts the same episode: “As the cool stream gushed over my hand, she spelled into the other the word water, first slowly then rapidly. I stood still, my whole attention fixed upon the motion of her fingers. Suddenly I felt a misty consciousness as of something forgotten—a thrill of returning thought, and somehow the mystery of language was revealed to me. I knew that water meant the wonderful cool something that was flowing over my hand. That living word awakened my soul, gave it light, hope, joy set it free . . . As we returned to the house every object which I touched seemed to quiver with life. That was because I saw everything with the strange new sight that had come to me.”

               Let’s take another example—the tree in Tim O’Brien’s “How to Tell a True War Story”: “In the mountains that day, I watched Lemon turn sideways. He laughed and said something to Rat Kiley. Then he took a peculiar half step, moving from shade into bright sunlight, and the booby-trapped 105 round blew him into a tree. The parts were just hanging there, so Dave Jensen and I were ordered to shinny up and peel him off. I remember the white bone of an arm. I remember pieces of skin and something wet and yellow that must’ve been the intestines. The gore was horrible and stays with me. But what wakes me up twenty years later is Dave Jensen singing ‘Lemon Tree’ as we threw down the parts.”

               The encodings associated with both “water” and “lemon tree” involve feelings as well as information. Every mental representation can encode both informational and emotional aspects. Some information is encoded without feelings. Other information is encoded along with positive or negative emotions. When feelings are attached to the information, the encoding becomes “valenced.”

               The important point is that once information and feelings are encoded, they become linked. Subsequent experiences that encode the information along with the feelings strengthen the association.

           [“Everything must have a name now”: Daniel Shanahan, Language, Feeling, and the Brain: The Evocative Vector (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 2007), 95, citing Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man: An Introduction to a Philosophy of Human Culture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1944). (I want to credit Professor Shanahan for bringing this example to my attention.)
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Notes

 45      attachment: John Bowlby spent his entire career studying attachments, the unique emotional bond that can form between human beings. Bowlby was raised by a nanny who left the family when he was four. It was, in his mother’s opinion, dangerous to cater to children’s incessant demands for attention and affection. At seven, Bowlby was sent to boarding school. Years later, he wrote of his early schooling: “Unhappiness in a child accumulates because he sees no end to the dark tunnel. The thirteen weeks of a term might just as well be thirteen years.”

               After receiving his medical degree, Bowlby decided to train as a psychoanalyst. He soon found himself caught between warring factions within child psychoanalysis; though he ultimately chose Melanie Klein as his supervisor, Bowlby could not bring himself to accept Klein’s view that behavior was motivated primarily by drives. Rather, Bowlby held fast to the idea that environment, the child’s experience of the surrounding world, shaped his or her inner life.

               Bowlby was finally won over by Klein’s concept of the “object,” a person, a thing, or an idea endowed by the mind with symbolic meaning. Bowlby soon renamed such objects “attachment figures.” He would dedicate much of his professional life to the interpersonal experiences that underlay such attachment figures, which were an integral part of human experience through all the phases of life: “The propensity to make strong emotional bonds to particular individuals is a basic component of human nature.” Early childhood attachments were particularly important, as they influenced psychological development and mental health later in life.

               Bowlby was convinced that the biology of attachment had its roots in our evolutionary history. Attachments increased the likelihood that offspring would survive and thrive; they promoted the establishment of strong emotional relationships and communal ties. Still, many of Bowlby’s questions remained unanswered: What is the neurological basis for the formation of attachments? Why do they sometimes fail?
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Notes

 121    he’d lost his tribe: Amy Wallace.

 122    “ashen gray”: James and Sally Wallace.

 122    “personal hell”: Charlie McLagan interview.

 122    “I love this place”: Mark Costello.

 123    “the attention of professors”: Fred Brooke.

 124    straight A-pluses: D. T. Max, Every Love Story Is a Ghost Story: A Life of David Foster Wallace (New York: Viking, 2012), 28, 39.

 124    “no wealth”: Fred Brooke.

 124    “banzai workload”: Stacey Schmeidel, “Brief Interview with a Five Draft Man,” Amherst magazine, Spring 1999. Republished at https://www.amherst.edu/aboutamherst/magazine/extra/node/66410.

 125    “got a cavity”: Amy Wallace.

 126    “unquiet mind”: Daniel Javit interview.

 126    “hypervigilance”: Dave Colmar; Mark Costello.

 127    “But it’s all . . . a big one”: Larry McCaffery, “A Conversation with David Foster Wallace,” Review of Contemporary Fiction 13, no. 2 (Summer 1993).

 127    “unsolvable in some ways”: Daniel Javit.

 128    “terrorized himself”: Ibid.

 129    Sabrina: Corey Washington interview.

 130    “unpleasant neuroses”: Ibid.

 131    “the click in literature”: McCaffery, “A Conversation with David Foster Wallace.”

 131    “The Bad Thing is you”: Wallace, The David Foster Wallace Reader, 12.

 132    Lenore . . . “what can be said”: Wallace, The Broom of the System (New York: Penguin, 2004), 119.

 132    “looking at solipsism”: McCaffery, “A Conversation with David Foster Wallace.”

 132    Wallace’s great regard for Wittgenstein: David Wallace and Ludwig Wittgenstein were not merely kindred philosophic spirits. They also faced similar inner struggles as they endeavored to meet their own exacting demands.

               Like Wallace, Wittgenstein explored the freedoms, and confines, of language, an intellectual enterprise that ran parallel to a keenly felt isolation. Both men were captured by a perfectionism that alternately urged them toward fulfilling lofty ambitions and crippled them with doubt. Wittgenstein described his unhappiness in terms of a circling search around an uncertain anchor. “I am wandering about with great restlessness, but around what point of equilibrium I do not know,” the philosopher wrote in his diary. “I am at present swinging without knowing my centre of gravity.”

               Wittgenstein anxiously sought to pivot into a new position from which he could better view the emotional and philosophical questions that plagued him. The goal gradually became less a search for answers than a recasting of the questions themselves, a change not in his manner of living but in his perspective on that life. In the Philosophical Investigations, the magnum opus of his later career, he proclaims that “the axis of our reference must be rotated, but about the fixed point of our real need.” As the philosopher Richard Eldridge has put it, the philosopher was calling for a “turning around of the soul.”

               Uncompromising and charismatic in equal measure, Wittgenstein taught a slew of young followers to question the discipline of philosophy as they knew it, and with unpitying rigor he applied the same skepticism to his own work and even his life. Over the course of that life, he would reject, in turn, his grand Viennese upbringing, the religion and possibly the sexual orientation he was born into, his intellectual mentors, his early philosophical work, his academic life in Cambridge, and eventually the legitimacy and goals of philosophy itself. All this in pursuit of an emotional and intellectual freedom that he never quite attained—an effort, as he famously put it, to “let the fly out of the fly bottle.”

               The philosopher’s later work represents a turn away from the analytic tradition and toward the mystical—and, at the same time, a sustained response to his private suffering. Indeed, it is no coincidence that Wittgenstein’s most abiding philosophical instinct was to acknowledge the limits of philosophical language. “A picture held us captive,” he wrote. “And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.”

               Ludwig Wittgenstein was born in Austria in 1889, the youngest son of one of Europe’s wealthiest families. His father, Karl Wittgenstein, was a self-made steel magnate, and Ludwig’s childhood home in Vienna was fantastically opulent. It was also exceedingly unhappy. Karl was a severe and inflexible patriarch who held his children to stringent standards and expected the boys to follow in his professional footsteps.

               The children were kept out of school and for most of their lives educated at home—a home that was at the center of a rich Viennese cultural scene. Schoenberg and Brahms visited the house for concerts; a Rodin sculpture stood in the grand entrance hall. Despite the frequent musical interludes, Karl’s severity cast a chill over the household, one that his subservient wife did little to warm. It also seems likely that depression ran in the family. Certainly two and probably three of Ludwig’s four brothers eventually killed themselves. The other survivor, Paul, Ludwig’s closest brother in both age and affection, overcame similar mental afflictions, and the loss of one arm in World War I, to become a famous concert pianist. The boys settled into their relative temperaments early: practicing alone at the piano, Paul once leaped up to yell at Ludwig in another room, “I cannot play when you are in the house, as I feel your skepticism seeping towards me from under the door!”

               From childhood, Wittgenstein suffered from what his sister once described as “almost pathological distress in any surroundings that were uncongenial to him.” Fania Pascal, a friend in Cambridge, remembered him as “a person who in some manner was always given to despair.” As Wittgenstein himself put it, “Often I feel that there is something in me like a lump which, were it to melt, would let me cry or I would then find the right words (or perhaps even a melody). But this something (is it the heart?) in my case feels like leather and cannot melt. Or is it just that I am too cowardly to let the temperature rise sufficiently?”

               Certain that he was “soiling everything with [his] vanity,” the young philosopher became obsessed with his precariousness: “You hang trembling with all you have above the abyss. It is horrible that such a thing can be.” Wittgenstein couldn’t escape the gloom of his own shadow, and his attempts to cure himself of anxiety were largely in vain. “It is difficult as it were to keep our heads up,” he wrote. “We feel as if we had to repair a torn spider web with our fingers.”

               Yet no matter how vigorously he sawed at his flaws, paring away vast swaths of his life and its indulgences, a nagging doubt haunted the young Ludwig. In a letter to his close friend Paul Engelmann, Wittgenstein explained, “I simply had to chop off a limb or two, those that remain are the healthier for it.” To another friend he wrote, “What I recognize is actually: how terribly unhappy a human being can become. Again and again I find myself dwelling on base thoughts, yes, on the basest thoughts.”

               At one point, Bertrand Russell, Wittgenstein’s mentor at Cambridge, began to fear for his protégé’s life:


                    Wittgenstein is on the verge of a nervous breakdown, not far removed from suicide, feeling himself a miserable creature, full of sin. Whatever he says he apologizes for having said. He has fits of dizziness and can’t work—the Dr. says it is all nerves. He wanted to be treated morally, but I persisted in treating him physically—I told him to ride, to have biscuits by his bedside to eat when he lies awake—to have better meals and so on. I suppose genius always goes with excitable nerves—it is a very uncomfortable possession. He makes me terribly anxious and I hate seeing his misery—it is so real, and I know it all so well.



               When World War I broke out, Wittgenstein tried to escape his endless self-doubt by volunteering as a gunner for the Austro-Hungarian army. If he had hoped that the company of his fellow soldiers would prove more agreeable than the society of philosophers, he was soon proven mistaken. While he was decorated for his bravery in combat, Wittgenstein’s coded diaries from that period are filled with suicidal thoughts and self-loathing, and biting disdain for his comrades in arms.

               At the same time, the diaries reveal a dramatic turn in his intellectual life. During a furlough in Poland, Wittgenstein picked up a copy of Tolstoy’s The Gospels in Brief. Tolstoy’s approach to the Gospels—his rejection of religious institutions and his emphasis on the spiritual freedom of the individual—inspired in the philosopher a near-conversion experience. “I am on the path to great discovery,” he wrote. “But will I reach it?” Tolstoy’s words began to reverberate in the echo chamber of his mind: “Man is powerless in the flesh but free through the spirit.” Suddenly uplifted, Wittgenstein pleaded for salvation from a nameless force: “May the spirit be in me!” He began to carry The Gospels in Brief everywhere he went, “like a talisman,” convinced that the book bestowed on him an “indescribable” blessing.

               The philosopher’s ultimate goal became “a state of indifference to the difficulties of external life.” When he felt himself nearing such a state, he noted down further reflections on logic. But such flashes of clarity were outnumbered by spells of despair: “This is what ‘sin’ is, the unreasoning life, a false view of life. From time to time I become an animal. Then I can think of nothing but eating, drinking, and sleeping. . . . And then I suffer like an animal, too, without the possibility of internal salvation. I am then at the mercy of my appetites and aversions.”

               In June 1916, Wittgenstein’s jottings became more explicitly spiritual in tenor: “What do I know about God and the purpose of life? . . . I cannot bend the happenings of the world to my will: I am completely powerless.” Belief in God promised to clarify his long-standing “questions about the meaning of life”: “The world is given me, i.e. my will enters into the world completely from outside as into something that is already there.” Religious faith promised to free us from our own meekness, the inevitable disappointments of the will when it chafed against circumstance.

               Wittgenstein’s God filled the void that had long tormented the philosopher. “A man who is happy must have no fear,” he wrote. “Not even in the face of death.” The coded entries from his diary are even more revealing:


                    28 Mar 16: . . . and would have to take my life. I suffered the agonies of Hell. And yet the image of life was so attractive to me that I wanted to live again. I will not poison myself until I really want to poison myself.

                    6 Apr 16: Life is an . . .

                    7 Apr 16: ordeal, from which one gains relief only occasionally in order to remain susceptible to new torments. A horrible assortment of torments. An exhausting march, coughing through the night, the company of drunkards, of base and stupid people. Do good, and be glad of your virtue. Am ill and have a bad life. God help me. I am a poor, unhappy man.



               Life on the front unfolded in an endless series of petty degradations. As the passage of time slowed, then ground to halt, Wittgenstein felt himself challenged not only by the deprivations of war but also by his failure to find meaning in pain.

               Wittgenstein’s wartime experiences may not have clarified his years of suffering, but they did leave a deep imprint on his evolving philosophy. Far from the petty squabbles of the academy and from the stifling formality of his childhood home, he reimagined his life as a Romantic quest, suffused with spiritual meaning:


                    5 May 16: At the observation post I am like the prince in the enchanted castle. Now during the day everything is quiet, but in the night it will certainly be frightful! Will I endure it???? Tonight will show. God stand by me!!

                    6 May 16: In constant danger of death. Through the grace of God the night went well. From time to time I become afraid. That is the fault of a false view of life! Understand the men! Whenever you want to hate them, try to understand them instead. Live in inner peace! But how does one arrive at inner peace? ONLY by living so as to please God! Only in this way is it possible to bear life.



               Wittgenstein’s conversion experience did not render meaningless his years of philosophical toil. Rather, the stakes of philosophy became indistinguishable from the moral imperatives of religion: “Only from the consciousness of the uniqueness of my life arises religion—science and art.”

               What seems a dramatic, perhaps even inexplicable, transformation in Wittgenstein’s thought has important precedents in Western philosophy. Schopenhauer, whom Wittgenstein read as a boy, described vividly the experience of complete immersion in the world, when the perceiving subject becomes indistinguishable from the object of its perception. For the poets and philosophers of the Romantic era, this kind of immersion was the sine qua non of aesthetic experience: the sublime. Schopenhauer’s “supporter of the world and of all objective existence” became in Wittgenstein’s characteristically gnomic prose a theological revelation: “I am my world.”

               For such an experience of complete immersion to occur, Wittgenstein wrote, the object of perception “needed to take on for the individual an importance.” To illustrate his point, he described the experience of looking at an ordinary stove. As a mere “thing among things,” the stove is as insignificant as any other object. When it becomes a world unto itself, however, it radiates with untold meaning. If I allow the stove to become, albeit temporarily, my entire world, and everything else is bleached “colorless by contrast with it,” then I will become so absorbed by the object of my attention that I no longer recognize myself as an independent being. The usual boundary separating subject and object will begin to blur. Indeed, “it is equally possible to take the bare present image as the worthless momentary picture in the whole temporal world” and to perceive it as “the true world among shadows.” It was this delicate truth that Wittgenstein spent the rest of his career trying to illuminate.

               This was not simply an academic exercise. Wittgenstein argued that when the whole of consciousness is absorbed by a single object, we become aware of our utter contingency and even precariousness. What is so need not be: it was this feeling that Wittgenstein sought to convey, and around which his increasingly idiosyncratic faith revolved. Wittgenstein soon realized that aesthetic contemplation, like spiritual ecstasy, could evoke in the beholder this very sense of his own contingency. Indeed, “the work of art is the object seen sub specie aeternitatis,” just as “the good life is the world seen sub specie aeternitatis.” “This,” Wittgenstein wrote, “is the connexion between art and ethics.”

               Despite his eloquent public disquisitions on the limits of philosophy, in private Wittgenstein remained racked by guilt throughout his life. His diary records a conscience that “plagues me & won’t let me work.” Reading Kierkegaard on suffering and faith only heightened his anguish.


               I don’t want to suffer; that is what unsettles me. I don’t want to let go of any conveniences or of any pleasure. (I would not fast, for example, or even restrain myself in my eating.) But I also don’t want to oppose anyone & involve myself in discord. At least not as long as the matter is not placed right before my eyes. But even then I fear that I might dodge it. In addition an ineradicable immodesty dwells in me. In all my pitifulness I still always want to compare myself to the most significant persons. It is as if I could find solace only in the recognition of my pitifulness.



               Wittgenstein’s coded diaries bespeak an intense longing for salvation. Yet a stubborn “immodesty” seemed to stand in the way of this total selflessness, or complete immersion in the fact of the divine.


               Few things are as difficult for me as modesty. Now I am noticing this again as I read in Kierkegaard. Nothing is as difficult for me as to feel inferior; even though it is only a matter of seeing reality as it is. Would I be able to sacrifice my writing for God?



               This pattern of self-recrimination became increasingly obsessive and self-referential. Wittgenstein admonished himself for often seeking to gain favor with his audience through “a somewhat comic turn” in his lectures, “to entertain them so that they willingly hear me out.” In conversation, he depended on the opinion of others: “A good word from someone or a friendly smile has a lasting effect on me, pleasantly encouraging & assuring, & an unpleasant, that is, unfriendly word has an equally long effect, depressing.” Everything he did, “these entries included,” was “tinted by vanity.” “The best I can do,” he wrote ruefully, is “to separate, to isolate the vanity & do what’s right in spite of it, even though it is always watching. I cannot chase it away.” But the desire to rid himself of vanity became in itself a pathology, a mark of sin: “When I say I would like to discard vanity, it is questionable whether my wanting this isn’t yet again only a sort of vanity.”

               As his mind darkened, the philosopher felt himself edging toward madness: “A storm is blowing and I cannot collect my thoughts.” His philosophical work was “lacking in seriousness & love of truth.” His lectures were mere stumblings in the dark: “I have . . . cheated often by pretending to already understand something while I was still hoping that it would become clear to me.” Yet even as Wittgenstein found fault in all his endeavors, he remained somehow cognizant that his endless accusations had little, if any, basis in fact: “But if I now think of my sins & it is only a hypothesis that I have performed these acts, why do I regret them as if any doubt about them was impossible?” Unassuaged, Wittgenstein resigned himself to a life of endless gloom, hoping that misery would “somehow cleanse” him of fault but unable to convince himself that his suffering would ever cease.


               Let me confess this: After a difficult day for me I kneeled during dinner today & prayed & suddenly said, kneeling & looking up above: “There is no one here.” That made me feel at ease as if I had been enlightened in an important matter.



               Trying to quiet his mind, Wittgenstein turned to Kierkegaard’s Johannes as a spiritual model. “What must I do so that It becomes bearable as it is?” Kierkegaard had defined “purity of heart” as the capacity “to will [only] one thing,” yet this one thing proved elusive for Wittgenstein. To convey the single-minded dedication required of the truly pure, Kierkegaard describes purposeful action in terms of locomotion: “He becomes solitary, and then he undertakes the movement.” This slow-motion, perfectly distilled model of intentionality demanded that one “concentrate the whole substance of his life and the meaning of actuality into one single desire.” Only then is true clarity of thought possible: “In the next place, the knight will have the power to concentrate the conclusion of all his thinking into one act of consciousness.”

               Having committed himself to this state of perfect self-awareness, Wittgenstein soon found himself ensnared in an endless dialogue with his rational faculties, beset by the nagging doubt of the metaphysician: “Any fight in this is only a fight against myself,” he declared. “The harder I beat, the harder I get beaten. But it is my heart that would have to submit, not simply my hand.” Placing himself just outside the circle of salvation, he bemoaned his lot: “Were I a believer, that is, would I intrepidly do what my inner voice asks me to do, this suffering would be over.”

               In the 1930s, Wittgenstein began to turn away from his earlier understanding of philosophy as digging down to the real; no longer was the structure of language dictated by reality. Before the war, Wittgenstein had believed in a logical relationship between philosophical propositions and the world. He argued that propositions—that is, thoughts expressed in logical language—can give us an accurate picture of the world, much as an architect’s model can accurately represent a house. In other words, the only possible relationship between language and the objects it describes is referential. If language is to be both meaningful and accurate, words such as “dog” and “flower” must function as mental pictures, or representations of dogs and flowers.

               Gradually Wittgenstein’s interest shifted to the images that hold us captive, the forces that tempt us, the way things appear to us. Few of the scholars who have tried to understand Wittgenstein’s later philosophy have realized that he was making sense of his own suffering through his work. In a lecture on moral philosophy, the eminent philosopher struggled to convey the impossibility of his task. The logician had abandoned the certainties of logic: “Our words will only express facts, as a teacup will only hold a teacup full of water, [even] if I were to pour out a gallon over it.”

               Held captive by an imperfect language, we can see the world only one way. The solution, then, was simple: to accept things as they are. In other words, once we have “exhausted the justifications” for suffering, we reach “bedrock,” and our “spade is turned.” In such a moment the challenge is not merely dwelling upon it. “The difficulty here is: to stop.” The “solution to the problem of life in space and time,” then, lies “outside space and time.” In the absence of any scientific solutions, the solution could lie only in the vanishing of the question, “when [the problem] no longer concerns us” and we go on living.

               One particular thought, however, continued to torment him. “I have been through it several times before,” he once wrote to a wartime friend. “It is the state of not being able to get over a particular fact.” On Nov. 19, 1936, Wittgenstein wrote in his diary, “About 12 days ago I wrote to Hansel a confession of my lie concerning my ancestry. Since that time I have been thinking again and again how I can & should make a full confession to everyone I know. I hope & fear! Today I feel a bit sick, chilled. I thought: ‘Does God want to put an end to me before I could do the difficult thing?’ May it turn out well!”


               Weary & disinclined to work or really incapable . . . After having now made that one confession it is as if I couldn’t support the whole edifice of lies anymore, as if it had to collapse entirely. If only it had entirely collapsed already!



               The next week, on November 24, he wrote, “Today I mailed the letter with my confession to Mining. Even though the confession is candid, I am still lacking the seriousness that is appropriate to the situation.”


               My Dear Friend Hansel:

               I lied to you & several others back then during the Italian internment when I said that I was descended one quarter from Jews and three quarters from Arians, even though it is just the other way round. This cowardly lie has burdened me for a long time & like many other lies I also told this one to others. Until today I have not found the strength to confess it.



               Late in life, Wittgenstein came to see all mental suffering as analogous to “the suffering of an ascetic who stood raising a heavy ball, amid groans.” We set him free simply by telling him to “drop it.”

               Why, then, had he not dropped it earlier? He had accommodated himself to a faulty system, a way of seeing the world that was intended to provide solace but in fact caused pain. Indeed, the solution to all philosophical and existential problems could be compared to “a gift in a fairy tale: In the magic castle it appears enchanted, and if you look at it outside in daylight it is nothing but an ordinary bit of iron.”
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 206    Rudolf Otto: It was in a Moroccan synagogue in 1911 that Rudolf Otto first experienced spiritual transcendence. Only one synagogue of its kind still exists in the country today.

               Otto recorded the visit in his diary: “On the Sabbath. A small, dimly lighted room, not 10 meters long, hardly 5 meters wide. Subdued light floats in from above. The walls, fitted with brown wainscoting, are censed by smoke from 30 hanging oil-lamps.”

               Otto’s guide, Chayyim el Malek, had led him through “the labyrinthine streets of the ghetto and [up] two narrow, gloomy staircases” to this hidden temple. “Already in the dark, incredibly filthy vestibule,” Otto recounted, “we hear the ‘blessings’ of the prayers and the Scripture readings, those half-sung, half-spoken nasal chants that the synagogue bequeathed to both the church and the mosque.”

               The Lutheran theologian was soon taken by the intoned melody as he began “to distinguish certain, regular modulations and cadences, which follow one another like leitmotifs. At first the ear tries to separate and understand the words in vain, and soon one wants to quit trying. Then suddenly the tangle of voices resolves itself and . . . a solemn fear overcomes one’s limbs.”

               The congregation chanted in unison:


               Qadôš qadôš qadôš ‘elohîm adonay şebaôt

               Male’û haššamayim wehaareş kebôdô!



               For Otto, the force of these words, the Kadusha, cut across barriers of time and place. “I have heard the Sanctus, sanctus, sanctus of the Cardinals in St. Peter’s, the Swiat, swiat, swiat in the Cathedral of the Kremlin, and the Hagios, hagios, hagios of the patriarch in Jerusalem,” he later wrote. “In whatever language these words are spoken, the most sublime words that human lips have ever uttered, they always seize one in the deepest ground of the soul, arousing and stirring with a mighty shudder the mystery of the otherworldly that sleeps therein.”

               A hundred years before Rudolf Otto wrote those words, the eighteenth-century German philosopher and theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher argued that religious experience was, at its core, opposed to intellection: it sprang from a feeling of utter dependence, the loss of a recognizable self. Whereas the rational self sought to broaden its boundaries through observation and analysis, to project itself out into the world, the spiritual self experienced faith as a form of ecstatic obliteration. Schleiermacher’s thesis would have a lasting influence on Rudolf Otto, as it would on many others who studied religion and human psychology over the course of the following century.

               Rather than focusing on the validity of a given religious tradition, Schleiermacher approached all religious traditions as fundamentally similar. More important than doctrine or ritual was the felt experience of faith: “It is the consciousness that the whole of our spontaneous activity comes from a Source outside us.” Schleiermacher’s radical views on religion were consistent with his upbringing. In 1749 his grandfather, known for his unorthodox views on theology, was charged with sorcery and witchcraft. His father was an Enlightenment pastor who immersed himself in the works of Kant, Spinoza, and Plato.

               According to Schleiermacher, all human beings have a natural capacity for religion. “The more ardent the thirst and the more persistent the drive to grasp the infinite,” he wrote, “the more manifoldly will the mind itself be seized by it.” In his early works, Schleiermacher wrote that “the original intuition . . . from which all these views derive determines the character of its feeling.” In other words, the initial impulse or “intuition” that sparks religious faith gives shape to subsequent spiritual experiences.

               The defining characteristic of all such experiences was absolute dependence on an Other. “The moment before consciousness divides into thought and action”—for Schleiermacher, the “secret moment”—marked the point at which the human mind was receptive to the divine. This is the moment before the mind forces perceptions into the mold of thought and is instead rapt by sheer sensory experience: “That first mysterious moment that occurs in every sensory perception, before intuition and feeling have separated, where sense and its objects have, as it were, flowed into one another and become one.”

               Such moments were, by their very definition, fleeting: “I know how indescribable it is and how quickly it passes away. . . . Would that I could and might express it, at least indicate it without having to desecrate it! It is as fleeting and transparent as the first scent with which the dew gently caresses the waking flowers, as modest and delicate as a maiden’s kiss, as holy and fruitful as a nuptial embrace; indeed, not like these, but it is itself all of these.” When the mind is in such a state of sheer receptivity, the familiar boundaries separating the self from the objects of its perception dissolve: “A manifestation, an event develops quickly and magically into an image of the universe. Even as the beloved and ever-sought-for form fashions itself, my soul flees toward it; I embrace it, not as a shadow, but as the holy essence itself.” The believer lies in “the bosom of the infinite world,” becoming its very “soul,” feeling “all its powers and its infinite life” as his own.

               For Schleiermacher, then, the numinous was not simply a matter of everyday perception. Rather, it referred to a particular psychological, or even aesthetic, disposition. In the language of cognitive neuroscience, one might describe Schleiermacher’s “natal hour” as “prereflective consciousness,” an experience of the self before the mind walls it off from the surrounding world: “This feeling, of which you are frequently scarcely aware, can in other cases grow to such intensity that you forget both the object and yourselves because of it; your whole nervous system can be so permeated by it that for a long time that sensation alone dominates and resounds and resists the effect of other impressions.”

               For Schleiermacher, however, religion was not alone in fostering a sense of a power greater than the self. Speaking to a group of student-soldiers who were about to help liberate Prussia from French forces, Schleiermacher extolled the transcendent potential of political struggle. With the students’ firearms piled near the altar or resting against the walls of the church, Schleiermacher ascended to the pulpit: “There, in this holy place, and at this solemn hour, stood the physically so small and insignificant man, his noble countenance beaming with intellect, and his clear, sonorous, penetrating voice ringing through the overflowing church. . . . And when, at last, with the full fire of enthusiasm, he addressed the noble youths already equipped for battle, and next, turning to their mothers, the greater number of whom were present, he concluded with the words, ‘Blessed is the womb that has borne such a son! blessed the breast that has nourished such a babe!’ a thrill of deep emotion ran through the assembly, and amid loud sobs and weeping, Schleiermacher pronounced the closing Amen.”

           [“hanging oil-lamps”: Rudolf Otto, Autobiographical and Social Essays, ed. Gregory D. Alles (Berlin: Walter de Greyter, 1996), 80–81. All subsequent quotations from Otto refer to this source.
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Notes

 211    spiritual capture: For Paul Tillich, one of the greatest theologians of the early twentieth century, grace was not a matter of good deeds or just deserts. Indeed, Tillich insisted that God demands of us “no religious or moral or intellectual presupposition”—“nothing,” that is, “but acceptance.” In a handwritten note, now in the archives of the Harvard Divinity School, Tillich offered a startling interpretation of his faith: “[Christianity] offers . . . a way out, a way in which the existentialist analysis is accepted, in which materialism, idealism, and supernaturalism are overcome, in which the self is liberated.”

               Despite the seeming confidence of this proclamation, Tillich endured a life marked by profound pain, and his philosophy dwelled more often on imprisonment than on liberation. His first spiritual crisis came with the death of his mother, when he was seventeen years old. A poem he penned shortly thereafter foreshadowed his lifelong philosophical interests, what he would come to call “being and nonbeing”:


               Am I then I? who tells me that I am!

               Who tells me what I am, what I shall become?

               What is the world’s and what life’s meaning?

               What is being and passing away on earth?

               O abyss without ground, dark depth of madness!

               Would that I had never gazed upon you and were sleeping like a child!



               For Tillich, the loss of his mother was not simply the loss of a loved one; in a single moment, the very “ground” of his existence had dropped away. Later in life his friend Rollo May, the American psychologist, described the abyss into which the adolescent had been suddenly cast: “At [his mother’s] death he felt the whole world disappear from under his feet. In all its concrete vividness he experienced the reality of nothingness. . . . His orientation . . . was gone; there was no longer any up or down.”

               Years later, Tillich’s experience as a military chaplain in World War I would have a similarly profound and destabilizing effect on his understanding of human psychology. Having witnessed some of the bloodiest battles of the war, including Verdun and the Somme, he recorded the sheer chaos in a letter to his father: “Hell rages around us.” At the Battle of the Marne, the sight of so many wounded and the experience of tending to the dying and the dead “absolutely transformed me.” All told, Tillich was hospitalized three times during the war, for “nervous breakdowns.”

               Even after establishing himself as a prominent theologian and philosopher, Tillich remained haunted by these images of death: “True experience has its roots in suffering, and happiness is a blossom which opens itself up only now and then.” Over the course of the war, Tillich had become unrecognizable to himself; long after the fighting had ended, he struggled to revive his interest in intellectual and spiritual pursuits, in love and marriage. “I have constantly the most immediate and very strong feeling that I am no longer alive,” he wrote. “Therefore I don’t take life seriously. To find someone, to become joyful, to recognize God, all these things are things of life. But life itself is not dependable ground. . . . I preach almost exclusively ‘the end.’”

               While in his writings Tillich was the most logically rigorous of philosophers, in person he was rarely free of anxiety. “Paulus lived in fear,” explained his wife, Hannah. “His nervous body was tense; his desires, many. His fingers would fiddle with a pebble from the beach, a silver coin, or a paper clip. He breathed unevenly and sighed heavily, an ever-guilt-ridden Christian in distress.” Tillich would later describe his anxiety as “the threat of non-being,” a threat that “belongs to existence itself.” His philosophy dwelled on the central paradox of all human endeavor: “We are not always aware of our having to die, but in the light of the experience of our having to die, our whole life is experienced differently.” He believed that any balm for psychic distress, whether spiritual or psychotherapeutic, had to address this fundamental paradox of human psychology.

               For Tillich, the threat of nonbeing encompassed not only physical death but the loss of one’s identity, of whatever had once seemed to define us. To an audience of pastoral counselors, he described our looming destiny as a simple fact: “Anxiety is the awareness of finitude. Man comes from nothing and goes to nothing. He always lives in the conscious or unconscious anxiety of having to die. Non-being is present in every moment of his being.” Awareness of our finitude was necessarily accompanied by feelings of alienation: “Everyone participates in the estranged character of existence,” Tillich explained. “All men are estranged from what they essentially are. It is their tragic predicament to be guilty of this estrangement, although it is universal and inescapable.” This “bondage to estrangement” results from our inability to accept our finitude, our inevitably fallen state: “Nothing is more difficult than to say ‘yes’ to oneself, especially if we see ourselves in the mirror of what we essentially are and should be.”

               In his sermons, Tillich probed this very challenge. “And now,” he intoned, “let us look down into ourselves to discover there the struggle.” Coaxing his audience along a path of understanding, he asked, “Who has not, at some time, been lonely in the midst of a social event?” Paradoxically, the sense of our “separation from the rest of life” is sharpest when we are surrounded by others. Only then do we realize how “fundamentally strange we are to each other, how estranged life is from life.” It was these moments of estrangement that captured Tillich’s imagination: “Each one of us draws back into himself. We cannot penetrate the hidden centre of another individual; nor can that individual pass beyond the shroud that covers our own being. Even the greatest love cannot break through the walls of the self. Who has not experienced that disillusionment of all great love?”

               The self was fundamentally alone in the world. Simply leaving behind that solitude was not an option: “If one were to hurl away his self in complete self-surrender, he would become a nothing, without form or strength, a self without self, merely an object of contempt and abuse.” Rather, we are saddled with the inherent paradoxes, even cruelties, of selfhood. “How often,” Tillich continued, “we commit certain acts in perfect consciousness, yet with the shocking sense that we are being controlled by an alien power.” Solace and salvation do not depend simply on choosing to act justly; we cannot hope to overcome our sinful and irrational nature.

               For the suffering soul, then, the only hope lay in being “struck by grace.” Grace, for Tillich, referred not merely to “moral self-control,” but also to the experience of radical reconciliation with a power greater than oneself. This unnamable power “strikes us when we walk through the dark valley of a meaningless and empty life”: “It strikes us when, year after year, the longed-for perfection of life does not appear, when the old compulsions reign within us as they have for decades, when despair destroys all joy and courage. Sometimes at that moment a wave of light breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a voice were saying: You are accepted.”

           [“but acceptance”: Paul Tillich, The Shaking of the Foundations (New York: Scribner, 1953), 161–62.

           “the self is liberated”: Papers of Paul Tillich, Lecture Notes (collection bMS 649), Andover Theological Library, Harvard Divinity School, Cambridge, MA.
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Notes

 262    release: Mary Karr, David Foster Wallace’s lover for a time, became sober with him. Twenty years later she described her experience: “You assume that when you quit drinking, you’re surrendering to that kind of nasty schoolmarm rule-maker. But for me getting sober has been freedom—freedom from anxiety and freedom from . . . my head. What has kept me sober is not that strict rule-following schoolmarm. There’s more of a loving presence that you become aware of that is I think everyone’s real, actual self—who we really are. Blake said, ‘We are put on earth a little space, / That we might learn to bear the beams of love.’ And I think, quote-unquote, ‘bearing the beams of love’ is where the freedom is, actually. Every drunk is an outlaw, and certainly every artist is. Making amends, to me, is again about freedom. I do that to be free of the past, to not be haunted. That schoolmarm part of me—that hypercritical finger-wagging part of myself that I thought was gonna keep me sober—that was actually what helped me stay drunk. What keeps you sober is love and connection to something bigger than yourself. When I got sober, I thought giving up was saying goodbye to all the fun and all the sparkle, and it turned out to be just the opposite. That’s when the sparkle started for me.”

           [“That’s when the sparkle started”: Nina Puro, “Mary Karr: David Foster Wallace and I Kept Each Other Alive,” Salon, May 23, 2013. http://www.salon.com/2013/05/23/mary_karr_infinite_jest_was_unkind_partner/.]
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