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It seems like people tend to research psychopathy and other personality disorders 
after they've been burned. I have decided to repost an entry from last year that 
examines some of the reasons why there is so little psychopathy awareness in the 
general public. Ideally, this information can reach the general public, so people can 
spot the symptoms of dangerous personality disorders before they get harmed.  
 
Perhaps because they're so dangerous and destructive - the closest approximation to 
metaphysical evil that human beings can embody - the general public has a morbid 
fascination with psychopaths. We see them featured frequently on the news. The 
media seems to be intrigued by men like Scott Peterson and Neil Entwistle, who 
remorselessly murder their wives so that they can fool around more easily with other 
women. The public eats up this sordid information. True crime books about 
psychopathic killers tend to be best sellers. Similarly, biographical works about 
Hitler and Stalin continue to sell well. Yet, paradoxically, as fascinated as the general 
public may be with psychopaths and their evil deeds, they're far less interested in 
what makes these people tick and how to recognize and avoid them in real life. As 
mentioned, there are a few highly informative studies of psychopathy, some of which 
- Stout's The Sociopath Next Door, Babiak and Hare's Snakes in Suits and Brown 
MA's The Women Who Love Psychopaths - are written for a general audience. These 
books describe clearly and without unnecessary jargon the psychology of evil 
individuals. Unfortunately, however, such informative works tend to be less popular 
than the dramatic news coverage of psychopathic killers or the horror stories we read 
in true crime and thrillers. Why so?  
 
The first answer I'll offer is in the form of an analogy. When I (and probably most 
other people too) shop for a car, I don't need someone to explain to me in great detail 
the mechanics behind how the car functions. I may read Consumer Reports online to 
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see how the car's rated in various relevant categories, such as overall quality, safety 
and gas mileage. Then I look at it in person, to see if I like it and if it's the right size to 
suit my family's needs. In other words, a superficial knowledge of the car suffices for 
me. That's how most people feel about the psychopaths featured on the news, in 
history or true crime books and in the movies. They grasp the phenomenon 
superficially: that evil people exist and do horrible things to others. But they don't 
feel like they need to understand these people on a deeper psychological level. Which 
brings me to my second reason. We tend to view psychopaths as a form of titillating, 
if morbid, entertainment. We may disapprove of their horrific crimes, but their 
capacity for evil fascinates us. Third, and perhaps most importantly, we hold 
psychopaths at arm's length, so to speak, in our own minds. I can't even count how 
many times I've heard people interviewed on the news about a violent murder say 
that they can't believe it happened to their families or in their neighborhood. We 
believe that the great misfortune of being the victim of a psychopathic killer, rapist, 
conman, spouse or lover only befalls others. Somehow, we assume that our families 
and we are immune to such terrible things happening to us. Perhaps we believe that 
we're too wise, too well educated and live in too good of a neighborhood to fall into 
the hands of social predators.  
 
If you think about it rationally, however, you come to realize that this 
belief rests upon an illusion. It may be true that you and your loved ones are not 
statistically likely to fall prey to a psychopathic serial killer. Experts estimate that 
there are only about 50 to 100 serial killers circulating in the country at any given 
moment. It's therefore rational not to live your life in the fear that you'll be attacked 
by one of them. But it's not statistically likely that you'll avoid any intimate 
involvement with a psychopath for the rest of your life. As mentioned, psychopaths 
constitute roughly 4 percent of the population. This is significant, given the number 
of lives they touch and the kind of damage they can inflict. Psychopaths are 
exceedingly sociable, highly promiscuous, have many children, move from location to 
location and, generally speaking, they get around. Their malady is technically called 
"antisocial personality disorder" not "asocial personality disorder." An asocial person 
avoids human contact. An antisocial person, on the contrary, seeks others in 
order to use, con, deceive, manipulate, betray and ultimately destroy 
them. That's what psychopaths do. They feed, like parasites, upon our 
lives. They live for the thrill of damaging healthier, more productive and 
more caring human beings.  
 
Statistically speaking, there are decent chances that you have a psychopath in your 
extended family. There are even better odds that at some point you ran across one or 
will encounter one in your life. Perhaps it was a boyfriend who seemed perfect at first 
but turned out to be an abusive sex addict. It may be a difficult boss who makes work 
unbearable for his employees. Or maybe it was a manipulative professor who became 
a minor despot in the department. Perhaps it was a teacher who got too chummy 
with his students and even seduced some of them. Or perhaps it was a friend who 
appeared to be kind and loving, only to repeatedly backstab you. Maybe it was a 
conartist who took your elderly mother's life savings, or a portion of her hard-earned 
money, and vanished into thin air. Moreover, any psychopath can cause you physical 
harm and endanger your life. It doesn't have to be one predisposed to rape and 
murder. Scott Peterson and Neil Entwistle were not sadistic serial killers. They were 
your garden variety charismatic psychopaths who found marriage a bit too 
inconvenient and incompatible with the new, wilder paths they wanted to pursue in 
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life. Their incapacity to regard others as fellow human beings renders all psychopaths 
extremely dangerous.  
 
Since empathy, moral principles and the capacity to love don't play a role in any 
psychopath's decision-making process, the transition from sub-criminal to criminal 
psychopath can be fluid and unpredictable. Just about any psychopath could easily 
engage in violent behavior. My main point here is the following: learning about 
psychopathy is not a matter of technical psychology research or of abstract theories 
that are largely irrelevant to the general public. This information is highly pertinent 
to all of us. It's far more useful than learning all the technical details about how your 
car works, to return to the analogy I offered earlier. You will never need to rebuild 
your car from scratch. At most, you may need to learn how to change a spare tire. But 
it's likely that you'll need to defend yourself, at least emotionally and psychologically, 
from a psychopath who touches your life and aims to undermine your wellbeing. A 
basic knowledge of psychopathy can save you years of heartache at the 
hands of a spouse or lover whom you can never please, who never stops 
lying and cheating on you and who keeps you dangling on the hook. It 
can spare you a lifetime of struggles to save an incorrigibly bad child 
from his or her own misdeeds. It can help you avoid being scammed by con 
artists who are great at their game. It can give you the strength to move on from a job 
where your boss keeps everyone in terror by constantly oscillating between sugar-
sweetness and abuse.  
 
Obviously, such knowledge can't protect you from all harm caused by evil 
individuals. Even if you're informed about psychopathy, you may still have the 
misfortune of becoming the victim of a random crime or of being part of a society 
ruled by a psychopathic dictator. But at least a basic knowledge of psychopathy can 
help those of us who are fortunate enough to live in free societies determine that 
which lies largely within our control: whom we choose to associate with and whom 
we choose to avoid or leave. It can help us recognize the symptoms of this dangerous 
personality disorder so that we don't invite a bad person into our lives with open 
arms. It can give us the strength to end a toxic relationship with an emotional 
predator for good, once his disorder becomes obvious to us. In other words, 
knowledge about psychopathy constitutes the best defense that the general public, 
not just those who have been personally harmed, can have against evil human 
beings: to avoid them whenever possible and to escape them whenever we become 
ensnared into their webs. Needless to say, even those of us who become well 
informed about psychopathy won't be qualified to clinically diagnose them, unless we 
acquire professional training in this domain. But we can become capable of 
recognizing them well enough in real life to want to get away from them. For all 
practical purposes, that's what matters most.  
 


