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Drift-Prevention Rules for Every Chapter
The chapters that follow tether to this contents page. Six rules govern every chapter, and the rules are
stated here so the reader can hold the author to them.

1. Every major claim ties back to HMRGSC where applicable; the framework is not aslogan, it isan
analytical toal.

2. Thefivelayer arc — hypothalamus, primate, triad, imperial, law — is named explicitly; chapters
reference adjacent layers.

3. Citations arereal and locatable. No fabricated sources. Where a claim is the author's synthesis rather
than established literature, it is |abeled as such.

4. Comparative, not partisan, in treating contemporary politics. The pattern is the point.
5. Sensitive topics — cults, atrocity, rights deprivation — are handled analytically, not gratuitously.
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CHAPTER ONE

Roadmap and First Principles

Why a hypothalamus, a chimpanzee, a cult leader, and a Caesar belong together

A neuroscientist in Cambridge, a primatologist at Gombe Stream, a clinical psychologist studying
personality disorder in San Diego, an ancient historian reading inscriptions in Karnak, and a
constitutional lawyer working in The Hague rarely meet at the same table. Their journals do not cite
each other. Their conferences do not overlap. Their funding agencies recognize them as different
intellectual species. And yet, on close inspection, they are studying the same thing from five different
distances. The neuroscientist watches a small organ at the base of the brain decide whether the bodly it
serves should rest or run. The primatologist watches a male chimpanzee shake a branch and back his
rival down without anyone touching anyone. The psychologist listens to a charismatic patient describe
his last marriage. The historian reads a list of festivals dedicated to a king's ka-spirit. The lawyer drafts
a brief invoking rights that, on the page, no body can be deprived of. Five disciplines. Five distances.
One curve.

The curve is drawn by an organism that needs resources, that lives among other organisms who
also need resources, and that has evolved a small, ancient accountant in the base of its brain to keep the
books. The accountant is the hypothalamus. It weighs about four grams in an adult human, less than a
sugar packet, and it is older than language, older than the cerebral cortex in any meaningful sense, older
than every social arrangement that anyone trained in any of the five disciplines above has ever bothered
to study. It does not care about politics or religion. It cares about whether you are warm, fed, watered,
breathing, safe, attached, respected, and free to grow, in roughly that order, with the lower needs
preempting the higher whenever they are threatened. When this small organ registers that the resources
you need are sufficiently within reach, it tilts your body toward calm, bonding, generosity, and trust.
When it registers that those resources are not sufficiently within reach, it tilts you toward vigilance,
mobilization, acquisition, and aggression. A great deal of what humans do to one another, individually
and at civilizational scale, is downstream of which way that small organ tilted, and why.

Call this proposition the Hypothalamic Maslowian Resource Gradient Satiation Calculus, or
HMRGSC. The name is a synthesis. Each piece of it points to a literature that already exists. The
hypothalamus has been studied for more than a century as the brain's homeostatic regulator, with
Walter Hess's 1949 Nobel Prize for stimulation experiments and Walter Cannon's 1932 The Wisdom of
the Body marking the foundational moments of the modern picture. Maslow's hierarchy of needs,
published in 1943 in Psychological Review and refined through Maslow's later work, is one of the
most-taught and most-criticized frameworks in twentieth-century psychology. Resource gradients are a
workhorse concept in ecology, economics, and game theory. Satiation thresholds are well-characterized
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in the neuroscience of feeding, thirst, and reward. HMRGSC invents none of these pieces. It puts them
in one room and asks them to talk to each other, and the conversation that results turns out to be the
missing thread that ties otherwise unrelated phenomena together — ape hierarchies and cult dynamics
and imperial pageantry and constitutional law — into a single explanatory frame.

Five layers of one curve

Picture a stack. At the bottom is a single hypothalamus, doing its calculus on behalf of a single body.
Above it is a population of bodies — a chimpanzee community, a human village, a corporation, a
nation — whose hypothalami are all running the same calculus in paralel, and whose decisions are
constantly bumping into each other. Above that is the socia structure that emerges when those
bumping calculations stabilize: hierarchies, alliances, dominance, deference, and the strange recurrence
of an alpha at the top of every group, including groups that swore they would not have one. Above that
is what happens when certain personalities — the dark-triadic ones — discover that they can
mani pulate the calculus of othersto extract resources without reciprocity, and what happens when those
personalities scale up from interpersona exploitation to movement-building to cult formation. And
above that, finaly, is what occurs when a cult of personality fuses with the apparatus of a state and
becomes an imperial cult, with the ruler not merely obeyed but worshipped, and the resource calculus
of an entire civilization collapsed into the satisfaction of one person's appetite.

That stack is the upward sweep. There is also a reverse sweep, running back down the stack and
asking what civil law, criminal law, and human rights are when seen from below. On that view, law is
humanity's most ambitious attempt to take the dominance behavior of the alpha primate and sublimate
it into procedure, into paperwork, into appeal and redress. Law is apha chimping by proxy. It is not the
abolition of dominance. It is the domestication of dominance through ritual and writing. Sometimes that
domestication actually civilizes the drive; sometimes it merely conceals it. Telling the difference, in
any given case, requires looking carefully at conditions that are usually obscured by partisan
vocabulary.

Law is alpha chimping by proxy. It is not the abolition of dominance. It isthe
domestication of dominance through ritual and writing.

The body that runs the books

Most popular accounts of human behavior start with the cortex — with reasoning, with culture, with
narrative — and treat the hypothalamus as plumbing. The polarity is reversed here. Reasoning, culture,
and narrative are rea; they shape outcomes; but they are rarely in charge. The plumbing is in charge.
Anyone who doubts this need only consider what happens to reasoning when the calculus tilts toward
insufficiency. A person who is frightened, hungry, sleep-deprived, socially humiliated, or financially
desperate does not become a worse philosopher; they become a different organism. Their attention
narrows. Their time horizon shortens. Their tolerance for ambiguity collapses. Their willingness to
accept short-term costs for long-term gains evaporates. They become, predictably and amost
mechanically, more tribal, more suspicious, more punitive, and more receptive to anyone who promises
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rapid restoration of the missing resource. This is not a mora failing. It is a feature. The same
neuroendocrine machinery that lets us fall in love and write symphonies will, under sufficient resource
stress, produce a lynch mob. Any framework for human socia behavior that does not begin here will
spend the rest of itslife being surprised.

An illustration sharpens the point. In June 2011, the National Academy of Sciences published a
study by Shai Danziger and colleagues examining the parole decisions of eight Isragli judges across
more than a thousand cases. The researchers found a striking pattern: the percentage of favorable
rulings dropped from approximately 65 percent at the start of a session to nearly zero by the end, and
reset to 65 percent again after each food break. The judges were experienced, conscientious, and
sincerely engaged with the legal merits of the cases before them. None of them, questioned afterward,
would have said that they ruled differently depending on whether they had recently eaten. Their
cortices were doing legal reasoning. Their hypothalami were keeping the books on blood glucose and
time-since-rest, and the books were quietly shaping the rulings. The Danziger study has been
challenged on methodol ogical grounds by other researchers, with debate continuing about the exact size
of the effect. The broader pattern it points to — that physiological state shapes ostensibly cognitive
decisions in ways the deciders do not detect — is robust across many domains and many studies, and it
is precisaly the pattern HMRGSC predicts.

Or consider a much older illustration. The trial of Socrates in 399 BCE took place against the
background of an Athens still recovering from the Peloponnesian War, the failed Sicilian expedition,
the tyranny of the Thirty, and a series of plague outbreaks that had killed perhaps a third of the
population a generation earlier. Athens's resource calculus, at the population level, was calibrated for
insufficiency. Socrates was not, on the most plausible reading, executed because his philosophical
positions were uniquely dangerous to a stable city; he was executed because a frightened, defeated,
diminished population could not tolerate the kind of disturbance he represented. A century earlier, in
the confident Athens that had just defeated Persia, the same conduct would likely have been irritating
but tolerable. The Athens of 399 was a different organism, and Socrates discovered, at the cost of his
life, that the difference was decisive.

Apes who write things down

Common chimpanzees, bonobos, and humans share roughly 98.7 to 98.8 percent of their DNA,
depending on how one counts. The genome is close enough that the differences in socia structure
between the three species are not principaly genetic. Common chimpanzees are politically
male-dominated and prone to lethal coalitional violence. Bonobos are matriarchal, sex-positive, and
resolve conflict through bonding behavior. Humans are flexibly both, and somehow neither.

Frans de Waal's work in captive chimpanzee colonies, beginning at Burgers Zoo in the Netherlands
in the 1970s, established that chimpanzee politics is recognizably political — coalitions form and
break, alphas rise and fall through alliance management as much as through physical capability, and the
deposed often reconcile with the deposers through ritualized grooming. Jane Goodall's work at Gombe
Stream from 1960 onward documented the darker register: the Four-Year War of the 1970s, in which
the Kasakela community systematically killed the adult males of a splinter group called the Kahama,



The History and Geography of Chimps, Dark Triad Cults, and Imperial Cults Chapter 1 — Roadmap and First Principles

was the first observed instance of inter-community lethal violence in chimpanzees and remains the
canonical case. The behaviora repertoire that human beings inherit from this branch of our family
includes both the coalition-building and the patrol-and-kill, both the reconciliation and the
assassination. Which features are expressed depends on conditions, not on biology alone.

Bonobos, studied in the wild only since the 1970s and most extensively at Wamba in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo by Takayoshi Kano and successors, run a different program. Female
coalitions, often built and maintained through genital-genital rubbing and other forms of sexual contact,
dominate the community even though individual males are larger and stronger than individual females.
Inter-community encounters that would, in chimpanzees, often turn lethal, are in bonobos more likely
to involve sexua contact, food sharing, or peaceful coexistence after an initial period of tension. The
same primate stock — the same genome, the same bodies, the same neuroendocrine machinery —
produces matriarchal sexuality south of the Congo River and patriarchal warfare north of it.

The relevant ecological difference, on the most plausible reading devel oped by Richard Wrangham
and others, is food abundance. Bonobo habitat south of the river is, on average, more reliably
productive; the herbaceous fallback foods that bonobos depend on during fruit shortages are denser and
more consistently available; and the ecological pressure that drives chimpanzee females to forage
solitarily, leaving them vulnerable to male coercion, is reduced. Female bonobos can travel together.
Where they travel together, they form lasting bonds. Where they form lasting bonds, they collectively
resist male aggression in a way that solitary females cannot. Ecology shapes the calculus, the calculus
shapes the socia structure, and the social structure persists across generations because the conditions
persist. Nothing about this process is uniquely chimp or uniquely bonobo. Human societies, running the
same machinery, produce comparable variation in response to comparable conditions.

Hierarchy emerges in human groups even when the groups have set out to abolish it. The 1960s
American communes, the kibbutzim of early Israel, the consciousness-raising groups of second-wave
feminism documented by Jo Freeman in her 1970 essay The Tyranny of Structurelessness, the
flat-management corporate experiments of Buurtzorg and Morning Star and Valve, the open-source
software communities, the Quaker meetings, the congregational churches, the horizontal startups: each
begins with sincere flathess and devel ops, often within afew years, arecognizable functional hierarchy
whose informality conceals its operation rather than removing it. Robert Michels named thisin 1911 as
the iron law of oligarchy, and a century of subsequent organizational research has complicated his
thesis without overturning its central observation. Hierarchy is not a cultural failure to be flatter. It is
the predictable output of many resource calculi running in parallel and needing, somehow, to settle who
eatsfirst.

The minority that exploits the rest

Most people, most of the time, run a cooperative strategy: their calculus integrates other people's
calculations into their own decisions. They negotiate. They feel the pull of the other person's
well-being. They discount their gains by the other person's losses, partly out of moral commitment and
partly because affective empathy makes the other's pain register, faintly but really, in their own body.
The integration is not perfect, but it isreal, and it constrains what most people will do in the pursuit of
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personal advantage. A statistical minority of human beings runs a different strategy. The cluster of traits
that names this minority is the Dark Triad — narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy —
introduced into psychology in the form now used by Delroy Paulhus and Kevin Williams in a 2002
paper of the sametitle.

The narcissist needs admiration; the Machiavellian needs leverage; the psychopath needs a target.
None of the three is paralyzed by the felt cost of harm to others, because in each case some part of the
brake that operates in most people is missing. The narcissist's calculus does not include the slot where
the other's perspective would normally sit. The Machiavellian's calculus has the dlot but treats what is
in it as a game piece. The psychopath's dlot is empty. Bodies running these strategies are freed, in their
pursuit of personal advantage, from the affective constraint that holds most bodies back. In
environments where exit is cheap and reputation is fragmented, the freedom returns gains that more
honest strategies do not. In environments where reputation is durable and exit is costly, the freedom is
identified, marked, and sanctioned.

Which environment a society generates is, accordingly, one of the principal determinants of how
much harm Dark Triad personalities are able to do. Small face-to-face communities produce
high-reputation environments in which Dark Triad strategies are rapidly identified by neighbors who
will be neighbors for decades. Large mobile anonymized societies produce low-reputation
environments in which the same strategies can be run in serial without the practitioner accumulating
consequences. Most of human history was conducted in the first kind of environment. Much of
contemporary life is conducted in the second. The shift is not the fault of any particular party. It is a
feature of demographic, technological, and economic developments that no political program produced
and none can simply reverse. Acknowledging the shift, however, is the precondition for thinking
honestly about what institutional protections against the Dark Triad strategy are worth building, and
which ones are now harder to maintain than they used to be.

The throne that gathered the gauges

An imperial cult is not merely a king with good public relations. It is a systematic fusion of political
power and theological authority, in which the ruler is not just obeyed but venerated — sometimes
literally worshipped, with temples built in his name, priesthoods devoted to his maintenance, sacrifices
offered on his behalf, festivals timed to his calendar, and a body of doctrine articulating the cosmic
significance of his office. The pattern is older than writing. By the time written records appear, it is
already fully formed. The pharaonic system of Egypt, with the king identified with Horus during life
and Osiris a death, ran with remarkable continuity for some three thousand years across thirty
dynasties and several foreign conquests. The Roman imperia cult, constructed by Augustus on the
foundation of Caesar's posthumous deification in 42 BCE, ran with theological adjustments through the
Christianization of Constantine in the early fourth century and then for another thousand years in
Byzantine form. The Mandate of Heaven framework that legitimated Chinese imperia rule from Han
through Qing accommodated Mongol and Manchu conguerors as well as native dynasties and lasted, in
continuous operation, for more than two thousand years.
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The pattern recurs independently in regions that had no contact with the Mediterranean or Chinese
traditions for most of their development. The Sapa Inca was the son of Inti, the sun god. The Mexica
tlatoani ruled as the cosmic anchor through whom Huitzilopochtli's necessary sustenance was
organized. The Khmer devaraja was the earthly center of a stone cosmogram at Angkor. Imperial
Japan's emperor descended in unbroken line from Amaterasu, the sun goddess. The Habsburg pietas
Austriaca embedded the dynasty in Catholic religious practice in away that bound dynasty and church
into a shared imperial identity for centuries. The cultural materias are different. The structural form —
single individual, occupying an office understood to participate in cosmic order, on whom the resource
calculus of an entire population is calibrated — is remarkably constant.

Modern resurrections demonstrate that the form persists when the vocabulary changes. Napoleon's
self-coronation at Notre Dame in December 1804, with the Pope present but not officiating, was the
single most precise gesture of the transition: the imperial form preserved, the source of legitimation
moved from divine sanction to the leader's own authority. Stalin's cult, despite the Marxist-Leninist
tradition's official rejection of the cult of personality, developed a saturation of public life that exceeded
most pre-revolutionary monarchies. Mao's Cultural Revolution turned the Little Red Book into a daily
liturgical text, with citizens expected to carry it, study it, and invoke it in conversation. The Kim
dynasty of North Korea, now in its third generation, has gone considerably further: dynastic succession,
miraculous birth narratives, ritual calendar, monumental architecture, and a body of articulated
doctrine, all operating within a twentieth-century state that officially rejects religion. The vocabulary
updates. The structural function does not change. The hypothalamus does not care whether the figure
on the wall is a god, a general, or a chairman. It cares whether the resource gradient seems to pass
through him.

The proxy and what it sublimates

Civilizations that grow beyond face-to-face scale need a way to settle disputes that does not depend on
each party's capacity to fight. The first written law codes, including the Code of Ur-Nammu from
around 2100 BCE and the Code of Hammurabi from around 1750 BCE, are mostly about property: who
owns what, what constitutes theft, how compensation is calculated for various injuries. They embed
status hierarchies frankly; Hammurabi's penalties are graduated by social class. They do not pretend to
equality. They are, however, public, written, and predictable. That makes them a different thing from
the ad hoc dominance displays they replace.

The longer arc of legal evolution runs from these early codes through Roman juristic
professionalism, the medieva revival of Roman law in the law schools of Bologna and Paris, the
Magna Carta of 1215, the various European charters and bills of rights of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights, the French Declaration of the Rights of
Man, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948. The conceptual move across thisarc is
remarkable. The dominant individual at the top of the hierarchy was, by the end of it, formally bound
by rules he had not authored and could not unilaterally change. The alpha had been roped to the
ingtitution. The institutional rope, on the formal account, was the law.
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Whether the rope holds is a different question from whether it has been written. Law functions as
sublimation under some conditions and as disguise under others, and the conditions matter. Legal
frameworks operating in conditions of broad sufficiency — most bodies fed, sheltered, secure, with
reasonable expectations for the future — have more room to function as actual sublimation, channeling
the dominance drive into procedural form because the procedural form is producing tolerable outcomes
for most people. Legal frameworks operating in conditions of broad insufficiency — Malthusian
pressure, economic dislocation, ecological collapse, mass migration — have more of their energy
consumed by maintaining the disguise, by giving procedural form to outcomes that the population's
calculus is no longer tolerating. The same legal text can do different work under different conditions,
which is why congtitutional orders that have functioned well for generations can come under stress in
periods of rapid change even when the texts themselves have not been amended.

And when the proxy fails entirely — when the legal buffer is removed for large populations — the
conditions that result are the conditions HMRGSC predicts. Chattel slavery, totalitarian regimes during
their worst phases, partition-era inter-communal violence, contemporary stateless populations. each
demonstrates what raw resource calculus looks like when the institutional protection that ordinary
citizens take for granted is, by design or by collapse, absent. The morbidity and mortality data, the
patterns of belonging-attack, the role of meaning as the gauge most often credited with survival, the
ordinary humans who perpetrate atrocities under the right conditions — all are predictable from the
framework, and all are abundantly documented in the historical and contemporary record.

What HMRGSC is, and what it is not

Three honest disclosures before the argument proceeds.

HMRGSC is a synthesis, not a discovery. Nothing in it is original at the level of individual
components. The hypothalamus has been understood as the brain's homeostatic and autonomic
command center since Cannon and Hess. Maslow published the original hierarchy in 1943 and revised
it through the 1960s; the hierarchy has been fairly criticized for its cultural specificity and lack of
empirical confirmation as a strict ladder, but it remains a useful first-pass taxonomy of the things
humans consistently report needing. Resource gradients and satiation thresholds are textbook concepts
in ecology and behavioral neuroscience. The originality, if any, isin the assembly: the claim that the
hypothalamus runs something like a continuous cal culus over Maslowian resources, and that the output
of that calculus — sufficiency or insufficiency — is the single most predictive variable in human social
behavior.

HMRGSC is a framework, not a theorem. It is not falsifiable in the sharp sense demanded of a
scientific hypothesis. It is a lens. Lenses are evaluated by whether they let observers see things that
could not be seen before, whether they cohere with what is aready known, and whether their
predictions turn out to be useful. By those standards the lens earnsits keep, in the judgment of the pages
that follow. By the standards of a controlled experiment, it does not, and there is no point pretending
otherwise.

HMRGSC isnot alicense for fatalism. Saying that the hypothalamus is in charge does not mean
people are puppets. It means the cortex is a junior partner that can, with effort, shape the conditions
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under which the senior partner does its calculus. The whole project of civilization, on this reading, is
the project of creating environments in which more hypothalami more of the time read as sufficient.
Law is part of that project. So are markets, schools, medicine, art, and religion at their best. These
ingtitutions have failure modes, and the rest of these pages will be honest about them. But the
ingtitutions are not opposed to biology; they are constructions built on the substrate biology supplies,
attempting to amplify some of the evolved repertoires (cooperation, fairness, mutual aid) at the expense
of others (lethal coalitional violence, sexual coercion, exploitation of the weak). Whether any given
institutional arrangement succeeds at this amplification is an empirical question, not a metaphysical
one.

How the argument proceeds

The register here is popular science. Where established science is summarized, the canonical sources
are named. Where the synthesis is the author's — most obviously HMRGSC itself, and the dialectical
reading of law that emerges in the closing argument — the labeling is explicit. Footnotes are absent by
deliberate choice; sources are named in the text where their work is relevant, and the bibliography at the
back assembles the full reading list for those who want the longer studies any individual topic warrants.

Some of the material is uncomfortable. Cult dynamics, atrocity, rights deprivation, and the
conditions under which ordinary people perpetrate extraordinary harms are treated anaytically rather
than gratuitously. The point is never to dwell on horror. The point is to understand the conditions under
which the calculus tips, the tactics by which it is tipped on purpose, and the ingtitutional arrangements
that keep it from tipping in the first place. Understanding is not the only thing that protects people from
harm, but it is the thing without which nothing else protects them for long.

And one last piece of orientation. The argument that follows is long, and the chapters are many.
Each is designed to stand on its own, but the chapters reward a linear reading. Absorbing HMRGSC
and the chimp material first makes the cult and imperial-cult material more intelligible. Absorbing the
cult and strongman material first makes the law section less susceptible to the easy framings that
political vocabulary on either side tries to impose. The whole sweep, taken in order, reaches
conclusions that no single section quite reaches on its own. With that, the argument begins.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Hypothalamus as Resource
Accountant

The almond-sized organ that decides whether you are safe, fed, attached, and free

Find a fresh adult human brain on the dissecting table at any medical school, turn it over, and look at
the underside near the front. Beneath the optic chiasm, where the two optic nerves cross, sits a small
structure about the size of an almond, hanging from a stalk that connects it to the pituitary gland. It
weighs roughly four gramsin an adult, less than a sugar packet. It does not ook impressive. A medical
student inspecting it for the first time, asked to guessits function, would likely say it must do something
modest. The student would be wrong. This small, unassuming structure is the hypothalamus, and it is
doing more work to keep the rest of the brain aive than any other piece of nervous tissue in the body.

It is regulating body temperature, holding the core within a band of less than one degree Celsius
across most conditions. It is monitoring blood glucose, blood pressure, fluid balance, and the
osmolarity of plasma, sending corrective signals whenever any of these drift. It is deciding when the
body is hungry, when it is thirsty, when it istired, when it is in danger, when it is aroused, and when it
should be bonding with the person beside it. It is doing al of this continuously, beneath conscious
awareness, and it has been doing it without interruption since before its owner was born. If a stroke or
tumor disables it suddenly, the body that depends on it dies within hours.

It isaso responsible, in a sense that takes some unpacking, for what people do in the world. Not for
what they decide to do — the cortex handles the deliberation — but for the standing condition out of
which the deciding happens. The hypothalamus sets the weather inside which the cortex chooses. A
cortex deliberating in the calm of awell-regulated hypothal amus reaches different conclusions than the
same cortex deliberating in the alarm of a dysregulated one. This is not a metaphor. It is the reason a
starving negotiator concedes more, a frightened jury convicts faster, and a sleep-deprived legislator
votes for the bill that promises rapid relief. The cortex writes the speech. The hypothalamus chooses the
audience.

A short tour of a deep structure

The hypothalamus is one of the oldest parts of the vertebrate brain. Its basic architecture is conserved
across fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals; the regulatory functions it performs are too
important to be left to evolutionary experimentation. Anatomically, it is divided into a number of small
clusters of neurons called nuclei, each with a specialty.
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The suprachiasmatic nucleus, sitting just above the optic chiasm where the two optic nerves cross,
is the body's master clock. It takes in light information directly from a small subset of retinal cells,
discovered in the early 2000s by David Berson and colleagues, that respond to ambient light
independently of the rod-and-cone system used for ordinary vision. The signals from these cells entrain
the circadian rhythm that governs sleep, hormone release, body temperature, and dozens of other
cycling processes. People who fly across multiple time zones experience jet lag because the
suprachiasmatic nucleus has been calibrated to one light schedule and is now receiving another; the
nucleus shifts at a rate of approximately one hour per day, which is why recovery takes predictable
time. People who work permanent night shifts struggle to adapt because their light environment
changes too inconsistently for the nucleus to settle on a new calibration.

The arcuate nucleus, sitting at the base of the third ventricle, monitors blood-borne signals about
energy balance. Leptin from fat tissue tells it how much adipose reserve the body has accumulated.
Ghrelin from an empty stomach tellsit that nutrients are needed. Insulin from the pancreas tells it about
blood sugar after eating. The nucleus translates these signals into the felt experience of hunger or
satiety, and into adjustments in metabolic rate and thyroid activity that defend a body weight set point.
The nucleus's signaling is why crash dieting tends to fail in the long run; the nucleus reads sustained
low energy intake as famine, lowers metabolic rate to conserve calories, and increases hunger drive
until the balance is restored. The dieter's cortex thinks the dieter is making a choice. The dieter's
hypothalamus is running a famine response.

The paraventricular nucleus is a major output station. It sends signals down to the pituitary that
release hormones into the bloodstream, and signal's out to the autonomic nervous system that switch the
body between calm and alarm states. It contains the neurons that produce corticotropin-releasing
hormone, the trigger for the cortisol response, and the neurons that produce oxytocin, released into the
bloodstream during childbirth, breastfeeding, and social bonding. The paraventricular nucleus is where,
in asense, the resource cal culus becomes hormonal.

Other nuclei speciadlize further. The lateral hypothalamus, classicaly studied in
mid-twentieth-century experiments, drives feeding and broader appetitive behavior; lesions there
produce animals that starve in the presence of food. The ventromedial hypothalamus, by contrast,
signals satiety; lesions there produce animals that eat past any reasonable need. These two nuclei
together — one pushing toward acquisition, the other applying the brake — are the original satiation
calculus, written in flesh. The medial preoptic area regulates body temperature with such precision that
lesions a few millimeters across produce animals unable to thermoregulate. The anterior hypothalamus
governs aspects of sexual and parental behavior. The posterior hypothal amus participates in arousal and
the wake-dleep transition. Each nucleus has been mapped, in increasing detail, across decades of careful
anatomical and functiona work.

What ties them together is their connectivity. The hypothalamus connects upward to the limbic
system — the amygdala, the hippocampus, the cingulate cortex, the insula— where the emotional and
memoria dimensions of experience are integrated. It connects downward, through the brainstem, to the
entire autonomic nervous system, the network of nerves that controls the unconscious operations of the
body: heart rate, breathing rate, digestion, pupil size, sweat, the diameter of blood vessels. And it
connects, through the pituitary, to the endocrine system, which uses the bloodstream to deliver
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chemical messages to every cell in the body. The hypothalamus is the place where the brain becomes
the body and the body becomes the brain. Anything that flowsin either direction passes through here.

The wisdom of the body

Two early-twentieth-century physiologists laid the conceptual groundwork for the way the
hypothalamus is now understood. The first was Walter Cannon, a Harvard physiologist who in 1932
published The Wisdom of the Body, in which he coined the word homeostasis for the body's tendency to
maintain itsinternal environment within a narrow band of variables: temperature, pH, glucose, oxygen,
salinity, and the rest. Cannon argued that this stability was not passive but actively defended, that the
body had a great many regulatory loops constantly correcting deviations from set points, and that the
failure of these loops was what was usually called illness.

Cannon had earlier coined the phrase fight or flight to describe the package of physiological
changes — increased heart rate, dilated pupils, blood shunted to skeletal muscle, digestion suspended
— that the body produced under threat. His insight was that this package was not a malfunction but a
coordinated preparation for emergency action. The package was, in evolutionary terms, a feature,
designed to mobilize an animal's resources rapidly in the few seconds available between recognizing a
predator and either escaping or being eaten. Cannon's term has aged in some respects; later researchers
added freeze as a third option and fawn as a fourth, and the broader picture of stress-response
physiology has become more granular than Cannon described. The basic insight — that emergency
physiology is a coordinated mobilization, not a malfunction — has held up.

The second was Walter Hess, a Swiss physiologist who, beginning in the late 1920s, developed a
technique for stimulating precise points in the brains of awake cats with tiny electrodes. By stimulating
different points in the hypothalamus he could produce, on demand, the full repertoire of behavior
associated with hunger, rage, sleep, defense, and exploration. Stimulate one spot and the cat would arch
its back, hiss, and prepare for attack — even with no threat present. Stimulate another and the cat would
yawn, curl up, and fall asleep — even at midday in a brightly lit room. The experiments were elegant
and influential enough that Hess received the Nobel Prize in 1949.

What Hess had shown was that the hypothalamus was not merely a passive monitor of internal
state. It was an organizer of behavior. Hit the right spot and you got the whole behavioral package —
the posture, the autonomic changes, the motivational state — as a unified output. The hypothalamus
was, in effect, a library of evolved behavioral programs, each filed under the internal condition that
ought to call it up. Subsequent neuroscience has refined this picture; the behaviors are not simply stored
in specific spots but distributed across networks that the hypothalamus orchestrates. The basic finding
— that small structures in the brain's deep regions can produce complete coordinated responses on
stimulation — has been confirmed many times across many species, including, with appropriate
maodifications, in human subjects undergoing deep brain stimulation for medical reasons.

Cannon and Hess together gave the modern picture: an organ that monitors a wide set of interna
variables, compares them to set points, and triggers integrated behavioral and physiological responses
when the variables stray. Calling the hypothalamus a resource accountant captures this function. It is
keeping continuous books on what the organism has and what the organism needs, and it is empowered
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to cal out the rest of the body — through hormones, through autonomic signals, through behavioral
drive — whenever the books do not balance.

The autonomic switchboard

The hypothalamus exerts much of its day-to-day influence through the autonomic nervous system,
which is traditionally divided into two branches that work, roughly, in opposition. The sympathetic
branch is the mobilizer. When the hypothal amus reads insufficiency — athreat, a deficit, an urgent task
— it sends signals down to the sympathetic chain that ramp the body up. Heart rate increases. Breathing
deepens. Pupils dilate to let in more light. Blood is redirected from the gut and the skin toward the
skeletal muscles. Glucose is dumped from the liver into the bloodstream. The adrenal medulla rel eases
epinephrine and norepinephrine, which keep these effects going for minutes after the original signal.
Thisis the package Cannon described: a body prepared for sudden, expensive action.

The parasympathetic branch is the conserver. When the hypothalamus reads sufficiency — safety,
satiety, attachment, the absence of urgent demand — it shifts the balance back toward this branch.
Heart rate slows. Breathing softens. Blood returns to the gut and the skin. Digestion resumes. The
pupils constrict. The system saves energy, repairs tissue, builds reserves. The vagus nerve, the longest
crania nerve in the body, carries most of this parasympathetic traffic from the brainstem down to the
heart and the abdominal organs, and the activity of the vagus is now routinely measured as a proxy for
the body's capacity to settle. Heart rate variability, the small natura variation in the millisecond
intervals between heartbeats, is the noninvasive measurement clinicians use; higher variability indicates
better vagal tone, which correlates with better physical and mental health across many studies.

Stephen Porges's polyvagal framework, developed in the 1990s and elaborated since, describes a
third mode beyond sympathetic mobilization and parasympathetic conservation: a social-engagement
mode mediated by a particular branch of the vagus, in which the body settles and the face, voice, and
posture orient toward connection with others. The polyvagal specifics have been challenged on
anatomical and evolutionary grounds in subsequent comparative neuroscience, but the broader
observation is empirically robust. The body has more than two settings, and the hypothalamus is
choosing among them based on its reading of the situation.

Sufficiency tilts toward parasympathetic dominance, toward digesting and bonding and resting and
growing. Insufficiency tilts toward sympathetic dominance, toward mobilizing and acquiring and
defending and fighting. Almost everything humans do at scales above the individual body — the
hierarchy of the troop, the cult leader's harvest, the imperial pageant, the constitutional court —
operates above this switch but is shaped by what the switch is doing in the bodies of the people
involved.

Sufficiency tilts toward parasympathetic dominance: digesting, bonding, resting,
growing. Insufficiency tilts toward sympathetic dominance: mobilizing, acquiring,
defending, fighting.

The chemical ledger
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If the autonomic nervous system is the fast lane by which the hypothalamus broadcasts its calculus to
the body, the endocrine system is the slow lane, and it carries the messages that linger. Hormones
released through the pituitary travel in the bloodstream and reach every cell in the body, and the
response they produce can last minutes, hours, or in some cases days. Four of these hormones, in
particular, set up the vocabulary used in everything that follows.

Cortisol is the body's main stress hormone. Released by the adrenal cortex under instructions from
the hypothalamus by way of the pituitary, through a regulatory loop called the HPA axis, cortisol
mobilizes energy reserves, sharpens attention, and suppresses functions — digestion, immune response,
reproduction — that are not urgent in an emergency. In short burstsit is adaptive. Sustained over weeks
or months, it is corrosive: it impairs memory, weakens immunity, encodes traumatic memory more
deeply, and predisposes the body to a wide range of illnesses from cardiovascular disease to
autoimmune disorder to clinical depression. Robert Sapolsky's career-spanning work on stress in
baboons in the Serengeti and in human populations, summarized for general readers in Why Zebras
Don't Get Ulcers, makes the case that the chronic activation of this system is one of the characteristic
injuries of modern human life. The emergency response designed to last for minutes is, for many
people, running for years. The body was not built for it.

Oxytocin is the hormone most associated with bonding. Released in large pulses during childbirth
and breastfeeding, it is also released during sex, during the stroking of a partner, during prolonged eye
contact with a person or a pet, during synchronized singing or chanting, and during many other
behaviors humans use to build attachment. Its effects are not, however, uniformly warm. Carsten De
Dreu's experimental work on intergroup behavior, published in a series of papers in the 2010s, showed
that oxytocin tends to enhance trust and cooperation toward members of the in-group while increasing
suspicion or hostility toward perceived outsiders. Oxytocin is better understood as a marker of which
social calculus is running — us-and-them, with strong identification of who is which — than as a
generic love potion. Its closely related cousin vasopressin plays an overlapping role and is particularly
associated with pair bonding and territorial defense, especially in males of socially monogamous
species. Larry Young's work on prairie voles, where vasopressin receptor density predicts whether a
male will form a pair bond with a particular female, has been one of the most instructive natural
experiments in the chemistry of attachment.

Dopamine s, popularly, the pleasure chemical. It is more accurately described as the chemistry of
wanting, of motivated approach, of the gradient between where the organism is and where the next
reward might be. Wolfram Schultz's work on dopaminergic neurons in primates, beginning in the late
1980s and continuing through the present, established that these cells fire most strongly not at the
moment of reward but at the moment of better than expected — the prediction error signal that drives
learning. Dopamine is what makes resources salient. It is what makes humans pursue. It is aso the
chemistry that cult recruiters and casino designers and slot-machine engineers and certain kinds of
romantic partners have learned to manipulate by delivering rewards on intermittent schedules that
maximize wanting and minimize satiation.

Serotonin isthe fourth of the major monoamines, with a more complicated story. Popular accounts
treat it as the mood chemical and SSRIs as the drugs that fix depression by raising it. Both descriptions
are partial. Serotonin is involved in mood, certainly, but also in appetite, sleep, socia rank perception,
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impulse control, and the regulation of aggression. Its effects vary substantially by which of fourteen
receptor subtypes is being activated. The cleanest finding to come out of decades of serotonin research
is that the system is involved in the integration of social information about hierarchy: animals with
reduced serotonergic function tend to be more impulsive and more reactively aggressive, while animals
a the top of hierarchies tend to have higher serotonergic activity than those at the bottom. The
relationship is complex and bidirectional, but the broader picture aligns with the framework: serotonin
participates in the calibration of an organism's place in its social calculus.

These are not all the chemicals that matter. Endogenous opioids, endocannabinoids, prolactin, the
sex steroids, thyroid hormones, the appetite regulators leptin and ghrelin, and many others al
participate in the calculus. But cortisol, oxytocin, vasopressin, dopamine, and serotonin give aworkable
shorthand. When the calculus tilts toward sufficiency, the cortisol load eases and the oxytocin and
endogenous opioid systems take more of the weight; the body settles and seeks connection. When it
tilts toward insufficiency, cortisol rises, dopamine sharpens around whatever might restore the missing
resource, and the body tightens for action. Thisisthe chemical ledger. It is being totaled, continuoudly,
in the bloodstream of every human being now alive.

Set points are not fixed

It would be tidy if the hypothalamus had a set of factory defaults — a fixed body temperature, a fixed
glucose target, a fixed sense of how much social contact is enough — and merely defended them. The
truth is more interesting. The set points the hypothalamus defends are themselves shaped by
experience, particularly early experience, and are revisable across the lifespan in ways that have
enormous consequences for behavior. Peter Sterling and Joseph Eyer introduced the term allostasis in
the late 1980s to name this — stability through change — distinguishing it from classical homeostasis.
The body does not just return to a fixed baseling; it predictively adjusts its baselines in anticipation of
what the environment is expected to demand.

An organism raised in scarcity learns scarcity-calibrated set points. The threshold at which its
hunger system raises an alarm shifts. The threshold at which its threat system fires shifts. The threshold
at which it trusts another organism shifts. These shifts are not pathological; they are adaptive for the
environment in which the organism finds itself. Children raised in scarcity and translocated, in studies
of Romanian orphans by Charles Nelson and others in the 1990s and 2000s, retain physiological
signatures of their early environment well into adolescence and sometimes adulthood, even when their
later environment is abundant. The body remembers.

The problem, of course, is that environments change faster than set points do. A child raised in a
chronically dangerous home develops a hypothalamus calibrated for chronic danger, and that
calibration travels with them into adulthood and into environments that no longer require it. They
startle at ordinary noises. They scan ordinary rooms. They read neutral expressions as hostile. Bessel
van der Kolk's clinical work, summarized for general readers in The Body Keeps the Score, islargely a
description of what miscalibrated set points feel like from the inside and what is required to recalibrate
them. The recalibration is possible, in many cases, but it is slow work, and it is rarely accomplished by
talking alone. Bodies learn through bodies. The therapies that have shown the strongest evidence for
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trauma — traumafocused cognitive-behavioral therapy, Eye Movement Desensitization and
Reprocessing, certain forms of somatic experiencing — are the ones that work directly on the body's
responses rather than only on the cortex's narrative.

Two implications of allostasis matter for everything that follows. First, two people in the same
objective environment can be running profoundly different resource calculi, because their hypothalami
are reading the environment against different baselines. The colleague who finds a deadline energizing
and the colleague who finds it terrifying are not having different opinions about deadlines; they are, in a
real sense, in different bodies. Second, the resource calculus is open to manipulation by anyone willing
to alter the environment, the perceived environment, or the baseline against which the environment is
read. A great deal of what cult leaders and demagogues do, when looked at neurally, is precisely to drag
their followers' set points around — convincing the satisfied that they are deprived, the safe that they
are threatened, the loved that they are alone. Once the set point moves, the cal culus moves with it, and
the autonomic and chemical consequences follow automatically.

The cortex as junior partner

There is a longstanding folk theory of the brain, encouraged by some pop neuroscience, in which a
rational cortex sits on top of an irrational limbic system and a primitive reptilian core, and the work of
becoming a mature human consists in the cortex gradually mastering the lower parts. Paul MaclL ean's
mid-twentieth-century model of the triune brain popularized this picture, and it has been a useful
pedagogical fiction for decades. Modern neuroscience does not support it. The cortex does not sit above
the limbic system in any functional hierarchy that resembles the metaphor. The different parts of the
brain are densely interconnected, with information flowing in every direction, and the idea that reason
is a top-down override of feeling has not survived contact with imaging data. Lisa Feldman Barrett,
summarizing two decades of cognitive and affective neuroscience in How Emotions Are Made, argues
that the entire framing of cortex-versus-limbic is a category error: emotions and reasoning are not
produced by separate structures but constructed together by overlapping networks.

Whét is closer to the truth is something like this. The cortex is extraordinarily powerful at modeling
— at building rich, predictive simulations of self, world, and future. It can elaborate the contents of
consciousness with a sophistication no other animal approaches. But the weight the cortex gives to its
own conclusions, the urgency it assigns, the caring that motivates one simulation over another — these
come from below. Antonio Damasio's somatic marker hypothesis, developed across his books
beginning with Descartes Error in 1994, argues that patients with damage to the parts of the prefrontal
cortex that integrate signals from the body lose the capacity to make good decisions, even when their
pure reasoning is intact. They can list the pros and cons of every option and remain unable to choose.
Reason without affect is paralyzed. Damasio's case studies — particularly the one he calls Elliot, a
successful businessman whose ventromedial prefrontal damage left his I1Q intact while destroying his
ability to run hislife — remain the canonical illustrations.

The hypothalamus, the body, the autonomic state, the chemica ledger — these are not lower
partners in the decision. They are the decision’'s ground. Jonathan Haidt's metaphor of the rider on the
elephant, developed across The Happiness Hypothesis and The Righteous Mind, captures the
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relationship: the rider can urge the elephant in a direction and can sometimes get its way, but if rider
and elephant disagree, the elephant wins. The cortex is the rider. The hypothalamus is the heart of the
elephant, and the elephant is the body that contains them both.

The practical implication is that human social behavior, at any scale, is rarely primarily explained
by what people say they think. People sincerely believe their stated reasons. The reasons are rea to
them. But the reasons are usually rationalizations, in the technical sense — narratives constructed after
the fact to explain a decision the body had already made. Daniel Kahneman's Thinking, Fast and Sow
popularized one version of this for general readers; the underlying research, going back through
Kahneman's collaboration with Amos Tversky beginning in the 1970s and through the broader
behavioral-economics tradition, is vast. Most of what |ooks like deliberation is post-hoc justification for
a body-state already in motion. Anyone expecting human social behavior to track stated reasoning will
spend agreat deal of time being surprised.

HMRGSC, defined precisely

With this background, the framework can be stated more precisely than the opening chapter offered.
The Hypothalamic Maslowian Resource Gradient Satiation Calculus is the proposition that the
hypothalamus runs a continuous, parallel evaluation of perceived resource sufficiency across multiple
need-categories, and that the integrated output of this evaluation — sufficient or insufficient, by what
margin, with what trend — is the single most predictive variable in human social and political behavior.

Severa pieces of that sentence deserve emphasis. Continuous: the calculus runs all the time, not
only in moments of overt decision. Parallel: the hypothalamus is not weighing one need at a time but
integrating across many simultaneously. Perceived: the calculus operates on the brain's model of the
world, not on the world directly, which is what makes it manipulable. Multiple need-categories:
Maslow's hierarchy is the most useful first-pass taxonomy of these categories, and the next chapter
develops the mapping in detail; the framework does not stand or fall on Maslow's specific list.
Integrated output: the hypothalamus does not produce a printout; it produces a body state, an
autonomic balance, an endocrine profile, a felt sense, and these collectively bias every subsequent
perception, memory, judgment, and action. Most predictive variable: the framework's clam is
comparative. It does not deny that culture, ideology, intelligence, and rational argument matter. It
claims that, in head-to-head explanatory contests, the underlying resource calculus consistently
outperforms them.

Three honest limits

Three limits worth naming before proceeding.

The hypothalamus is not the whole story. Calling it the brain's resource accountant is a useful
simplification, not a complete description. The accountant has deep collaborators in the amygdala, the
insula, the periagueducta gray, the ventromedial and dorsolateral prefrontal cortices, and many other
structures. The calculus is distributed; the hypothalamus is the integration node where the books are
totaled and the body's response isinitiated. Treating it as the central character is a narrative choice, not
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an anatomical claim that no other character matters.

Individual variation is enormous. Two people with the same anatomy can have very different
baseline calculi, because of genetics, developmental history, current physiological state, learning, and
circumstance. The framework predicts patterns at the population level and tendencies at the individual
level. It does not predict exactly what any given person will do at any given moment. Anyone who tells
you neuroscience can do that is selling something.

Reductionism is a tool, not a worldview. Saying that imperial cults make sense in light of
hypothalamic resource calculus is not the same as saying that imperial cults are nothing but
hypothalamic resource calculus. The historical, cultural, and theological detail of any given imperial
cult is real and matters; ignoring it would be a different kind of error. The claim is that a layer of
explanation that begins with the body throws useful light on patterns that have been hard to see
otherwise — not that the other layers can be discarded once the bottom layer is named.

With those caveats in place, the second half of the framework's name comes into focus. the
mapping of Maslow's hierarchy of needs onto the resource categories the hypothalamus is keeping
score on. Maslow's pyramid is among the most familiar diagrams in twentieth-century psychology, and
one of the most fairly criticized. Taking the criticism serioudly, salvaging what is salvageable, and
showing what the hierarchy looks like when read not as a self-help ladder but as a description of what
an evolved primate body is constantly trying to balance is the work of what follows.
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CHAPTER THREE

Mapping Maslow onto the Brainstem

What an evolved primate body is continuously trying to balance

Abraham Maslow published the paper that launched a thousand corporate training slidesin 1943. It was
called A Theory of Human Motivation, it appeared in Psychological Review, and the pyramid most
people associate with it does not actually appear in the original. The pyramid was added later by
management consultants and textbook authors who found a tidy graphic more memorable than
Maslow's qualifying prose. The graphic is, in part, why the theory has been so widely taught, and it is
aso, in part, why the theory has been so widely dismissed by psychologists who study human
motivation for aliving. The pyramid implies a strict ladder: satisfy the lower rungs, only then climb to
the higher ones. Decades of research suggest that human beings do not actually behave like that. People
pursue meaning while hungry. People sacrifice safety for love. People fast for ideology. The strict
ladder iswrong.

And yet the framework refuses to die. It survives because, despite the graphic's oversimplification,
Maslow identified something real: there is a recurring set of categories of need that human beings,
across cultures and centuries, consistently report and consistently pursue. Air, water, food, sleep,
warmth. Safety from violence and predictable shelter. Belonging — connection to other humans, in
family and tribe. Esteem — being recognized as competent and worthy by oneself and others. And, at
the top, what Maslow called self-actualization, the becoming of what one is capable of being. Whether
or not these categories form a strict hierarchy, they form a useful taxonomy. They give vocabulary for
the thing the hypothalamus is keeping score on. Taking the taxonomy seriously, while abandoning the
strict ladder, is the work that follows.

Four fair criticisms

Maslow's hierarchy has been criticized on at least four serious grounds, and an honest treatment has to
acknowledge al of them before salvaging anything.

The empirical ladder does not hold. When researchers have actually tested whether people
pursue lower needs before higher ones, they have found that the relationships are loose at best. Ed
Diener and Louis Tay's 2011 analysis of well-being across more than a hundred countries, drawing on
Gallup data covering some 60,000 respondents, found that the various needs Maslow named did predict
well-being — but not in the prescribed order. People reported satisfaction from socia relationships and
esteem-related sources even when their basic physiological and safety needs were not fully met. The
categories matter. The ladder does not.
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The cultural sample was narrow. Maslow built hisoriginal theory partly on biographical study of
figures he considered self-actualized — Lincoln, Jefferson, Einstein, Eleanor Roosevelt, Jane Addams,
Albert Schweitzer. The list is unmistakably mid-twentieth-century, largely American, predominantly
Protestant in cultural background, and individualist in its conception of the self. Cross-cultural
psychology has since established that what counts as self-actualization, and even what counts as
belonging or esteem, varies considerably across societies. A theory built around Western individualists
describing self-fulfillment is going to under-describe the experience of, say, a person whose deepest
reported satisfaction comes from fulfilling familial obligations they did not choose. Hazel Markus and
Shinobu Kitayama's work on independent and interdependent self-construals, beginning in the early
1990s, made this point at length and in detail.

The top of the pyramid is fuzzy. Self-actualization is the rung most people remember and the
rung Maslow himself wrote about most evocatively, but it is also the rung that has resisted operational
definition. What does it mean, measurably, to be self-actualized? Maslow's later writing added a
till-higher tier of self-transcendence, which sharpens the picture in some ways and blurs it in others.
The conceptual machinery at the top of the hierarchy is doing real work, but it is doing that work with
vocabulary borrowed from humanistic psychology and existential philosophy rather than from anything
that can be cleanly measured.

The framework is silent about reversal. If lower needs preempt higher ones when threatened,
what happens when higher needs are threatened? The pyramid does not have a good account of, for
instance, the person who starves themselves for a cause, or who risks safety to defend belonging, or
who renounces esteem in service of meaning. Hunger strikers from Mahatma Gandhi to Bobby Sands
maintained sustained physiological deprivation in service of ideologica commitments their movements
thought worth dying for. Religious ascetics across most major traditions have voluntarily endured
conditions the strict-ladder reading of Maslow predicts should have made the higher concerns
disappear. These reversals are common in human history; the strict-ladder reading makes them look
pathological when they may be central.

These criticisms are correct. They are also survivable. What survives is not the ladder but the
taxonomy, recoded as a set of resource categories the hypothalamus is monitoring in parallel rather than
in sequence. Sufficiency in one category does not necessarily depend on sufficiency in another.
Insufficiency in any category can trigger acquisitive behavior. The categories interact, trade off, and
substitute in ways that the strict pyramid cannot capture and that a parallel-monitoring model can.

A more honest figure

If a picture has to be drawn, the picture is not a pyramid. It is closer to a dashboard: a row of gauges,
each tracking sufficiency in a different resource category, each with its own current reading and trend
line, and a master readout — the integrated body state — that summarizes how the whole array is
doing. The hypothalamus, in this picture, is the gauge cluster and the integrating circuit. It does not
always weigh the gauges equaly. Under acute physiological threat, the lower gauges command
attention so completely that the higher ones go dark; thisisthe kernel of truth in the strict ladder. Under
conditions of relative security, the higher gauges become salient and can themselves dominate the
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calculus. Under conditions of contested security — most actual human lives — the gauges interact in
ways that depend on history, culture, learning, and circumstance.

The dashboard metaphor preserves what was right about Maslow — that there is a real set of
categories and that lower needs do, in many circumstances, preempt higher ones — while abandoning
what was wrong, the implication of a strict and universal climbing order. Five categories, monitored in
parallel. Each deserves a closer |ook.

Physiological: the body's continuous demand

The bottom tier in Maslow's origina list is the most directly hypothalamic. Air, water, food, sleep,
warmth, the rough boundaries of body temperature, the right concentration of glucose in the blood —
these are the variables Cannon called homeostatic, the variables the hypothalamus is most directly
responsible for defending. They are also the variables for which the strict-ladder reading of Maslow is
most nearly correct: a person whose oxygen is being cut off does not pursue self-actualization. The
body's response to acute physiological deficit is automatic, powerful, and short-horizoned. Hunger
sharpens to a point that obliterates other concerns within hours. Thirst within a day. Sleep deprivation
distorts cognition within thirty-six hours and produces hallucination within a hundred. The
hypothalamus does not negotiate.

The Minnesota Starvation Experiment of 1944-1945 documented what happens when this gauge
runs sustained low. Conducted by Ancel Keys at the University of Minnesota with thirty-six
conscientious-objector volunteers, the study restricted subjects to roughly 1,560 calories a day for six
months — equivalent to the nutrition available to civilians in famine-affected Europe at the time. The
subjects were healthy young men who had volunteered as an alternative to military service. By the end
of the restriction phase, they had lost approximately 25 percent of their body weight, but the more
striking findings concerned the cognitive and emotional consequences. The subjects became
preoccupied with food to the point of obsession. They collected recipes. They watched other people eat
with intense attention. Their interest in sex, socia activity, intellectual work, and the political causes
that had brought many of them to volunteer all collapsed. Severa subjects developed what we would
now recognize as eating disorders, with consequences that persisted for years after the study ended.
What the experiment demonstrated, with unusual clinical clarity, is that sufficient suppression of the
physiological gauge does not merely make the higher gauges harder to attend to; it shuts them off.

The implication of this for any apparatus interested in shaping behavior is straightforward. If the
physiological gauge can be pushed into the red, the higher gauges go offline, and the person's whole
world narrows to the question of how to restore the lower one. Whoever appears to control that
restoration commands the entire calculus. Sleep deprivation has been used as an interrogation technique
for centuries — every secret police tradition independently rediscovered it — because it reliably
produces suggestibility while leaving few visible marks. Restricted diets, extreme schedules, and
tightly controlled food and water are common in coercive groups, where they produce the same
suggestibility on alonger timescale. The mechanism is the physiological gauge.

Safety: the prediction of continued sufficiency
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Once the immediate physiological needs are met, the question that the hypothalamus asks is no longer
whether the body is currently fed, but whether it is going to continue being fed. Safety, in HMRGSC
terms, is the predictability of future sufficiency. It includes physical safety from violence, but it also
includes shelter from weather, employment that is expected to last, savings that are expected to matter,
a body that is expected to keep working, and a socia environment in which tomorrow is expected to
resemble today.

The amygdala, working closely with the hypothalamus, is the principal structure tracking violations
of expected safety; Joseph LeDoux's research career has largely been a mapping of how that tracking
works and how it goes wrong. The amygdala learns associations between cues and threats with
extraordinary speed — asingle bad experience with a particular sound or smell can produce decades of
conditioned response — and it forwards its judgments to the hypothalamus through dense direct
connections. When the amygdala flags a threat, the hypothalamus initiates the stress response within
hundreds of milliseconds, often before the cortex has consciously registered what triggered the
response. The unconscious flinch precedes the conscious recognition. The body is in motion before the
mind knows why.

Safety is the tier where chronic insufficiency does the most damage, because the hypothalamic
alarm response was designed for emergencies, not for permanent background conditions. A person who
is acutely afraid for their life mobilizes a sympathetic response, deals with the threat or escapesit, and
returns to baseline. A person who lives in chronic insecurity — economic, physical, medical, social —
does not return to baseline. Their cortisol stays elevated. Their sleep is degraded. Their set points drift
in the directions van der Kolk has documented in trauma patients. Their cognitive bandwidth is
consumed by the management of the uncertainty itself.

Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir's Scarcity develops this point at length. Chronic resource
pressure does not merely make life harder; it imposes a cognitive tax that reduces effective intelligence
by margins that have been measured in 1Q points. In one of the studies the book reports, low-income
Indian sugarcane farmers were tested on standard cognitive measures both before harvest, when their
financial situation was most strained, and after harvest, when they had been paid. The same farmers
performed approximately 13 1Q points worse during the period of financial pressure — a difference
comparable to the effect of a full night's lost sleep. The farmers were not less intelligent in any
underlying sense. Their bandwidth was being consumed by the management of scarcity, and what was
left for other cognitive tasks was reduced. The implication for public policy is one the book draws
explicitly: interventions that reduce ambient scarcity do more for cognitive performance than
interventions that try to teach people to manage scarcity more effectively.

The political consequences of widespread safety insufficiency are predictable. Populations with
their physiological and safety gauges in the red are populations whose hypothalamic calculus is set to
acquire and defend. They are receptive to leaders who offer rapid restoration of safety, who name
enemies clearly, and who promise that the in-group’s resources will be protected against outsiders. They
are skeptical of long-term, deliberative, compromise-based politics. Thisisnot a partisan observation; it
isadescription of what bodies under chronic stress are biased to want. Demagogues across history have
understood it intuitively; democratic theorists have often understood it less well.
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Belonging: the social organism

Humans are obligately social. Isolated infants do not develop. The Romanian-orphanage studies of the
1990s and 2000s, examining children ingtitutionalized in massively understaffed Ceaum escu-era
facilities, documented developmental deficits — in cognition, emotion regulation, and even brain
structure visible on imaging — in children who had received adequate physical care but minimal socia
interaction. Many of the deficits proved partialy reversible with subsequent foster placement, but the
reversibility depended on the age at which placement occurred, with effects after age two becoming
progressively harder to recover from. The developing brain expects social input the way the developing
body expects food, and substitution does not work.

Isolated adults deteriorate measurably and quickly. In modern psychiatric and prison settings,
extended solitary confinement produces psychiatric symptoms in healthy subjects within weeks. The
need for connection to other humans is not an emotional luxury but a physiological requirement, on
roughly the same footing as warmth or sleep. The hypothalamus and its endocrine partners track social
sufficiency through several channels — oxytocin and vasopressin most prominently, with significant
contributions from endogenous opioids, which Jaak Panksepp's affective neuroscience identifies as the
chemistry of social warmth and the system whose withdrawal produces the felt experience of grief.

Belonging insufficiency, in HMRGSC terms, is loneliness, and recent epidemiology has made an
empirical claim that would have sounded extreme a generation ago: chronic loneliness is roughly
comparable in mortality risk to smoking. Julianne Holt-L unstad's meta-analyses, beginning in 2010 and
updated since, consolidated the evidence from dozens of longitudina studies. The U.S. Surgeon
General's 2023 advisory on loneliness assembled the evidence for general readers; Vivek Murthy's
Together, drawing on the same body of research, presents the public-health case. The mechanism is,
again, the chronic stress response. A hypothalamus that reads its host as socially unsupported is a
hypothalamus running an emergency program continuously, and the body wears down.

Belonging is the tier most exquisitely manipulable by anyone offering rapid restoration of it. Cult
recruiters do not generally succeed by appealing to ideology first. They succeed by offering instant,
unconditional, intense belonging to people whose belonging gauge is already low — the new arrival in
a city, the recently bereaved, the person who has just left a relationship or a job or a family. The
ideology isthe cover charge for the connection. Once the connection is established, the ideology can be
elaborated indefinitely, because the host is now invested in maintaining the connection that satisfies the
gauge. The mechanism is physiological, not sentimental, and the body knows the difference between
connection and its absence in the same way it knows the difference between food and its absence.

Cult recruiters succeed by offering instant, unconditional belonging to people whose
belonging gauge is already low. The ideology is the cover charge for the connection.

Esteem: being read as worthy

Esteem in Maslow's framework has two faces. There is self-esteem, the felt sense of one's own
competence and worth, and there is the esteem of others — recognition, respect, status, reputation.
Maslow distinguished these but treated them as parts of the same need. From a HMRGSC perspective,
they are best understood as two readings of the same gauge: the body's tracking of whereit standsin the
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social ranking system of the groups it inhabits, and the consequences that ranking is expected to have
for future access to resources.

Status, in primates, is not vanity. It is a predictor of future resource access. Higher-status
individuals, across many primate species and across human societies, have better access to food, mates,
alies, and protection during emergencies. The hypothalamus tracks status because status is, in
evolutionary terms, aleading indicator of safety and physiological sufficiency. Thisis why challenges
to status — public humiliation, being passed over, being disrespected, being ignored — produce
physiological responses out of all apparent proportion to their immediate practical stakes. The body is
not overreacting. It is reacting accurately to a signal that, in the environment in which the system was
tuned, would have predicted real losses in every lower category.

Raobert Sapolsky's long-term work on baboons in East Africa, summarized in A Primate's Memoair
and across his academic papers, established the basic finding that chronic low status produces chronic
stress hormone €elevation, chronic immune suppression, and a host of downstream health consequences.
In the baboon population Sapolsky studied for over thirty years, low-status males had cortisol profiles
indistinguishable from human patients with major depression. Their immune function was
compromised. Their cardiovascular health was poorer. Sapolsky documented one striking natural
experiment when an unusualy aggressive cohort of high-ranking males in his troop died from
tuberculosis after raiding a tourist garbage dump. The remaining troop reorganized into a more
egalitarian configuration, and the stress profiles of the surviving lower-ranking animals improved
dramatically and persisted for years — even after the original animals had been replaced by new
generations. The social culture of the troop, transmitted across generations, shaped the physiology of
every member.

The same finding, translated for human populations, animates Michael Marmot's Whitehall Studies,
which tracked British civil servants beginning in the 1960s and found that health outcomes correlated
more closely with relative position in the workplace hierarchy than with absolute income. Senior civil
servants earning less in real terms than skilled tradespeople had substantially better health outcomes
than the tradespeople. Within the civil service itself, the gradient was steep: each step down the
hierarchy carried a measurable health penalty. Status matters to the body because the body evolved in
conditions where status mattered to survival. The fact that absolute survival is no longer at stake for
most of the population in most modern hierarchies has not yet trickled down to the hypothalamus,
which continuesto react asif it were.

Esteem insufficiency is a real driver of behavior, and one of the principal hooks the Dark Triad
toolkit exploits. People starved of esteem are vulnerable to anyone willing to grant it cheaply and
conditionally — the cult leader who calls them special, the demagogue who flatters their group, the
abuser who tells them they are uniquely understood. Once the gauge is being filled by a particular
source, dependency on that source becomes structural.

Self-actualization: the gauge with no ceiling

The top of Maslow's hierarchy is the part that has aged least well in measurable terms and best in
evocative ones. Self-actualization, as Maslow described it, is the ongoing redlization of what one is
capable of being — creative work, meaning, growth, the kind of full functioning that he saw in his
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biographical exemplars. Later he added self-transcendence, the orientation of the self toward something
larger than the self: a cause, afaith, acommunity, a project of meaning. The two often blur together in
ordinary discourse, and they can be treated as the same tier for analytical purposes.

The strongest empirical support for the existence of this tier as a real human need comes not from
positive psychology but from its absence. Viktor Frankl, the Austrian psychiatrist who survived four
Nazi concentration camps and wrote Man's Search for Meaning on the basis of that experience, argued
that the prisoners who survived the camps were disproportionately those who maintained some thread
of meaning — aperson to live for, awork to complete, afaith to keep — and that those whaose meaning
collapsed often died within days of the collapse, even when the physical conditions had not changed.
Frankl described a recurring pattern in which prisoners who had been holding on for the sake of an
imagined post-war reunion would receive news, by the camp grapevine, that the imagined family
member had not survived; within days of receiving the news, those prisoners often died of conditions
they had been resisting until that moment. Frankl's evidence is anecdotal and cannot be cleanly
controlled, but the pattern he describes has been observed widely in concentration camp,
prisoner-of-war, and refugee populations across many twentieth-century settings. The need for meaning
behaves, at its strongest, like a physiological need: when it is starved, the body weakens; when it is
supplied, the body endures conditions it should not be able to endure.

Sdlf-actualization is the gauge with no fixed ceiling — the gauge that, once the lower categories are
reasonably supplied, can absorb indefinite amounts of investment and produce indefinite amounts of
return. It is also the gauge most readily filled with substitutes. The same body that needs meaning can
be persuaded to take ideology as a substitute for meaning, can be persuaded to take loyalty to aleader
as a substitute for self-actualization, can be persuaded that its highest purpose is the leader's purpose.
Imperia cults, examined later in these pages, are in part vast machines for offering populations a sense
of cosmic participation in something larger than themselves — a meaning supply that is real enough to
function and centralized enough to control. The same bottle of meaning, dispensed by a different hand,
becomes a different drink.

Parallel monitoring, not strict climbing

With the categories specified, the corrected version of the framework can be stated precisely. The five
Maslowian categories are not rungs on aladder. They are parallel gauges on a dashboard, all of which
the hypothalamus is monitoring continuously, with priority weights that shift dynamically based on
current readings, recent history, learned set points, and perceived trend. Acute insufficiency in any
gauge can pull priority. Chronic insufficiency in any gauge degrades the system as awhole. Sufficiency
in al gauges tilts the integrated state toward parasympathetic dominance, oxytocin- and
opioid-mediated bonding, dopamine-mediated motivation toward growth, and the autonomic settling
that we experience as well-being.

Severa patterns of human behavior become more legible when the framework is stated this way.
People who reverse the apparent order — fasting for ideology, risking safety for love, sacrificing
esteem for principle — are not violating the hierarchy. They are running a calculus in which one gauge
has been weighted very heavily, often because the lower gauges have either been reliably supplied for
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so long that they have faded into the background, or because the higher gauge is providing enough
psychological compensation to override the lower ones. Substitutability becomes possible: ideology
can substitute partly for belonging, status can substitute partly for safety, meaning can substitute
substantialy for esteem. This is why the hierarchy looks so different in different cultures, lives, and
moments — not because the categories are different but because the weights and substitutions are.

It also becomes clear why the framework will be useful at the scales above the body. A chimpanzee
troop can be read as a structure that alocates physiological and safety resources with predictable
inequalities and that produces, as a side effect, the belonging and esteem gradients that organize its
political life. A cult can be read as a system that captures al five gauges through a single source. An
imperial cult can be read as the same capture performed at the scale of a civilization, with theology
providing the meaning supply that everything else hangs on. A constitutional order can be read as an
attempt to ensure that no single source ever captures all five gauges for any population — that the lower
gauges are supplied through markets and infrastructure, the middle gauges through families and
voluntary associations, and the upper gauges through a plurality of meaning-producing institutions that
the state does not own.

Two limits worth naming

The map is not the territory. The five-gauge dashboard is a useful representation, but the actual neural
substrate is more distributed and more tangled than any clean partition implies. The systems that
produce hunger, fear, attachment, status tracking, and meaning-seeking are not in different rooms with
different neurons; they share circuits, they regulate one another, and they often respond to the same
molecules. The dashboard is amodel. Models are evaluated by usefulness, not photographic accuracy.

Cultura variation is real. What counts as belonging in a tightly-knit extended-family culture and
what counts as belonging in an individualist mobile society are not the same satisfactions, even if both
fill the gauge. What counts as esteem in a society that values quiet humility and what counts in a
society that values public conspicuousness are different signals. The framework's claim is not that the
same behaviors satisfy the gauges everywhere, but that the gauges exist everywhere and that some
behaviors satisfy them in any given culture. The particulars are properly the domain of anthropology, of
which these pages are, at most, an interested guest.

With the resource framework in hand, attention can now leave the body and zoom out. The next
level of organization is the social group — many of these dashboards, al running in parallel, having to
coexist within the same forest, the same village, the same office, the same nation. The species best
suited as reference points are the two with which humans share something on the order of 98.8 percent
of their DNA, and whose socia structures tell more about the human animal than most humans are
comfortable hearing.
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CHAPTER FOUR

98.8 Percent

Three closely related primate genomes, three different societies, and what the gap between
themtellsus

Sit quietly long enough at any primate research field station — Gombe Stream in Tanzania, Wambain
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mahale on the eastern shore of Lake Tanganyika — and two
things eventually strike you. The first is how unmistakably these animals are not human. The way a
chimpanzee uses its feet as a second pair of hands, the way a bonobo's face flexes through expressions
you almost recognize but cannot quite name, the powerful sloping shoulders, the canines that no human
jaw was built to accommodate: nobody who has spent ten minutes near a wild ape will mistake one for
arelative.

The second thing that strikes you is how unmistakably they are. The eye contact. The grooming.
The small reconciliations after a quarrel. The way an infant clings to a mother and the mother
absentmindedly adjusts her grip without looking down. The way a high-ranking male enters a clearing
and the social atmosphere changes, the way a human room changes when a senior person walks in.
There is no acclimation period after which you stop noticing either thing. Both stay with you, and the
gap between them is the subject of the pages that follow.

Humans share, depending on how the calculation is done, somewhere between 98.7 and 98.8
percent of their DNA with chimpanzees and bonobos. The common ancestor of all three species lived
roughly six to seven million years ago, by current best estimates from molecular clock studies — a
recent date in evolutionary terms, more recent than the split between horses and donkeys, somewhat
earlier than the split between lions and tigers. The chimpanzee and bonobo lineages then split from
each other about one to two million years ago, when the Congo River formed a geographic barrier that
turned a single ancestral population into two species evolving in different environments. Common
chimpanzees north of the river, bonobos south of it. Same recent ancestry. Same general anatomy.
Same broad ecological niche. Strikingly different societies.

That last fact is the interesting one. If genomes determined social structure in any tight way, three
species with so much shared DNA should not produce three societies as different as theirs. The fact that
they do is the first major lesson of comparative primatology, and it has consequences for how human
social arrangements get read. The genomeis a starting point, not a script. What the genomeis starting is
a body that comes equipped with certain capacities, certain biases, and certain ranges of possible
response. Which of those capacities gets expressed, in what combinations, depends on environment,
ecology, socia learning, and history. Three primate species share most of their toolkit and use it to
build three different houses.
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What 98.8 percent actually means

The figure that gets quoted in popular books and museum signs is usualy given as 98 percent or 99
percent, sometimes with confident specificity, sometimes with a wave of the hand. The truth is more
interesting and a little more honest than the round numbers suggest. The Chimpanzee Sequencing and
Analysis Consortium published the first draft of the chimpanzee genome in Nature in 2005, working
from a male chimpanzee named Clint at the Y erkes National Primate Research Center in Atlanta. The
bonobo genome followed in 2012, sequenced from a Leipzig Zoo female named Ulindi by Kay Prifer
and colleagues. With both genomes in hand, comparison became precise.

If the comparison is restricted to the regions of the genome that code for proteins — the parts that
tranglate directly into the molecules that build and run a body — humans and chimpanzees are about 99
percent identical. If the comparison covers the entire genome, including non-coding regions and
structural variations, the figure drops to somewhere around 96 percent. Insertions and deletions of
larger stretches of DNA account for most of the difference; single-letter substitutions account for the
rest. The same comparison between humans and bonobos gives roughly the same answer: bonobos and
chimpanzees are about equally close to humans, because both diverged from us at the same point and
have been evolving separately for the same amount of time. Pan and Homo share a most recent
common ancestor; Pan paniscus and Pan troglodytes are cousins to each other and equally close cousins
to us.

What is striking is not how similar these numbers are but what is hidden inside the small remaining
percentage. A few percent of three billion base pairs is still tens of millions of differences. Many of
these are silent — substitutions in non-coding DNA that do nothing detectable, or substitutions in
coding DNA that do not change the resulting protein. But a meaningful subset are not silent. The
differences cluster, in some cases, in genes related to brain development, immune function, sperm
production, and the breakdown of certain dietary compounds. Researchers like Katherine Pollard have
identified specific regions of the human genome that show evidence of accelerated evolution since the
split — stretches of DNA that were highly conserved across most mammals but suddenly started
accumulating changes in the human lineage. One such region, called HARL, is active in the developing
cortex during a critical window of fetal brain growth between roughly the seventh and nineteenth weeks
of gestation. The differences between human and chimpanzee brain development are, in part,
concentrated in regions like this. Among the few hundred most rapidly evolving regions in the human
genome, the magjority either regulate brain development or are expressed in the developing brain itself.

Even when a meaningful gene differs between species, however, the difference often consists of
when and where it is expressed rather than what the resulting protein is. Mary-Claire King and Allan
Wilson made this argument as early as 1975, on the basis of much cruder data than is now available:
human and chimpanzee proteins are remarkably similar, the authors wrote, and the major differences
between the species are likely to be driven by changes in regulation rather than in protein sequence.
That hypothesis has held up across half a century of subsequent molecular biology. The genesthat build
human and chimpanzee bodies are largely the same genes. The instructions for when to switch them on,
how strongly, in which tissues, and in what combination, differ. The genome is not a blueprint that
specifies an animal. It is a recipe that interacts with a kitchen, and small changes in timing or
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concentration can produce substantialy different finished dishes from substantialy identical
ingredients.

Three species, three societies

With the genomic background in place, the socia variation those nearly identical genomes underwrite
comes into sharper focus. The lifelong work of Jane Goodall, beginning at Gombe Stream in 1960,
established the basic ethological picture of Pan troglodytes, the common chimpanzee. Goodall's early
reports were received as charming and pastoral. Within a decade, the picture had darkened.

Chimpanzee communities are politically male-dominated, organized around shifting coalitions of
related and unrelated males who together defend aterritory and patrol its boundaries. Females typically
transfer between communities at sexual maturity; males stay in the community of their birth and form
the political core. Within the community, an alpha male sits at the top of afluid but real hierarchy, his
position maintained partly by displays of strength and partly by the support of alies whose loyalty he
must continually cultivate. The displays themselves are theatrical — a chimpanzee charging display can
last several minutes, with the displaying male shaking branches, slapping the ground, throwing objects,
and producing pant-hoots audible from a kilometer away. The performance is not bluff in any ssimple
sense; the displaying male is genuinely capable of inflicting damage, and other males scattering before
him are reading his commitment accurately. But the function of the display is, in the great majority of
encounters, to settle the matter without anyone touching anyone.

The darkening of Goodall's picture came from the discovery that chimpanzees engage in lethal
coalitional violence. Groups of males patrol the edges of their territory in tense silence — aremarkable
sight, since chimpanzees in normal socia interaction are anything but silent — and on encountering a
lone male from a neighboring community, will sometimes kill him. Over years, this pattern can erase a
neighboring community entirely. The Four-Y ear War that Goodall documented at Gombe in the 1970s,
during which the Kasakela community systematically killed the adult males of a splinter group called
the Kahama, was the first such event observed in detail and remains the canonical case. The Kahama
males, six in total, were killed one at a time over four years, with each killing involving a coalition of
Kasakela males ambushing a lone Kahama and inflicting injuries the victim did not survive. By the
war's end, the Kahama community was extinct. The victors absorbed the surviving Kahama females
and territory.

Comparable patterns have since been documented at Mahale, Ngogo, and elsewhere. The Ngogo
community in Uganda, studied by John Mitani and David Watts, is unusually large by chimpanzee
standards — around two hundred individuals — and its boundary patrols have produced documented
killings of neighbors over more than a decade. Richard Wrangham and Dale Peterson's Demonic Males
argued, controversially but with substantial supporting evidence, that the capacity for organized lethal
violence against out-group members is part of the inherited behaviora repertoire that humans share
with our chimpanzee cousins. Critics have pushed back on the strongest versions of that thesis, pointing
out that rates of intercommunity killing vary substantially across chimpanzee sites and seem to
correlate with ecological pressure and demographic conditions. The pushback is fair; the broader
observation remains. The capacity isreal, even if its expression is conditional.
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Frans de Waal's work, conducted largely with captive chimpanzee colonies at Burgers Zoo in the
Netherlands and at the Yerkes Primate Center in Atlanta, added a different and equally important
dimension to the picture. Chimpanzee Palitics, published in 1982 and still one of the most readable
books in the field, documents the subtleties of coalition-building, grooming exchange, food sharing as a
political tool, and the deliberate cultivation of alies. The alphas position depends on his ability to
manage relationships, not merely on his ability to fight; an alpha who fights well but manages
relationships badly will be deposed by a coalition of subordinates whose combined strength exceeds
his. The Burgers Zoo colony de Waal documented produced, in the late 1970s, a dramatic three-way
succession in which an aging alpha named Y eroen was deposed by a younger male named Luit, who
was in turn challenged by a still younger male named Nikkie. The denouement was a coalition between
Y eroen and Nikkie that killed Luit one night, in an attack so severe it required emergency surgery; Luit
died of his injuries. The chimpanzee community was, in de Waal's phrase, conducting Machiavellian
politicsin real time, with betrayals and reconciliations recognizable to any reader of the Florentine.

De Waal's later work on reconciliation showed that chimpanzees actively repair social ruptures
after conflict, often through grooming, kissing, or embrace. The political life of a chimpanzee
community is, in short, recognizably political. Power, alliance, betrayal, repair, and succession are all
there. The vocabulary borrowed from Machiavelli is not a poetic flourish in de Waal's title; it is a
functional description.

The genes that build human and chimpanzee bodies are largely the same genes. The
instructions for when to switch them on, how strongly, in which tissues, and in what
combination, differ.

Pan paniscus, the bonobo, presents a startlingly different picture. Studied in the wild only since the
1970s and most extensively at Wamba in the Democratic Republic of the Congo by Takayoshi Kano
and successors, and at Lomako and Lui Kotale by other research teams, bonobos turn out to be
matriarchal in a meaningful sense. Females form coalitions that effectively dominate the community,
even though individual males are physicaly larger and stronger than individual females. Female-female
bonds, often built and maintained through genital-genital rubbing and other forms of sexual contact,
function as the structural alliance that gives bonobo society its character. When a male becomes
aggressive toward a female, the females in the vicinity will often gang up on him collectively, and the
male will retreat. The behavior is observable enough that it has been documented in dozens of separate
field reports across all the magjor study sites.

Inter-community encounters that would, in chimpanzees, often turn lethal, are in bonobos more
likely to involve sexual contact, food sharing, or peaceful coexistence after an initial period of tension.
Lethal coalitional violence between bonobo communities has not been documented in the wild, despite
decades of observation, though bonobos are not pacifists in any sentimental sense and aggression
within communities does occur. The 2010 documentary footage from the Bonobo Conservation
Initiative captured one well-known sequence in which two neighboring communities at Lui Kotale met
a a fruiting tree, postured for approximately fifteen minutes, and then mingled and groomed across
community lines for several hours before separating peacefully. The same encounter between
chimpanzee communities would, on the available record, have ended with at least one body.



The History and Geography of Chimps, Dark Triad Cults, and Imperial Cults Chapter 4 — 98.8 Percent

De Waal's Bonobo: The Forgotten Ape made this contrast accessible to general readers and gave
bonobos their popular reputation as the peaceful, sex-positive cousins. The reputation is partly accurate
and partly oversold. Bonobos use sexual contact in many social contexts where chimpanzees would use
aggression or grooming — to defuse tension, to negotiate access to food, to reconcile after disputes, to
bond with new community members. They are not, however, the hippie utopia of popular imagination.
They have hierarchies. They have aggression. They have politics. The differences from chimpanzees
arereal but graduated, not categorical.

And then there is Homo sapiens. Humans share, more or less, the entire behavioral repertoire of
both species. We form male coalitions that engage in lethal coordinated violence against out-groups,
we form female alliances that stabilize community life through nonviolent bonding; we deploy sex
strategically in social contexts; we groom in the form of compliment and gift; we assassinate rivals and
reconcile with enemies; we have alphas who maintain position through aliance management and
aphas who fall when they fail at it. What we have that neither chimps nor bonobos have, in any
developed form, is the capacity to build the ingtitutional scaffolding that lets these dynamics scale
beyond a face-to-face community. We can have an apha of ten thousand people, or a million, or a
hundred million. We can transfer alphahood through paperwork. We can ritualize the patrolling of a
territorial boundary into a national border with checkpoints. The behavioral repertoire we share with
our cousins becomes, in our hands, civilization.

Why the genome cannot do the explaining

Genome similarity cannot, by itself, explain the differences between the three species societies,
because the genome does not specify behavior at the resolution societies operate on. The genome
specifies a body, with a brain containing certain neural circuits whose default settings produce certain
characteristic responses. It does not specify whether your community will be matriarchal or patriarchal,
whether your conflict resolution will lean on sex or on grooming, whether your boundary patrols will
end in killing or in coexistence. Those outcomes depend on ecology, demography, learning, and
accumulated cultural tradition — and in the human case, on institutions that long outlast the lifespans of
any individual.

The simplest illustration is ecological. Bonobos live in a habitat south of the Congo River that is, on
average, more abundant in food than the chimpanzee habitat north of the river. The fruiting trees are
denser, the herbaceous vegetation that bonobos eat as a fallback during fruit shortages is more reliably
available, and the ecological pressure that drives chimpanzees to compete intensely for limited patches
of high-quality food is reduced. There is also no gorilla competition south of the river — gorillas are
absent from the bonobo range — which removes a category of large-bodied competitor that consumes
the same fallback foods chimpanzees depend on during shortages. Richard Wrangham and others have
argued that this combination of ecological conditions is sufficient to explain much of the behavioral
divergence.

The argument runs like this. Where food is abundant, females can travel together in large parties
without competing; where they travel together, they can form lasting bonds; where they form lasting
bonds, they can collectively resist male aggression in a way that solitary females cannot. The
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matriarchal character of bonobo society, on this reading, is downstream of the carrying capacity of the
south-Congo forest. Chimpanzees with the same genome dropped into the same forest might, given a
few generations, devel op something more bonobo-like. The experiment cannot be performed for ethical
reasons, but the logic is consistent with what comparative ecology of great-ape populations across
many sites has established.

This is HMRGSC at the species level. When the resource calculus reads abundance across the
population, the bodies default settings tilt toward bonding behaviors, female alliance, sexual contact as
social glue, and reduced intercommunity hostility. When the cal culus reads contested scar city, the same
default settings tilt toward mae codlitional defense, lethal patrolling, and tighter dominance
hierarchies. Different species, similar bodies, divergent calculi over evolutionary time, divergent
societies. The genome supplied the instrument. The ecology composed the music.

The human implication is unsettling. If bonobos and chimps produce such different societies from
such similar bodies because they live in different ecologies, then human societies — produced by
bodies all of which are roughly the same — should be expected to vary enormously based on the
ecologies and institutional structures we inhabit. They do. The same human stock that produced the
relatively peaceable Iroquois Confederacy produced the Aztec sacrifice complex. The same human
stock that produced postwar Sweden produced wartime Germany. The body did not change. The
conditions did, and the calculus shifted, and behaviors that lay dormant in one configuration came
onlinein another.

Several additional pieces of comparative material deserve mention before the chapter closes. The
Ngogo chimpanzee community in Kibale National Park, Uganda, has been studied continuously since
1995 by John Mitani, David Waitts, and their collaborators, and represents one of the largest known
chimpanzee communities anywhere — peaking at over two hundred individuals. The unusually large
community size has produced unusually intense intercommunity conflict; Ngogo males have been
documented killing approximately one and a half neighboring chimpanzees per year on average across
the study period, with the killings concentrated in deliberate boundary patrols whose strategic character
resembles military operation more than ordinary inter-individual aggression. The boundary expansions
that resulted have, over decades, increased Ngogo's territory significantly at the expense of neighboring
communities. The pattern, recurring across multiple chimpanzee study sites, has led some researchers
— Wrangham most prominently — to argue that warfare in the technical sense, deployed by male
coalitions to expand territoria control, is part of the inherited behavioral repertoire that humans share
with the chimpanzee lineage.

Bonobos at Lui Kotale, in the Salonga National Park region of the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, have been studied since 2002 by Gottfried Hohmann, Barbara Fruth, and their team. The Lui
Kotale work has refined the picture of bonobo social organization in important ways. Bonobos are not
the uncomplicated peace-loving cousins of popular accounts, they have hierarchies, they have
aggression, they have politics. What they do not appear to have, on the available evidence, is the lethal
coordinated intercommunity violence that chimpanzees regularly produce. Inter-community encounters
at Lui Kotale and other bonobo sites typically involve initial tension followed by sexual contact, food
sharing, or peaceful coexistence — the same behavioral repertoire chimpanzees deploy within their
own communities, applied across community linesin away chimpanzees do not. Why bonobos resolve
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out-group encounters this way and chimpanzees do not is a question that the ecological hypotheses of
Wrangham and others address but do not fully resolve. Whatever the ultimate explanation, the
empirical observation remains: very similar genomes, in different ecological circumstances, produce
different default settings for one of the most consequential behavioral differences in the animal
kingdom.

Modern molecular genetic work has continued to refine the picture of human-chimp-bonobo
relationship. The 2012 publication of the bonobo genome by Kay Prifer and colleagues at the Max
Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig established that some regions of the human
genome are closer to the chimpanzee version than to the bonobo, while other regions are closer to the
bonobo than to the chimp — a pattern consistent with the mosaic ancestry that emerges when species
diverge through gradual rather than instantaneous geographical separation. The picture is more
complex than tidy phylogenetic trees suggest, with limited interbreeding between ancestral populations
after their initial separation leaving traces in modern genomes. What these subtleties underscore is that
the relationship between humans and our closest relatives is not a clean treeg; it is a partialy tangled
web. The behavioral differences between us are correspondingly mosaic — we share some
characteristic behaviors with chimpanzees, others with bonobos, and have a few features that neither of
our cousins displays. The characteristic human capacity for institutional engineering, in particular,
appears to be a feature of Homo sapiens specifically rather than something inherited from the common
ancestor — though the cooperative, rule-following, normatively engaged primate from which our
institutions are built is recognizably continuous with what the comparative evidence establishes for our
closerelatives.

What the genome does not tell us

Three things, in particular, that the genome does not tell us — and that popular misuses of genetic
similarity often pretend it does — are worth naming explicitly, because the comparative primate
material is often weaponized in arguments it does not actually support.

It doesnot tell usthat any society is destined. The genome of a chimpanzee does not destine that
chimpanzee to lethal patrol behavior; the behavior emerges in conditions where it is adaptive, and not
in conditions where it is not. Captive chimpanzees in well-resourced sanctuaries do not patrol territories
or kill rivals. Wild chimpanzees in habitats where neighboring communities are absent or distant patrol
less. The behavior is conditional. The same is true of human behaviors that have a deep evolutionary
lineage. Tribal violence, dominance hierarchy, sexual coercion, in-group preference — these are all
parts of the inherited repertoire, and all are conditional on circumstances that bring them online.
Civilizations are, in part, the engineering of circumstances that keep them offline. They are not always
successful at it, but the project is not afight against nature; it is a use of nature against itself.

It does not tell us that any group of humans is fundamentally different from any other. The
genetic diversity within any major human population is larger than the average genetic difference
between human populations. This has been established repeatedly, most accessibly by Richard
Lewontin's 1972 paper and subsequent confirmations using more sophisticated methods through the
genomic era. The vast majority of human genetic variation is shared across all populations; the small
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fraction that varies systematically by geographic ancestry concerns, primarily, traits like skin color, hair
texture, and the digestion of certain foods, and does not map onto the categories of social or behaviora
capacity that have historically been used to justify hierarchies between groups. When the broader
argument of these pages talks about dominance, hierarchy, the Dark Triad, and imperia cults, it is
talking about features of the human species, not features of any subgroup of it. Anyone who triesto use
comparative primate or genetic material to argue that some humans are biologically more ‘'alpha or
more 'beta’ or more 'cult-prone’ than others is misreading the material.

It does not tell us what we should do. The naturalistic fallacy — the logical mistake of inferring
what ought to be from what is — has a long history of being smuggled into discussions of evolution
and behavior. Saying that humans share lethal coalitional violence with chimpanzees is not saying that
humans should engage in lethal coalitional violence. Saying that dominance hierarchies are deeply
rooted in primate biology is not saying that dominance hierarchies should be uncontested. The
descriptive project of clarifying what is happening when humans organize themselves into the
structures examined in these pages is one project. The normative project — what should be done about
any of it — depends on values that the description does not, by itself, supply. The dide from is to ought
has a long literature of its own, from David Hume's eighteenth-century formulation through G. E.
Moore's Principia Ethica in 1903 to contemporary metaethics. The dlide should be resisted, not
performed.

The flat room

With the genomes set in their proper place — as starting equipment rather than as scripts — the
guestion that emerges is what those genomes produce when the bodies they build are placed into the
socia arrangements humans actually inhabit. The central observation that organizes the analysisis one
that can be stated quickly and developed at length. Humans, with all our capacity for institutiona
engineering and our long history of attempting flat structures, produce a phas anyway. Sometimes the
alphas are explicit, sometimes they are camouflaged, sometimes they are diffuse, sometimes they are
rotated by election or by consensus, but they are reliably there. The democratic legidature has its
speaker. The corporation has its CEO. The nonprofit has its founder. The Quaker meeting has its
weighty Friend. The horizontal startup has the engineer everyone defers to. The collective has the
convener whose disapproval is felt most. We are a primate species attempting non-primate
arrangements, and the primate keeps showing through the seams.

Why the seams give way, and what the giving-way reveals about both the structures and the bodies
that fill them, is the subject of the next leg of the argument. Hierarchy is not a cultural failure to be
flatter. It is the predictable output of many resource calculi running in parallel and needing, somehow,
to settle who eats first, who decides, and who waits. The settling can be more or less just, more or less
violent, more or less concealed, but it cannot be skipped. The figures who make a career of exploiting
the settling — the Dark Triad operators of later chapters, the imperial cult builders of later still —
depend on a feature of human social organization that no political philosophy has yet abolished and
that, on the evidence of three closely related species producing three different societies from nearly
identical genomes, was unlikely ever to be a matter of philosophy alone.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Alphain the Flat Room

Why hierarchy emerges in groups that swore they would not have one

An anthropologist visiting an idealistic American commune in 1972 would have seen a remarkable
scene. Maybe twenty people in their twenties living in a converted farmhouse in Vermont, or
Cdlifornia, or upstate New York. Long hair. Hand-printed manifestos pinned to the kitchen wall.
Decisions made by consensus, with meetings that ran for hours. Chores rotated. Income pooled. The
structure, by stated principle, was flat. There were no leaders. There were no bosses. There were no
titles. The members had renounced, deliberately and explicitly, the dominance hierarchies of the society
they had | eft.

Visit the same commune two years later, and someone isin charge. Not officially. Thereis still no
title and still no formal structure. But everyone knows who has the final word on financial decisions,
whose disapproval ends a debate, whose preferences shape the menu, and whose romantic attentions
confer or withhold social standing. Sometimes it is the founder. Sometimes it is the person who
happens to own the property the commune is built on. Sometimesiit is the loudest talker, sometimes the
quietest, sometimes the one with the most charisma, sometimes the one with the most patience for
tedious meetings. The mechanism varies. The outcome is remarkably consistent. The flat structure has
produced a hierarchy whose informality conceal s its operation but does not removeit.

Y aacov Oved's Two Hundred Years of American Communes, the comprehensive scholarly survey
of the genre, traces hundreds of such experiments from the eighteenth century through the late
twentieth, and the pattern recurs across nearly al of them. The Shakers, the Oneida Community, Brook
Farm, the various Owenite and Fourierist experiments of the 1840s, the Hutterite colonies that have
functioned continuously since the sixteenth century, the kibbutzim of early Israel, the back-to-the-land
communes of the late 1960s, the intentional communities of the present moment — each begins with
sincere flatness and develops, often within a few years, a recognizable functional hierarchy. The
emergence is neither moral failure nor conspiracy. It is what happens when many resource calculi have
to coexist in the same physical space and somehow settle the question of who eats first, who decides,
and who waits.

The iron law that nobody can repeal

Raobert Michels, a German-Italian sociologist who had been an active member of the German Social
Democratic Party in the early twentieth century, watched with disappointment as the party that had
committed itself to internal democracy gradually became, over the course of decades, an organization
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in which a small professional leadership class made the meaningful decisions and the rank-and-file
members ratified them. Michels wrote up his observationsin 1911 in a book called Palitical Parties: A
Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tendencies of Modern Democracy, and the formulation he
produced has been known ever since astheiron law of oligarchy.

The law, as Michels stated it, is roughly this. Any organization of more than a few people,
regardless of its founding ideology, will tend to develop a small ruling clique whose interests are
distinct from those of the broader membership and whose hold on decision-making becomes
increasingly difficult to challenge as time passes. Michels offered three principal mechanisms. First,
organizations need specialization to function effectively, and specialization concentrates expertise in
the hands of those who happen to occupy the relevant roles. Second, the broader membership has finite
attention and energy, and most members delegate decision-making to those willing to do the work,
which over time means the willing-to-do-the-work become a class. Third, the leadership class develops
ashared interest in maintaining its position and uses its access to information, resources, and procedural
knowledge to do so.

The argument has been disputed and refined for over a century. Critics have noted that Michels was
overgeneralizing from a particular German social democratic context, that the iron law is more iron in
some kinds of organizations than others, and that the leadership-membership gap can be reduced —
though rarely eliminated — by deliberate institutional design. The broader observation, however, has
held up remarkably well across the subsequent century of organizational research. Hierarchy is not a
moral failure of bad organizations to be flatter. It is the predictable output of many resource calculi
running in parallel and needing, somehow, to settle the same questions the chimpanzees were settling,
and that human bodies still carry the machinery to settle.

Why hierarchy emerges

Severa mechanisms drive the emergence, and they often operate simultaneously. Naming them
separately makes the dynamics easier to see, but in practice they reinforce each other in ways that make
the result more robust than any single mechanism would suggest.

Decisions need to close. A group facing areal choice — what to spend money on, whom to hire,
whether to expand, how to respond to a crisis— needs to reach a decision and act on it. Pure consensus,
in which every member must agree before the group moves, scales badly. As the group grows, the time
reguired to reach consensus on any nontrivial question grows faster than the size of the group, because
each new member adds new potential objections and new relationships that must be managed during
the decision process. Groups that try to maintain pure consensus past a certain size either grind to a halt,
fragment into subgroups, or develop informal mechanisms by which afew people effectively make the
decisions and the rest assent to them. The informal mechanisms become, in time, the operative
structure, regardless of what the formal documents say.

Jo Freeman's 1970 essay The Tyranny of Structurelessness, originally a conference paper delivered
at afeminist conference and subsequently widely reprinted, made the argument with particular forcein
the context of consciousness-raising groups and the broader women's liberation movement. Freeman
observed that flat structures do not abolish hierarchy; they conceal it. The visible hierarchy of titled
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positions, accountable through formal procedures, is replaced by an invisible hierarchy of friendship
networks, of who knows whom, of who has been there longest, of whose voice is most readily attended
to ininformal discussion. The invisible hierarchy operates through the same mechanisms as the visible
one but is harder to challenge, because there is no formal channel through which its operations can be
guestioned. People who notice that they are being excluded are met with the response that the structure
isflat and there is therefore nothing to be excluded from. Freeman's essay has been required reading for
several generations of organizers attempting to build movements that combine egalitarian commitment
with the operational capacity to do anything.

Information accumulates unevenly. In any group with ongoing operations, some members know
things other members do not. The treasurer knows the bank balance. The longstanding member knows
the unwritten conventions. The person who has been negotiating with a particular outside organization
knows what their counterpart actually wants. The person who has read the lease, the bylaws, or the
technical documentation knows what they say. This informational asymmetry is unavoidable —
somebody has to do the reading — and it confers real power, because decisions made without the
information will tend to be wrong, and decisions made with the information will tend to be right. Over
time, the people who hold the information become structurally important to the group's functioning, and
their preferences carry weight that other members' do not.

Some people want it more. Within any group, individuals vary in how much they want to
influence outcomes, how much time they are willing to invest in committee work and
behind-the-scenes coordination, how much socia discomfort they are willing to absorb in pressing for
their preferences, and how much they enjoy the sheer activity of decision-making. These individua
differences are real and persistent. People high on the relevant traits — assertiveness,
conscientiousness, sometimes narcissism — will tend, over time, to occupy the informal influence
positions, regardless of formal structure. People low on the relevant traits will tend, over time, to defer,
regardless of formal entitlement. The result is a stratification driven not by the rules but by the variance
of the membership in traits that matter.

Reputation is durable. Once an individual has been tagged as competent, reliable, charismatic, or
trustworthy, the tag tends to persist. Subsequent contributions are interpreted in light of the existing
reputation; minor failures are excused, minor successes are amplified, and the reputation compounds.
Conversdly, individuals tagged as incompetent, unreliable, abrasive, or untrustworthy face a steady
headwind in subsequent interactions, with their successes discounted and their failures held against
them. Reputation, in any group that lasts more than a few months, is one of the most important
determinants of effective influence, and its operation is largely independent of the formal structure.

The body recognizesthe alpha. Underneath the cognitive and procedural mechanisms, thereisthe
simple physiological fact that human bodies, like other primate bodies, have machinery for recognizing
and responding to dominance. Posture, voice register, eye contact, the speed at which a person
interrupts or yields, the way a person enters or leaves a room — these signals are read by the bodies of
others within fractions of a second, often before conscious awareness has registered the encounter. The
reading produces real physiological responses: cortisol rises in the body of the person reading
themselves as subordinate, testosterone rises in the body of the person reading themselves as dominant,
the autonomic state shifts, the felt sense of who has authority settles in. These responses do not stop at
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the door of the horizontal startup or the consensus meeting. They are operating regardless of what the
founding documents say.

Flat structures do not abolish hierarchy. They conceal it. The visible hierarchy of titled
positionsisreplaced by an invisible hierarchy of friendship networks, longevity, and
whose voice is readily attended to.

The pattern at work

Examples of the pattern across different kinds of organizations make the abstract mechanism concrete.

The 1960s American communes. Of the hundreds of communes founded during the late-1960s
back-to-the-land movement, very few survive in their original form, and those that do have developed
governance structures considerably more elaborate than their founding documents anticipated. Twin
Oaks in Virginia, founded in 1967 on the principles of Skinner's Walden Two, evolved a complex
labor-credit system, an elected planner-manager structure, and a set of formal procedures for
decision-making that resemble nothing so much as the bureaucracy the founders had hoped to escape.
The Farm in Tennessee, founded in 1971 around the spiritual leadership of Stephen Gaskin, ran for a
decade as amore or less unified collective before splitting into a smaller membership-based community
after afinancia crisis forced restructuring; Gaskin's own role as charismatic founder was central to the
original arrangement and contested in the aftermath. The Bruderhof, a Christian intentional community
founded in Germany in 1920 and operating now in several countries, has maintained its communal life
for over a century by accepting from the start that members would defer to elders and that the
community would have a recognizable structure of authority. The communities that survived were
those that found a way to acknowledge and channel the hierarchy that emerged anyway. The
communities that did not survive were typically those that insisted on flatnhess and fragmented when the
tension between the formal claim and the operational reality became unsustainable.

The early kibbutzim. The Isragli kibbutz movement, founded in the early twentieth century with
strong egalitarian and collectivist commitments, ran for decades as one of the world's most ambitious
experiments in flat communal living. Income was pooled. Children were raised collectively in
dedicated children's houses, separate from their parents quarters. Decisions were made in general
assemblies. The ideology was explicitly anti-hierarchical. Within the first generation, however, the
kibbutzim developed informal hierarchies based on founding-member status, ideological purity, and
economic productivity. The founding generation'sinformal authority over later arrivals was substantial.
The more economically productive kibbutzim accumulated capital that gave them options that less
productive ones did not. Over the latter half of the twentieth century, most kibbutzim either privatized
substantial portions of their economic life, abandoned the children's-house arrangement, or both. The
movement persists, with around 270 kibbutzim still operating in Israel, but the form is now
considerably more differentiated than the founders envisioned, with internal wage differentials and
individualized housing in most cases.

Open-sour ce software communities. The communities that build major open-source software
projects — the Linux kernel, Apache web server, Mozilla Firefox, Python, Wikipedia's underlying
MediaWiki, and many others — are sometimes presented as examples of successful flat collaboration.
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The presentation is partly accurate; these projects do involve thousands of contributors operating across
continents without formal hierarchical employment relationships. They are also, however, recognizably
hierarchical in their operation. The Linux kernel has Linus Torvalds, who has held the role of final
arbiter of what code merges into the officia tree since 1991 and whose preferences have substantial
weight on desigh questions. Most major open-source projects have a similar structure: a benevolent
dictator, a founder-emeritus, or a small steering committee whose informal authority is considerable
even when their formal powers are limited. The phrase benevolent dictator for life, abbreviated BDFL,
originated in the Python community to describe Guido van Rossum's role and has since been adopted
across many other projects. Open source is flat at the bottom and quite hierarchical at the top, with the
top often occupied by a single individual whose taste shapes the project. The model works, often
beautifully. It is not flat.

Quaker meetings. The Religious Society of Friends, founded in seventeenth-century England, has
operated for over three hundred years on a model of unprogrammed worship and consensus
decision-making sometimes called sense of the meeting. There are no clergy. There is no formal
hierarchy in the worship. Decisions are made when the meeting discerns a unified path forward, with
the clerk serving principally to articulate the emerging sense rather than to rule. This works remarkably
well, and Quakers have been rightly admired for it. Within any individual meeting, however, certain
members come to be recognized as having particular weight in spiritual discernment — sometimes
called weighty Friends — whose contributions are treated with particular attention and whose dissent is
taken with particular seriousness. The pattern is not formal in any sense the meeting would
acknowledge as creating titles or powers, but it is real and consequential. A weighty Friend speaking
against a proposed action will often end discussion in a way that an ordinary member's identical
objection would not. The meeting is, in this sense, hierarchical — not in the manner of a corporation or
a church, but in the manner of a primate group that has nevertheless evolved a remarkable vocabulary
for managing the hierarchy without rendering it explicit.

Horizontal startups. The early-twenty-first-century vogue for flat-management corporate
structures produced a number of natural experiments. Valve Corporation, the video game company, has
operated since 2003 with a famously flat structure in which employees are encouraged to choose their
own projects without forma management approval. The company's internal handbook, leaked publicly
in 2012, made the radical-flatness claim explicitly. Subsequent reporting from former employees,
however, has documented that Valve operates with a powerful informal hierarchy in which a small
circle of long-tenured engineers effectively controls compensation and project access, that the formal
absence of managers conceals what employees experience as a high-school-like social environment in
which the prevailing cliques have outsized influence over careers, and that the costs of this informality
fall disproportionately on newer hires, women, and other groups who lack the tenure and social capital
to navigate the hidden structure. Morning Star, the Californiatomato processing company, has operated
for decades on a self-management model with no formal managers; it has also developed elaborate
peer-evaluation procedures that perform many of the functions managers would. Buurtzorg, the Dutch
home-care company, operates in self-managing teams with support from a small central staff. Each of
these companies has had genuine successes, and each has had to develop informal or quasi-formal
mechanisms to do the work that explicit management would do in a conventional structure. The lesson
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is not that flatness is impossible. The lesson is that what 1ooks like flatness from the outside is, on
closer inspection, a redistribution of hierarchical functions to informal channels that handle them with
varying degrees of transparency.

Who fills the alpha position

Once the inevitability of hierarchy is granted, a more interesting question becomes available. Who fills
the alpha position? And what kinds of personalities does the selection process tend to favor?

Several traits, on the empirical record, give individuals an advantage in the competition for
influence within any group. Confidence, including the projection of confidence beyond what objective
competence warrants. Energy, including the willingness to invest large amounts of time in the socia
and procedural work of influence. Verbal fluency, including the ability to articulate positions rapidly
and persuasively in rea-time discussion. Charisma, the harder-to-pin-down quality of attracting
attention and sympathy. Tolerance for conflict, including the willingness to push back, to interrupt, to
press an unwelcome point. Srategic thinking, including the capacity to plan several moves ahead in
social and political encounters. These traits exist in varying combinations across the human population,
with substantial individual variation.

What is uncomfortable to face squarely is that there is substantial overlap between the trait-cluster
that favors ascent in human hierarchies and the trait-cluster that characterizes Dark Triad personalities
— narcissism, Machiavellianism, and a low affective-empathy register. Confidence beyond
competence is a defining feature of narcissism. Strategic manipulation of social and informational
asymmetriesis the core of Machiavellianism. Tolerance for conflict and the willingness to inflict social
cost on others without felt distress is a feature of low affective empathy. The overlap does not mean
that everyone who rises in a hierarchy is dark-triadic; many do not, and many who fit the trait profile
fail to rise for reasons of context, circumstance, or the resistance of those they would lead. What it
means is that hierarchies tend to select for trait-clusters that disproportionately overlap with traits that,
in their fully developed form, are the markers of personality patterns we will examine in the next
section. The implications are serious enough to deserve their own treatment.

Belinda Board and Katarina Fritzon's 2005 study comparing senior business executives in three
FTSE 100 companies with patients at Broadmoor Hospital, a high-security psychiatric facility in
England housing some of the most disturbed individuals in British forensic psychiatry, produced a
memorable finding. The executives scored higher than the psychiatric patients on a number of
personality measures associated with histrionic and narcissistic patterns — though lower, importantly,
on measures associated with overt violence and antisocial conduct. The executives were not equivalent
to the patients in any clinical sense. They were exhibiting, in a moderated form, a pattern of
self-orientation and dominance-seeking that the patients exhibited in a more extreme and disorganized
form. The same human characteristics produced different outcomes depending on the institutional
channel through which they were expressed. Paul Babiak and Robert Hare's Shakes in Suits, published
in 2006, developed the broader case in detail.

What good leadership looks like in primate terms
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Not every aphais atyrant. Frans de Waal's chimpanzee research, in particular, has documented good
and bad alphas with some specificity. Bad aphas — those whose tenures end badly and whose reigns
produce community stress — tend to rule through intimidation, to maintain position through displays of
force rather than through coalition-building, to fail to mediate disputes between subordinates, and to
provoke the coalitions of subordinates that eventually depose them. Good alphas — those whose
tenures last longer and whose communities thrive — tend to spend more time grooming with
subordinates, to intervene in disputes between others in ways that protect the weaker party, to share
food, and to maintain broad coalitions of allies who genuinely benefit from their leadership rather than
merely tolerating it.

The pattern translates, with appropriate adjustment, to human organizations. The literature on
effective leadership in modern workplaces — drawing on decades of research from Edwin Hollander,
Jim Coallins, and many others — converges on a broadly similar picture. The leaders whose tenures
produce the best long-run outcomes for their organizations and the fewest long-run costs for their
followers are not the charismatic dominators who concentrate authority and crush dissent. They are,
rather, the figures who build broad coalitions, who delegate effectively, who attend to the well-being of
their teams, who can take a punch without becoming defensive, and who pass on credit while absorbing
blame. These leaders are, in primate terms, more bonobo-influenced than chimpanzee-influenced. They
acknowledge their position rather than pretend it does not exist, and they exercise it in ways that
produce broad sufficiency rather than concentrated capture.

The honest difficulty is that selection processes in modern organizations do not always favor the
bonobo-influenced alpha. Hiring decisions, particularly at senior levels, are made by interview panels
and search committees that respond to confidence, charisma, and the projection of decisive vision. The
candidate who acknowledges uncertainty, who gives credit to subordinates, who declines to claim
achievements they did not personally produce, often loses to the candidate who does not. The
bonobo-influenced alpha exists, and the literature suggests they outperform the chimpanzee-influenced
alpha over the long run. The selection processes that fill apha positions, however, favor the latter more
often than the former, with consequences that the affected organizations subsequently have to live with.

Roping the alpha

If hierarchy isinevitable, and if the selection processes that fill it do not reliably favor the leaders who
use power well, the question that remains is what institutional structures can do to constrain the alpha
after the position has been filled. The answer the comparative record gives is, broadly, that the
structures that work are those that distribute power across multiple checking centers, make succession
predictable rather than discretionary, and maintain transparency about how decisions are actually being
made.

Distribution. No single individual or body has unchecked authority. The legislature can override
the executive; the courts can constrain both; the press can expose al three; the electorate can replace
those they select. The various corporate equivalents — boards answerable to shareholders, audit
committees independent of management, regulatory oversight from outside the firm, interna
whistleblower protections — perform analogous functions. The mechanisms are not perfect; each can
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be captured. The capture is harder, however, when the bodies are genuinely distributed and when their
members interests do not align too closely with the interests of those they are supposed to be checking.

Predictable succession. Hereditary monarchies developed elaborate succession rules —
primogeniture, agnatic and cognatic variants, regency provisions — because the alternative was civil
war on the death of every king. Modern constitutional democracies have term limits, scheduled
elections, defined succession lines for executive incapacitation. Modern corporations have CEO
succession planning, contested elections for board seats, and various transition protocols. The point is
the same: when the next aphais determined by predictable rules rather than by discretionary choice of
the current alpha, the costs of any given individual being on the throne are bounded.

Transparency. Decisions made in writing, with reasons given, are constrained in ways that
decisions made informally are not. The reasons can be examined later, the procedures can be audited,
the dissenting voices can be recorded. Authoritarian regimes, in any setting, work continuously to
reduce transparency, because reducing transparency widens the space within which the alphas
discretion is unchecked. Constitutional orders work continuously to increase it, because each marginal
increase in transparency narrows the space within which abuse is possible.

These are not perfect remedies. None of them prevents alpha behavior; al of them merely constrain
it. The hierarchy still emerges, the alpha still rises, the dominance dynamics still operate. What changes
isthe cost the rest of the population pays. With well-designed and well-maintained constraints, the cost
is bearable; the apha gets the perks of position, performs the closing function the group needs, and is
roped into a structure that limits the damage any individual occupant can do. With poorly designed or
poorly maintained constraints — or with constraints that have been deliberately dismantled — the cost
rises, sometimes catastrophically. The fight over institutional design is, ultimately, the fight over how
much the rest of us pay for the alpha we cannot abolish.

The question of who that alphais, and what kind of personality occupies the position, can ho longer
be deferred. Some of the people who rise to the top are genuinely constructive — bonobo-influenced
figures whose tenure leaves their organizations and communities better than they found them. Others
are not. The minority of the population whose rise comes through the operation of personality patterns
that the clinical literature has been studying for over a century deserves a closer look. They are the
subject of the next section, and they are the principal reason that all of the institutional rope discussed
in these pages had to be invented in the first place.

Severa patterns from the organizational behavior literature illustrate the dynamics described here
in concrete settings. Jo Freeman's 1972 essay The Tyranny of Structurelessness, written about her
experience in the women's liberation movement of the late 1960s, documented in detail how groups that
explicitly rejected formal organization had nevertheless developed informal hierarchies based on
personal relationships, prior involvement, and access to information networks. The informal hierarchies
were less accountable than formal ones precisely because their existence was officialy denied; new
members could not easily understand who actually held influence, and challenging the informal leaders
meant challenging structures that were said not to exist. Freeman's analysis has been republished and
cited continuously across the half century since its appearance, partly because the patterns it described
have recurred reliably in subsequent generations of movements and organizations that aspired to
flatness.
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More recent organizational research has documented comparable patterns in supposedly flat
workplaces. The tech-industry experiments with Holacracy and similar non-hierarchical management
systems, beginning around 2010 and continuing in various forms thereafter, have produced mixed
results. Companies adopting these systems have generally found that the formal removal of hierarchy
did not eliminate hierarchical dynamics within the organization; it merely removed the formal
structures within which those dynamics could be negotiated openly. Some Holacracy-adopting
companies subsequently reverted to more traditional hierarchical structures after several years of
experimentation; others retained the formal flatness while developing various informal arrangements
that performed the functions traditional hierarchies had previously performed. The lesson, broadly
consistent with the framework's account, is that hierarchy in human groups above a certain size is a
feature of the underlying primate machinery rather than of any particular organizational chart, and that
organizational design succeeds best when it acknowledges what it is shaping rather than pretending to
abolish what it can only redirect.

The most successful organizational designs, on the comparative evidence, are not those that try to
eliminate hierarchy but those that build in robust mechanisms for accountability, succession, and
challenge. Modern corporate governance, with its boards of directors, audit committees, shareholder
votes, and executive compensation oversight, represents one set of institutional answers to the question
of how to constrain hierarchies that cannot be eliminated. Constitutional democracy, with its separation
of powers, periodic elections, judicial review, and freedom of press, represents another. Religious
institutions with developed governance structures — the Catholic Church's complex apparatus of
councils, synods, and regional bishops; presbyterian church polity with its layered courts; Jewish
rabbinic tradition with its decentralized halakhic decision-making — represent yet others. Each design
balances the inevitability of leadership against the need to prevent leaders from accumulating
unchecked authority, with varying degrees of success across different cases and circumstances. The
comparative study of these designs is the proper subject of the constitutional and organizational
literatures; what the framework adds, perhaps, isaway of seeing what the designs are actually doing —
channeling apha primate dynamics through institutional forms that make those dynamics more rather
than less productive for the broader population the institutions serve.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Habsburg Inheritance

Regnal names, corporate forms, and the late-imperial Mitteleuropan crucible that produced
our political vocabulary

On awall in the Schatzkammer of the Hofburg in Vienna, beside a case of crowns and a glass cabinet
of christening dresses, hangs the genealogical tree of the House of Habsburg. The treeislabeled in five
languages and runs to thousands of names. Across the centuries it documents, the same first names
recur with such frequency that anyone reading the labels begins to lose track. Karl. Karl. Karl. Karl.
Karl Albrecht. Karl Franz Josef. Franz. Franz Karl. Franz Josef. Franz Ferdinand. Maria Theresia, then
another Maria Theresia, then a third. The names repeat because they were chosen, deliberately, to
repeat. Each new sovereign took on the regnal name of an illustrious predecessor, signaling to subjects
across an empire of dozens of languages that the office continued even when the body changed.

When Karl Habsburg-L othringen — the great-grand-nephew of Emperor Karl 1, the last Habsburg
to reign — became head of the house in 2007, he became the third Karl in his line to bear that name as
the family's chosen leader. The crown is gone. The empire is gone. The house, in the strict legal sense,
has had no throne since 1918. But the regnal haming continues, the family associations continue, the
sense that the office is older than any individual continues. Whatever the imperial body has lost
politically, it has not lost the practice of treating the sequence as continuous.

The pattern is older than the Habsburgs and broader than them. Hatshepsut, the female pharaoch of
Egypt's eighteenth dynasty, had herself depicted with the false beard of male royalty because the office
she occupied had a beard, even though the person occupying it did not. Augustus, the first Roman
emperor, took on his great-uncle Julius Caesar's name and added the honorific that meant revered;
subsequent emperors took the name Caesar as part of their own titulature, until Caesar became simply
the word for an emperor — Kaiser in German, Tsar in Russian, Czar in Polish. Popes choose new
names on election. Monarchs across Europe adopt regnal numbers— Henry V11, Louis X1V, Elizabeth
I — that connect them explicitly to their predecessors. The name signals that the office is more durable
than the body, and that the body's primary work is to be atemporary vehicle for the office.

What this small ritual reveals, when read through HMRGSC, is something striking. The naming
convention is one of the earliest and most durable forms of what would later become the corporate
person — the abstract entity that persists across the lives of the bodies that staff it. The pharaoh's office,
Caesar's office, the papal throne, the regnal lineage, the modern joint-stock corporation, the modern
political party, the modern nation-state with its constitution and bureaucracy: each is a structure
designed so that the calculus of authority does not have to begin again when the current alpha dies.
Continuity of the office, regardless of the occupant, is among the human species's most consequential
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institutional inventions. It is aso, on the evidence of the centuries, deeply Habsburg in its modern form.

Mitteleuropa as crucible

Few places on earth, in any period, have produced as dense a concentration of consequential intellectual
work as central Europe in the seventy years between roughly 1848 and 1918. The geographic core of
this productivity was the Habsburg Empire, the multi-ethnic state that under various names — Holy
Roman Empire, Austrian Empire, Austro-Hungarian Empire — had ruled much of central and eastern
Europe for centuries before its dissolution at the end of the First World War. Vienna, Budapest, Prague,
Lemberg, Trieste, Cracow, Brno, and several other cities formed an intellectual ecosystem held
together by the imperial postal service, the imperial railway network, the imperial currency, the
imperial educational system, and the German language as the lingua franca of the educated classes.

The list of intellectual movements that emerged from this ecosystem is hard to parallel. Modern
psychoanalysis (Freud, Adler, Klein, Reich, all working in or near Vienna). Modern musical
composition (Mahler, Schoenberg, Berg, Webern). The Vienna Circle of logical positivism (Schlick,
Carnap, Neurath). Twentieth-century analytical philosophy (Wittgenstein, born in Vienna, trained in
Manchester and Cambridge). The Austrian School of economics (Menger, Bohm-Bawerk, Mises,
Hayek, Schumpeter). Modern art history (Riegl, Wickhoff, Dvom &k). Sociology in the form that would
dominate the twentieth century (Simmel partly, Weber substantially, Lukacs, Mannheim). Major
developments in mathematics (Godel, working in Vienna). Major developments in physics (Boltzmann
in Vienna; Schrodinger; the early quantum mechanics community drew heavily on Mitteleuropan
training). And perhaps most consequentially for the political history of the twentieth century, the
central elaborations of Marxist theory itself (Engels, working in Manchester but in constant
correspondence with the German-speaking world; Otto Bauer, Karl Kautsky, Rudolf Hilferding, the
entire Austro-Marxist tradition; and on the other side of the political spectrum, the Austrian School's
anti-Marxist economics from Menger forward).

Carl Schorske's Fin-de-Siécle Vienna, the masterwork on this period, argues that the late Habsburg
crisis produced this extraordinary intellectual flourishing because its political structure was
simultaneously becoming impossible and being held together by elaborate institutional and aesthetic
machinery. The tensions between the empire's nationalities — Austrian Germans, Hungarians, Czechs,
Slovaks, Poles, Ukrainians, Slovenes, Croats, Serbs, Romanians, Italians, and a substantial Jewish
minority distributed across all of these — could not be resolved by the political system, so they were
displaced into art, music, philosophy, and theory. Schorske's reading is contestable in its specific causal
clams. The broader observation, that this particular place at this particular moment produced an
unusual concentration of consequentia intellectual work, is not.

What is particularly striking, for the argument running through these pages, is that the modern
political vocabulary in which twentieth-century mass movements would conduct their conflicts —
capitalism, socialism, communism — was substantially elaborated in this Habsburg crucible, often by
people who knew each other personaly, drank in the same coffee houses, and argued in the same
German-language journals. The arguments did not stay in central Europe. They crossed the Atlantic
with emigrating economists, crossed into Russia with Lenin's reading of German Marxist theory,
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crossed into China with Mao's reading of the Russian revisions, and shaped the political landscape of
the twentieth century in ways that no contemporary discussion of left and right can entirely shed. The
vocabulary is Habsburg even when its users have forgotten where it came from.

Capitalism, in its theoretical form

Capitalism, as a coherent theoretical framework rather than as an accumulation of business practices,
was substantially developed by economists working within the Habsburg orbit. Carl Menger published
Grundsatze der Volkswirthschaftslehre in Viennain 1871, simultaneously with William Stanley Jevons
in England and Léon Walras in Switzerland — the so-called margina revolution that transformed
economic theory by basing prices on consumers subjective valuations at the margin rather than on
labor inputs. Menger's intellectual heirs — Eugen von Bohm-Bawerk, Friedrich von Wieser, Ludwig
von Mises, Friedrich Hayek — developed what came to be called the Austrian School, and the school's
emphases on subjective valuation, dispersed knowledge, the price system as a coordinating mechanism,
and skepticism toward central economic planning would shape twentieth-century debates about
€conomic organization to this day.

Joseph Schumpeter, born in Moravia in 1883, trained in Vienna, and eventually emigrated to
Harvard, contributed two enduring concepts to economic thought. The first was creative destruction —
the observation that capitalist economies advance precisely by destroying their own existing structures,
with new firms, new technologies, and new business models displacing the old. The second was the
central role of the entrepreneur as the engine of this process. the figure who perceives an opportunity
others have missed, organizes resources around it, and disrupts the existing equilibrium. Both ideas
have become so naturalized that they sound almost tautological now. They were not obvious when
Schumpeter introduced them, and they have shaped how successive generations have understood what
capitalism is and what it does.

Misess Human Action, published in 1949, articulated the most ambitious twentieth-century
philosophical defense of the market economy. Hayek's various works, particularly The Road to Serfdom
in 1944 and The Constitution of Liberty in 1960, made the political case that economic centralization
was incompatible with political freedom and that markets were not merely efficient but were a
precondition for free societies. The arguments are still being made; Hayek won the Nobel Prize in
Economicsin 1974 and his work remains central to libertarian and classical-liberal economic thought in
the twenty-first century.

What is sometimes forgotten about the Austrian School is its geographical and biographical
particularity. Most of these economists were Habsburg subjects who lived through the empire's
collapse, the chaos of the post-war Austrian republic, and in many cases the rise of Nazism and the
necessity of emigration. Their commitment to the market economy was not, in their own
self-understanding, a defense of an established order; it was an argument made by people who had
watched established orders collapse and who had reasons to believe that the alternatives could be
considerably worse. Reading their work as the philosophy of comfortable establishments misses the
historical context entirely. They were refugees, in many cases, writing from the ash heap of an empire
they had grown up in.
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Socialism and communism, in their theoretical forms

On the other side of the same Mitteleuropan ledger, the theoretical framework that would organize the
great twentieth-century alternative to capitalism was being elaborated by people who often lived a few
streets away from the Austrian School theorists and argued with them in person. Karl Marx, born in
Trier and writing mostly from London after his exile, was a German-language theorist whose
arguments were taken up and developed by an explicitly Habsburg-sphere set of successors — the
Austro-Marxists Otto Bauer, Karl Renner, Rudolf Hilferding, Max Adler, and others — who tried to
apply Marxist analysis to the multi-ethnic complexities of the Habsburg Empire and who substantially
influenced the German and Austrian Social Democratic partiesin their formative decades.

The Communist Manifesto, written by Marx and Engels in 1848 in the immediate context of the
European revolutions of that year, was a German-language document addressed to a central European
audience. Das Kapital, the first volume of which Marx published in Hamburg in 1867, would not have
been written in the form it took without the broader German-speaking philosophical tradition — Hegel
above al, but also Feuerbach, Kant, the various German political economists Marx engaged with —
that the Habsburg education system trained generations of central Europeansto take seriously. Marxism
was a German-language theory, written by German-language writers, addressed to a German-speaking
audience, and rooted in the philosophical tradition that the German-speaking academic world
considered standard.

The Austro-Marxists particular contribution was to think carefully about how Marxist theory
would have to be modified to account for the multi-national character of the empires they actually lived
in. Bauer's 1907 Die Nationalitdtenfrage und die Sozialdemokratie argued for persona-national
autonomy as away of addressing the claims of small nations within a multi-national state without either
suppressing those claims or fragmenting the state into ethnically homogeneous units. Renner devel oped
similar ideas. Hilferding's Das Finanzkapital of 1910 was a major theoretical extension of Marxist
analysis to finance capitalism, and Lenin's Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism drew heavily
on Hilferding's work even as Lenin developed conclusions Hilferding did not endorse. The framework
that would shape the Russian Revolution and everything that followed was substantially built in central
European debates that the Bolsheviks read carefully and adapted to their own purposes.

Communism, as it crystallized after 1917 in the Bolshevik revolution, was a particular
interpretation and implementation of this Mitteleuropan inheritance. Lenin had spent years in Zurich,
Geneva, and Munich during his exile, reading and arguing in the German-language press of the
European left. His theoretical contributions — the vanguard party, democratic centralism, the
dictatorship of the proletariat as a transitional state — were elaborations and reinterpretations of
debates that the Austro-Marxists, the German Social Democrats, and various other Mitteleuropan
factions had been having for decades before the revolution. When the Russian state in 1917 became the
political vehicle for one particular reading of this inheritance, the reading took on the weight of a state
and acquired the capacity to be enforced as such. The other readings continued to exist, but the
Bolshevik reading — through its institutional embodiment and its export to other countries — became,
for much of the twentieth century, the dominant variant.
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The vocabulary in which much of the twentieth century's political history was
conducted — capitalism, socialism, communism — was substantially elaborated in
cities the Habsburgs ruled or had recently ruled, by people who often knew each other
personally.

Why so much from one place

Why did this particular ecosystem produce so much theoretical ferment? The question has been debated
for over a century, and the answer is multi-causal in ways that no single explanation can fully capture.
A few factors recur in the scholarship and are worth naming.

The empire was multi-ethnic. No theory of society centered on a single national group made
sense in the Habsburg context. Theorists had to think about how power, language, culture, and
economic integration worked across populations with different histories and different felt loyalties.
This intrinsic complexity made the territory unusually fertile for general socia theory of the kind that
would travel.

The empire was urbanizing rapidly. Viennas population grew from roughly 400,000 in 1840 to
over 2,000,000 by 1910, fueled by migration from the empire's various provinces. Budapest, Prague,
and the smaller imperia cities followed similar trgjectories. The dislocations of urbanization — the
shift from rural to urban life, from agrarian to industrial work, from village to city, from extended
family to nuclear — produced the socia problems that nineteenth- and twentieth-century social theory
was developed to address. The theorists were watching the transformation happen around them, in real
time.

The Jewish population was disproportionately educated and disproportionately positioned to
think comparatively. Jewish communitiesin central Europe, denied full civic participation for most of
the imperia period and only partialy enfranchised through the various reforms of the nineteenth
century, produced an extraordinary share of the Habsburg intellectual output. Freud, Mahler (born
Jewish, later converted), Schoenberg (born Jewish, later converted and reverted), Wittgenstein (Jewish
ancestry), Schnitzler, Karl Kraus, Joseph Roth, Stefan Zweig, Hans Kelsen, Mises, Hilferding, Hannah
Arendt, Karl Polanyi: the list of Habsburg-trained Jewish intellectuals who shaped twentieth-century
thought is striking by any standard. The disproportionate output had a particular character: many of
these thinkers were comparing societies, comparing cultures, comparing systems, in ways that their less
mobile contemporaries did less.

The crisis was visible. Whatever else can be said about the Habsburg state in its last decades, it
was not concealing its difficulties. The various nationalist movements, the succession crisis, the
Hungarian compromise of 1867 and its subsequent strains, the social democratic agitation in the
industrial cities, the rise of Christian Social and pan-German movements in Vienna under Karl Lueger
and Georg Schonerer, the Bosnia annexation crisis of 1908, the assassination at Sargjevo in 1914 — the
imperial state was visibly under pressure throughout the period in which its intellectuals were doing
their most consequential work. The ideas were being developed in an environment that the devel opers
knew was in trouble. Some of the most ambitious responses — the Austro-Marxist proposals, the
Vienna Circle's effort to put philosophy on a more secure footing, the Austrian School's warnings about
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central planning — were direct attemptsto addressthe crisisin real time.

The crucible's afterlife

When the empire dissolved in 1918, its intellectual ecosystem fragmented. The Habsburg territories
were carved into Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Yugosavia, Romania, and Poland — successor
states whose borders did not respect the existing intellectual networks. The German-speaking academic
world that had operated as a single unit across the empire was now divided across multiple
jurisdictions, with anti-German sentiment in the new Slavic states actively pushing scholars toward
German institutions while the rump Austrian Republic struggled to maintain the prestige of Viennas
universities under economic stress.

Therise of Nazism in the 1930s scattered most of what remained. Vienna's Jewish intelligentsia, in
particular, faced an existential threat by 1938 with the Anschluss, and most of those who could
emigrated. The destinations are familiar: London, New Y ork, Princeton, Chicago, Los Angeles, Buenos
Aires, Tel Aviv. The Vienna Circle members scattered across the English-speaking world. The Austrian
School economists scattered to American universities. The Austro-Marxists who survived dispersed
across various European exile communities. The Frankfurt School theorists, though not strictly
Habsburg in origin, took similar paths. Emigré central Europeans shaped American academic culturein
the postwar decades to a degree that the universities of the time barely understood.

What was lost in the dispersal was the dense local conversation — the coffee-house culture, the
multilingual newspapers, the shared reading lists, the habit of arguing with colleagues across
institutions and disciplines because Vienna was small enough that everyone could find each other.
What was preserved was the work, often radically transformed by trangation into English and by the
ingtitutional conventions of the American academic world. Twentieth-century American intellectua life
— in economics, philosophy, sociology, psychology, art history, musicology, and severa other fields
— runs to a substantial degree on Habsburg fuel. The thinkers most often cited as founders of
distinctively American intellectual movements were, in many cases, centra European refugees
rebuilding their livesin anew institutional setting.

Robert Musil's unfinished novel The Man Without Qualities, written across the 1920s and 1930s
and published in volumes from 1930 onward, is perhaps the definitive literary record of what was lost.
Musil's narrator, Ulrich, navigates a Vienna in which the ceremonia preparations for the seventieth
anniversary of Emperor Franz Joseph's reign — a celebration scheduled for 1918, of the kind that no
actual Habsburg subject would live to attend — provide the backdrop for an inquiry into the nature of
selfhood, modernity, and rationality. Joseph Roth's The Radetzky March, published in 1932, traces
three generations of an Austrian-Slovenian family across the empire's last decades with elegiac
precision. Both novels capture, in fictional form, what the work-friendly machinery of an empire that
knew how to age was actually like to live in, and what it cost to lose.

Why this lineage matters

The reason this material belongs in a book about chimps, cult leaders, and imperial cultsis twofold.
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First, the modern political vocabulary that organizes twenty-first-century political life — capitalism
and its critics, socialism and its variants, the entire grammar by which left and right argue — has a
specific historical address. It was substantially developed in cities the Habsburgs ruled or had recently
ruled, by people who often knew each other personaly, in a multi-ethnic state whose particular
pressures shaped the questions the theorists asked. The vocabulary travels well, but it travels with
assumptions and emphases that are easier to see when its place of origin is kept in view. Conversations
about the merits of various economic and political systems often go more clearly when participants
understand that the categories they are using were elaborated in particular circumstances, against
particular alternatives, by particular people. Treating capitalism, socialism, and communism as natural
categories that any rational person would have arrived at, rather than as historical artifacts of one period
and place, makes the conversations harder than they need to be.

Second, the corporate form — and its political analogue, the modern bureaucratic state — descends
from the same lineage of regnal-name continuity that began in pharaonic Egypt and ran through
Caesar's Rome, the medieval papacy, and the Habsburg succession. The corporation, in the strict legal
sense, isaperson that does not die when its employees do. The state, in the strict legal sense, isa person
that does not die when its officials do. Both inherit, conceptually, the office-versus-occupant distinction
that the regnal naming tradition encoded. Both are, in HMRGSC terms, structures designed so that the
population's resource calculus does not have to be recalibrated every time the alpha changes. The
continuity is afeature, even when its operations are imperfect.

These are the ingtitutions that, in their best operation, do the work that the rope-on-the-alpha
discussion in the preceding pages described. A congtitution outlasts any particular president. A
corporate charter outlasts any particular CEO. A regulatory framework outlasts any particular
administration. The office continues even when the occupant changes, and the population's gauges
remain calibrated through the transition. This is what the Habsburg inheritance, at its most
consequential, gave the modern world: not the specific arrangements of the empire itself, which were
not its most enduring contribution, but the institutional habits of mind that allowed Western modernity
to construct offices that long outlasted any of the bodiesthat filled them.

The afterlife of these habits is mixed. The same institutional machinery that allows constitutional
democracies to outlast their leaders alows authoritarian regimes to construct fagades of legitimacy that
can be passed from one strongman to ancther. The same corporate form that lets productive enterprises
persist across employee generations lets extractive enterprises persist across the same. The same
bureaucratic continuity that protects citizens from the whims of individual officias can frustrate
citizens trying to address genuine grievances against the same officials. The institutional inheritance is
not unequivacally good. It is, however, the inheritance that the rest of the argument presupposes, and
acknowledging where it came from helps clarify what we are working with.

It is also worth pausing on the specific connection between the late Habsburg crisis and the
development of the social and political sciences as we now have them. Sigmund Freud's The
Interpretation of Dreams appeared in 1899; his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality in 1905; Totem
and Taboo in 1913; Civilization and Its Discontents in 1930. The psychoanalytic enterprise that Freud
built was, on close reading, a particular kind of Habsburg intellectual response to a particular Habsburg
social situation: a sustained inquiry into the unconscious drives whose suppression had become, in the
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elaborate social conventions of |ate nineteenth-century Vienna, a characteristic feature of the bourgeois
life Freud's patients lived. Carl Schorske argued that psychoanalysis was, in part, the displacement of
political energy into psychological inquiry — that what could not be openly examined in the political
life of the Habsburg state was examined indirectly, with great theoretical productivity, in the consulting
rooms of the Berggasse. Whether or not Schorske's specific claims hold up in detail, his broader
observation that Habsburg political circumstances shaped Habsburg intellectual production is borne out
across many of the period's most consequential thinkers.

Max Weber, though German rather than Habsburg in citizenship, operated within the same
German-language academic culture and drew on Mitteleuropan precedents and contemporaries
throughout his work. Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, published in two parts
in 1904 and 1905, and his posthumous Economy and Society, assembled from his manuscripts after his
1920 death, established categories — charismatic, traditional, and rational-legal authority; the iron cage
of bureaucracy; the disenchantment of the world — that have shaped the social-scientific vocabulary of
the subsequent century. Weber's typology of authority types is particularly relevant for the broader
argument running through these pages. Charismatic authority is what the strongman exercises when his
personal qualities — real or constructed through cult apparatus — confer legitimacy on his rule.
Traditional authority is what hereditary monarchies invoke. Rational-legal authority is what modern
constitutional states claim, with their formal procedures and rule-bound officialdom. Weber observed
that charismatic authority is intrinsically unstable across succession, traditional authority is brittle to
challenge, and rational-legal authority isthe only of the three forms that can in principle be transmitted
indefinitely without depending on the personal qualities of any individual. The observation is, on the
framework HMRGSC builds, exactly right, and it anticipates the basic structural insight on which
constitutional government's claim to long-term sustainability rests.

Hans Kelsen, the Austrian legal theorist who wrote much of the 1920 Austrian Constitution and
whose Pure Theory of Law reshaped twentieth-century legal philosophy, produced an equally
consequentia body of work in the particular Habsburg context. Kelsen's argument that legal systems
are hierarchically structured, with each norm authorized by a higher norm and the entire structure
ultimately resting on a hypothetical foundational norm (Grundnorm), provided the theoretical
framework that modern congtitutional courts continue to operate within. When Kelsen left Austria for
the United States in 1940, ahead of the war, he carried with him a distinctively Habsburg approach to
legal theory that subsequent American constitutional thought has incorporated, often without explicit
acknowledgment of its Mitteleuropan origins. The exodus of Habsburg-trained intellectuals into the
Anglophone world during the 1930s and 1940s is one of the more consequential intellectual migrations
in modern history, and its effects on the academic and legal cultures of the receiving countries can till
be traced in the citation networks of the contemporary literature.

From the imperial to the personal

We have stayed at the institutional and intellectual level for most of these pages, working through
structures, traditions, and lineages. The argument now turns to something more intimate: the specific
personality patterns that, when operating at scale, exploit the institutional architecture for personal
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advantage. Most people, encountering an established institution, work within it; they take the office and
its constraints as given, even when they would prefer different ones. A statistical minority of human
beings does not. They view the office as an instrument, the institutional constraints as obstacles to be
circumvented, and the calculations of the people around them as raw material to be shaped. They are
the figures who, when they fail, become garden-variety abusers of intimate partners, manipulative
managers, exploitative entrepreneurs. They are the figures who, when they succeed, become cult
leaders, demagogues, and the founders of imperial cults of their own.

The cluster of traits that names this minority has been studied for decades under several names. The
clinical literature has sometimes called it psychopathy, sometimes antisocial personality disorder,
sometimes narcissistic personality disorder, sometimes various combinations of these. The framework
that has gained the most traction in recent psychological research goes by the name of the Dark Triad,
identifies three overlapping but distinguishable traits, and turns out to map remarkably well onto the
figures that the historical record produces when human institutions fail to constrain them. The triad —
what it is, where it came from, and how it operates at the scales between the intimate and the imperial
— iswhat comes next.



The History and Geography of Chimps, Dark Triad Cults, and Imperial Cults Chapter 7—The Triad

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Triad

Nar cissism, Machiavel lianism, psychopathy — three corners of the personality space that
disrupts cooperation

On a winter afternoon in 1960, a Boston psychiatrist named Hervey Cleckley sat in his office in
Augusta, Georgia, finishing the fifth edition of a book he had first published in 1941. The book was
called The Mask of Sanity, and across nearly six hundred pages of clinical case material it documented a
kind of patient that the psychiatric profession of the time had no comfortable place for. These patients
were not insane in the usual sense. They reasoned clearly, spoke fluently, often presented themselves
with charm and self-possession that convinced sober colleagues to recommend them for early discharge
from psychiatric hospitals where they had been involuntarily committed. They held jobs, sometimes for
years. They had marriages, sometimes for decades. They formed apparent friendships and gave every
external sign of normal socia functioning. And yet, on careful inquiry, Cleckley found that something
was profoundly missing in each of them. They did not feel guilt as ordinary people felt guilt. They did
not feel love as ordinary people felt love. They did not, on any inspection that approached the clinical,
possess the affective texture that ordinary human relationships are made of. The fluency, the charm, the
apparent normality were a performance — not in the sense of conscious acting, but in the sense of an
output that was no longer connected to the internal states that ordinarily generated such outputs in other
people.

Cleckley's patients had been called many things across the history of psychiatry. Moral insanity
was the favored Victorian term, drawing on James Cowles Prichard's nineteenth-century formulation of
acondition in which moral rather than intellectual faculties were impaired. Constitutional psychopathic
inferiority had been the American diagnostic label in the early twentieth century. Sociopathy would
emerge in the post-war period as sociologists insisted that the social environment was fundamental to
the condition's development. Cleckley's preferred term, psychopathy, eventually became the standard
for what is now usually called antisocial personality disorder in the formal diagnostic manuals, though
clinicians and researchers maintain that psychopathy is a more precise construct than the broader
diagnostic category. Robert Hare's Without Conscience, published in 1993, made the research literature
accessible to general readers, and Hare's Psychopathy Checklist — the PCL-R, with its twenty items
scored on athree-point scale — has become the standard research instrument for assessing the trait.

Psychopathy, however, is only one corner of the personality space the broader argument needs. The
space has at least two other corners that have been the subject of distinct research traditions, and the
move that has organized the contemporary literature is to recognize them as overlapping but
distinguishable. Delroy Paulhus and Kevin Williams introduced the term Dark Triad in a 2002 paper in
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the Journal of Research in Personality, arguing that narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy
form a recognizable cluster of socially aversive personality traits. Each can be measured with
established instruments. Each predicts certain kinds of interpersonal and organizational outcomes. They
overlap substantialy in factor analysis but retain enough distinctive structure that treating them as a
single construct loses information that treating them as three corners of arelated space preserves.

Narcissism: the self that requires reflection

Narcissism takes its name from the Greek youth in Ovid's Metamorphoses who fell in love with his
own reflection in a pool, was unable to look away, and eventualy died beside the water. The myth is
older than Ovid; he gave it the literary form that would carry into European tradition. The condition
Sigmund Freud and his successors named after the myth has evolved considerably since its origina
formulation. Freud's 1914 essay On Narcissism introduced the concept into psychoanalysis,
distinguishing primary narcissism (an infantile state of self-investment that al people pass through)
from pathological narcissism (a failure of the developmental movement away from self-investment
toward investment in others). Otto Kernberg in the 1970s and Heinz Kohut also in the 1970s, working
in parallel and sometimes in disagreement, developed the modern psychoanalytic understanding of
narcissistic personality structure. The DSM-II1 in 1980 added Narcissistic Personality Disorder as a
forma diagnostic category, and the construct has been refined and contested in every subsequent
edition.

What the construct describes, at its core, is a personality organization in which the self requires
continuous external reflection in order to maintain its integrity. The narcissistic individual does not feel
themselves to be valuable in the way non-narcissistic individuals feel themselves to be valuable; they
feel valuable when they are being reflected as valuable by others, and the felt value collapses when the
reflection withdraws. The need for admiration is, accordingly, structural rather than incidental. Praiseis
not a pleasant addition to the narcissist's life; it is a continuously needed input without which the self
begins to disintegrate. Criticism, particularly criticism that goes to the narcissist's self-presentation,
produces what the clinical literature calls narcissistic injury — a felt experience of catastrophic
diminishment that ordinary people, however unhappy they are to be criticized, do not experience in
quite the same way.

The grandiose narcissist — the construct most ordinary people have in mind when they hear the
word — presents as confident, domineering, attention-seeking, often charming in initial encounters and
increasingly draining over time. The vulnerable narcissist, recognized more recently in the research
literature, presents differently: as anxious, self-pitying, oscillating between grandiose self-presentation
and bitter resentment of others' supposed failures to appreciate them. The two presentations look
superficially different but share the underlying structure: a self that depends on continuous external
supply for its felt integrity. Both, in HMRGSC terms, are running an esteem gauge that is leaking —
the supply has to come faster than the gauge can be filled, because thefilling is not retained.

The Narcissistic Personality Inventory, developed by Robert Raskin and Calvin Hall in 1979 and
refined since, remains the most widely used research instrument. The instrument's items ask
respondents to choose between paired statements — for example, | am no better or no worse than most
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people versus | think | am a special person — and the selection of one option from each pair generates
anarcissism score. Population-level studies using the NPI and related measures have generated some of
the more striking findings of recent personality psychology, including Jean Twenge's controversia
argument across several books that narcissism scores have been rising in the American population over
recent decades. The methodological challenges in such cross-cohort comparisons are substantial, and
Twenge's interpretations have been contested. The broader observation that narcissistic traits exist on a
continuum, are reliably measurable, and predict particular patterns of interpersonal behavior is robust.

Machiavellianism: the strategic calculator

The second corner of the triad takes its name from the Florentine diplomat Niccolo Machiavelli, whose
1513 manual The Prince remains, five centuries after its composition, one of the most influential works
in the Western poalitical tradition. Machiavelli's recommendations to his hoped-for patron — that the
effective ruler should be feared rather than loved, should keep his word when convenient and break it
when not, should be willing to use violence when violence is necessary, should attend more to
appearances than to underlying realities — were considered shocking enough on publication to be
placed on the Catholic Index of Forbidden Books in 1559 and to give the adjective Machiavellian its
lasting connotation of unscrupulous political calculation.

What is sometimes lost in popular reception of Machiavelli — and which scholarship from Quentin
Skinner onward has labored to restore — is that The Prince was not the work of athoroughgoing cynic
but of a republican exiled from his beloved Florence who was trying to articulate the techniques by
which a strong leader might unify a fractured Itay against foreign powers. Machiavelli had
complicated views about virtue, political legitimacy, and the proper ends of government, and his other
major work Discourses on Livy presents a substantially more republican political theory than The
Prince's advice-to-princes register suggests. The historical Machiavelli was more nuanced than the
adjective named after him.

The personality construct that bears Machiavelli's name was developed in 1970 by Richard Christie
and Florence Geis at Columbia University, who designed a set of questionnaire items based on themes
from The Prince and used those items to identify individuals who scored high on a willingness to
manipulate, deceive, and exploit others for personal gain. The resulting Mach-1V scale has been used in
thousands of studies since. High Mach scorers tend to view human nature cynically, to endorse
statements like most people who get ahead in the world lead clean, moral lives as wishful thinking, to
be willing to lie when it serves their purposes, and to focus on outcomes rather than on the means by
which outcomes are achieved. They are not necessarily cruel; they are calculating. They are not
necessarily reckless; they are strategic. They view social interaction as a game with winners and losers,
and they are oriented toward winning.

The Machiavellian personality differs from the narcissistic personality in important ways. The
Machiavellian does not necessarily need admiration; he or she needs leverage, and the calculations are
oriented toward the accumulation and deployment of advantage. A Machiavellian can be quite happy to
lose socid esteem in the short run if doing so produces along-run gain. A narcissist cannot, because the
social esteem is what the narcissist's self runs on. The Machiavellian also differs from the psychopath:
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where the psychopath lacks the affective register that produces guilt and empathy, the Machiavellian
may have the register but have learned to discount it strategically, to treat the felt discomfort of harming
another person as a cost to be set against the gains of doing so rather than as a reason not to act.

The narcissist needs admiration. The Machiavellian needs |everage. The psychopath
needs a target.

Psychopathy: the missing brake

The third corner of the triad is the one Cleckley spent his career documenting and that Hare's research
has refined into a measurable construct. Psychopathy, in the modern clinical understanding, is
characterized by a constellation of traits that fall into two broad clusters. The first cluster is
interpersonal-affective: glibness and superficial charm, grandiose sense of self-worth, pathological
lying, manipulativeness, lack of remorse, shallow affect, callousness, and lack of empathy. The second
cluster is social-deviant: stimulation-seeking, parasitic lifestyle, poor behaviora controls, early
behavior problems, lack of realistic long-term goals, impulsivity, irresponsibility, and a pattern of
criminal versatility. The PCL-R, Hare's research instrument, scores the trait on the basis of clinica
interview and review of life history.

Population estimates for clinically significant psychopathy vary by definition and method, but a
frequently cited figure is roughly 1 percent of the general population, with much higher concentrations
in prison populations (perhaps 15 to 25 percent in maximum-security settings) and possibly elevated
concentrations in certain professional environments — executive suites, financial trading, surgery,
certain kinds of politics — that select for some of the trait's surface features without necessarily
filtering for its underlying pathology. Kevin Dutton's The Wisdom of Psychopaths, published in 2012
and provocatively titled, surveyed the research suggesting that certain traits associated with
psychopathy at moderate levels — emotional detachment, fearlessness, focus, charm — can be
advantageous in high-stakes professions where ordinary affective responses would impair performance.
Dutton's argument is calibrated and worth taking serioudly; it is not, contrary to occasional misreadings,
a celebration of psychopathy.

What is most distinctive about psychopathy, both clinically and in HMRGSC terms, is the absence
of affective empathy — the absence of the felt distress that, in most people, registers when another
person is suffering. Cognitive empathy, the ability to understand what another person is experiencing,
is often intact in psychopaths and may even be unusualy well-developed; psychopaths are frequently
skilled readers of other people's emotional states, precisely because reading those states is
informationally useful for manipulation. What is missing is the body-level co-feeling that, in
non-psychopaths, makes inflicting distress on another person aversive. The psychopath knows what the
victim is feeling; the psychopath does not feel what the victim isfeeling. The brake that constrains most
people from harming othersis, in the psychopath, missing.

Neuroscience research from James Blair, Adrian Raine, Kent Kiehl, and others has documented
structural and functiona differences in the brains of individuals with high psychopathy scores,
particularly in the amygdala, the ventromedia prefrontal cortex, and the connections between them.
The relationship between brain differences and behavior is complex, the directionaity of cause and
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effect is contested, and the implications for criminal responsibility have been actively debated in legal
and ethical literature. The basic empirical observation, that the brains of high-psychopathy individuals
show consistent structural and functional differences from typical brains in regions associated with
affective processing of social stimuli, is now well-replicated.

What is also worth noting is that psychopathy, like narcissism and Machiavellianism, exists on a
continuum rather than as a categorica condition. Most people score low. Some people score
moderately. A small minority score high. The relationship between continuous variation in the trait and
the categorical clinical diagnosis is approximately the relationship between continuous variation in
mood and categorical clinical depression — the diagnosis names aregion at one end of the distribution,
and the broader distribution affects population-level patterns of behavior.

Overlap and distinctness

Factor-analytic studies of the three Dark Triad traits consistently find substantial intercorrelation.
Individuals high on narcissism tend to score above average on Machiavellianism and psychopathy as
well; individuals high on psychopathy similarly tend to score above average on the other two. The
intercorrelations are strong enough that some researchers have proposed a single underlying factor —
sometimes called the Dark Core — that al three traits load onto. Other researchers maintain that the
three traits retain enough distinctive structure to be worth tracking separately. The disagreement is
genuine and the literature remains active.

What is uncontested is that the broader cluster of traits — however precisely it is partitioned —
predicts a recognizable set of social outcomes. Individuals high on the Dark Triad show higher rates of
intimate partner abuse, workplace harassment, financial fraud, white-collar crime, infidelity, and
exploitative leadership behavior. They also show, on average, higher reproductive success in certain
mating contexts, more rapid initial career advancement in certain professional contexts, and certain
forms of social influence that more cooperative personality types do not match. The trait cluster does
not produce only costs; it produces costs for some people and benefits for others, in patterns the broader
literature has documented in detail.

The proposal that has been made by some researchers, most controversialy, is that the Dark Triad
traits represent a viable evolutionary strategy — what behavioral ecologists would cal a
frequency-dependent strategy, in which the strategy's payoff depends on how rare or common it isin
the population. When most people are cooperators, defectors do well; their exploitation of cooperators
is uncontested, their reputation costs are limited, and they accumulate advantage. When defectors
become too common, cooperators evolve countermeasures (gossip, reputation systems, punishment of
defectors), defectors begin to encounter each other rather than naive cooperators, and the strategy's
payoff drops. The equilibrium frequency, on this analysis, is the level at which defectors do as well as
cooperators on average — a level that turns out to be roughly consistent with the population
frequencies of clinically significant Dark Triad traits.

The frequency-dependent argument is speculative in its evolutionary specifics — direct evidence
that selection pressures actually maintained Dark Triad traits at the observed frequencies is hard to
obtain — but the basic logic is consistent with what game theory would predict. Robert Axelrod's work
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on the iterated prisoner's dilemma, discussed at length in later pages, established that defection
strategies do well in environments where exit is cheap and reputation is fragmented, and do lesswell in
environments where reputation is durable and exit is costly. The historica and contemporary
distribution of Dark Triad behavior across different kinds of social environments tracks the prediction
with reasonable fidelity.

A fourth trait, sometimes added

More recent research has explored whether a fourth trait — everyday sadism — should be added to the
Dark Triad to make a Dark Tetrad. Erin Buckels, Daniel Jones, and Delroy Paulhus have published a
series of papers since 2013 documenting that subclinical sadism — pleasure taken in others suffering,
well below the threshold of clinical-forensic concern — predicts certain kinds of behavior that the
original triad does not fully account for, including online trolling, cruelty in video game settings, and
various forms of casua cruelty in everyday life. The Tetrad framework remains contested in the
research literature; not all factor analyses cleanly separate sadism from the original three traits.

What is striking about the sadism research, regardless of the factor-analytic question, is its
empirical demonstration that taking pleasure in others suffering is more common in the genera
population than ordinary discourse acknowledges. Buckels's bug-killing experiment, in which
participants were asked to operate a coffee grinder modified to grind live pillbugs (the pillbugs were
not actually killed; the experiment was designed to measure willingness rather than actual action),
found that a substantial minority of participants reported enjoying the experience and asked to do more.
The sadistic register, like the others in the broader cluster, is not confined to clinical populations. It is
distributed, at lower intensities, throughout the general population, and it is more common than
self-reports of one's own personality typically suggest.

Why the triad matters at scale

The Dark Triad framework illuminates a number of features of human social life that are otherwise
puzzling.

Why some leader s cause disproportionate harm. Most leaders, in most organizations, perform a
function their communities need: they close decisions, allocate resources, represent the group to
outsiders, manage the inevitable interpersonal conflicts. The cost of leadership in their hands is the cost
of the function being performed. A small minority of leaders cause harms substantially out of
proportion to the function being performed — predatory behavior toward subordinates, financial
extraction from the organization, manipulation of internal politics for personal advantage, the
systematic destruction of healthy alternative voices. The framework predicts, and the empirica
evidence broadly confirms, that these disproportionate harms cluster in the leaders whose Dark Triad
scores are elevated. The trait cluster is not a complete explanation for bad leadership; circumstances,
incentives, and institutional structure matter enormously. But the trait cluster is part of the explanation,
and ignoring it makes the broader pattern harder to see.
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Why some intimate relationships go badly in characteristic ways. The clinical literature on
intimate partner abuse, particularly the kind that involves coercive control rather than situational
violence, repeatedly identifies abuser patterns that map closely onto Dark Triad traits. Lundy Bancroft's
Why Does He Do That?, a clinical synthesis based on years of work with abusive men, describes a
recognizable typology in which entittement, contempt for the partner's perspective, deliberate
psychological manipulation, and absent felt remorse are the defining features. The types Bancroft
describes — the demand-man, the water-torturer, the drill-sergeant, the Mr. Right — are recognizable
as variations on the Dark Triad registers, with different surface presentations and shared underlying
pathology. The framework gives names to patterns that abuse survivors often describe but that the
broader culture has been slow to recognize as patterns rather than as the unique problems of unique
individuals.

Why mass movements are vulnerable to particular kinds of leaders. The history of personality
cults, demagogic politics, and authoritarian movements is, on the comparative evidence, a history
disproportionately populated by individuals whose biographical evidence suggests elevated Dark Triad
scores. The full case studies will appear in later pages, when the framework can be applied to specific
movements. The pattern, in advance: the leaders whose movements produce the worst outcomes are not
random individuals from a representative population. They are, disproportionately, individuals whose
personality structures the framework describes, and the structures of the movements they build reflect
the structures of their personalities.

Honest limits of the framework

Three honest qualifications before the analysis proceeds.

The Dark Triad does not fully explain bad behavior. Most cruelty, exploitation, and harm in the
world is performed by people who do not score high on Dark Triad measures. Ordinary people in
ordinary circumstances are capable of substantial harm under the right conditions, as the literature on
conformity, obedience, and bystander passivity has documented since Solomon Asch's conformity
experiments in the 1950s, Stanley Milgram's obedience studies in the 1960s, and the broader
social-psychological tradition. The conditions that produce harmful behavior in ordinary people are
partialy independent from the personality traits that produce harmful behavior in extraordinary people.
Both deserve attention. Confusing them — attributing all bad behavior to a small minority of bad
personalities, or attributing all bad behavior to circumstance with no role for personality — produces
incompl ete pictures.

The framework does not justify psychiatric labeling at scale. The Dark Triad measures were
developed for research purposes, not for diagnostic use, and they do not have the validation that would
be required for clinical diagnosis. Naming an individual's behavior as Dark Triad-influenced, on the
basis of public conduct, is a different activity from clinically diagnosing them with a personality
disorder, which requires direct clinical examination and substantial professional training. The
framework is away of seeing patterns. It is not atool for deciding who is sick.

The framework does not absolve responsibility. Identifying a particular pattern of behavior as
characteristic of certain personality traits is descriptive, not exculpatory. Individuals with elevated Dark
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Triad traits remain morally and legally responsible for their conduct. The traits explain why certain
patterns of behavior are easier for some individuals than for others; they do not establish that the
individuals had no choice. The relationship between psychological description and moral or legal
responsibility is contested in the broader literature on free will and moral psychology. Anyone using the
framework should be careful not to treat it as evidence for either of the strong positionsin that debate.

With those qualifications in place, the practical question becomes: what does someone with these
personality traits actually do? Charm, manipulate, deceive, exploit — yes, but how, specificaly? What
are the recurring tactics, the recognizable moves, the patterns that allow targets to identify what is
happening to them and to respond before the damage compounds? The literature on persuasion,
influence, neutralization, abuse, gaslighting, love-bombing, and a dozen other named techniques has
been growing for half a century, and assembling it into a single accessible toolkit is the work of what
comes next.

Before turning to the techniques, however, several patterns of how Dark Triad personalities operate
at population scale deserve treatment. Research conducted across many professional environments has
documented uneven distribution of trait-cluster scores across occupations. Surgeons, trial lawyers,
financial traders, certain categories of executives, military officers, and politicians score higher on at
least some Dark Triad measures than the general population on average. Other professions —
physicians in primary care specialties, nurses, teachers, social workers, clergy — score lower than
average on the same measures. The differences are not necessarily large, and individuals across all
occupations span the full range, but the population-level patterns are real and consistent.

What this suggests is that the trait cluster, while broadly aversive in many socia contexts, is
functionally selected for in environments that reward the specific capabilities it confers — emotional
detachment under pressure, willingness to make decisions whose consequences fall on others, focus on
outcomes rather than on the felt experience of the people affected. These environments include
high-stakes professions where ordinary affective responses would impair performance: the surgeon
who must cut into aliving person without freezing in horror, the trial lawyer who must press a witness
whose distress is visible, the trader who must act on positions that may produce significant financial
losses for clients, the battlefield commander who must order subordinates into circumstances some will
not return from. The same trait cluster that produces, in less constrained settings, the exploitative and
harmful behaviors the clinical literature documents, produces in well-constrained settings the
professional capabilities those settings require.

Theimplication isthat elevated Dark Triad scores are not, by themselves, a disqualifying feature in
any individual; what matters is the institutional structure within which the individual operates. A
surgeon with elevated psychopathy scores, working within the institutional constraints of modern
medicine — peer review, malpractice insurance, hospital protocols, professional licensure — produces
different outcomes than the same individual operating without such constraints. The constraints are not
incidental to the profession's safety; they are central to it. Removing them, by deregulation or by
ingtitutional decay, would produce different surgeons doing different things, even if no individual
surgeon's underlying personality changed. The same observation applies, with appropriate adjustment,
across the other professions in which the trait cluster appears in elevated form. The constraints matter;
the institutional architecture is what determines whether the trait cluster's professionally useful features
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get deployed productively or whether its harmful features get deployed without check.

Severa diagnostic features of the trait cluster are worth elaborating in greater detail, because their
recognition in real time is what allows targets, colleagues, and family members to make sense of
behavior that would otherwise be confusing. The first is what the clinical literature calls shallow affect
— the apparent absence of the deep emotional responses that ordinary humans display in circumstances
that would normally trigger them. Dark Triad individuals do not, in most cases, lack emotion; they lack
the specific kinds of emotional response that involve identification with another person's experience.
They can be charming, funny, articulate, even ostensibly warm in social settings; what they typically
cannot do is feel, in the moment, what their conduct does to the people who experience it. The
shallowness shows up most clearly in moments that ordinary humans would find emotionaly
significant — the death of a colleague, the suffering of a family member, the obvious distress of
someone the individua is interacting with — where the Dark Triad individual displays an affective
register that does not match the situation. The mismatch is often subtle and easy to miss in ordinary
socia settings, particularly when the individua is performing emotional response that they have
learned is socially required. But to those who know what to look for, the mismatch is reliably
observable, and its observation is one of the most important diagnostic indicators.

The second is what Robert Hare's research has called glibness — a fluency of speech, particularly
under pressure, that exceeds what the underlying preparation would justify. Most people, when
challenged on their conduct or claims, exhibit some degree of stumbling, hesitation, or visible
uncertainty asthey work out what to say. Dark Triad individuals, in contrast, often respond fluently and
confidently to challenges, with answers that flow easily and that may, on later reflection, prove to have
been substantively contradictory or factually false. The fluency is not necessarily evidence of
preparation; it is evidence that the speaker is not experiencing the affective resistance that ordinary
people experience when they say things they know to be false or that they have not previously thought
through.

The third is the pattern of relationships across the individua's history. Dark Triad individuals
characteristically leave behind, across the years of their personal and professional lives, sequences of
relationships that ended badly, with the individual consistently presenting themselves as the victim of
the other party's misconduct. A first wife who turned out to be unstable. A first business partner who
betrayed the partnership. A close friend who was secretly working against the individual. A previous
employer who failed to recognize the individual's talents. Each individual story may be plausible; the
accumulating pattern across many stories is the diagnostic signal. Ordinary people have some
relationships that end badly; Dark Triad individuals have many, and the proportion in which they cast
themselves as the wronged party rather than as a contributor to the deterioration is the relevant feature.
Anyone considering a significant commitment to a new relationship — romantic, professional, political
— is well-served by checking what the candidate's history of past relationships looks like, and by
interpreting the pattern rather than the individual stories.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Dark Triad Toolkit

Cialdini, neutralizations, DARVO, and the named techniques of personal manipulation

If astranger walks up to you on the street and asks for fifty dollars, the answer is almost certainly no. If
a stranger walks up and gives you a small flower as a gift, then asks for fifty dollars, the answer is
considerably more often yes than nothing about the rational structure of the second situation can
explain. The flower is worth nothing. The exchange is asymmetric. The stranger's claim on you, in any
moment-of-reflection accounting, is exactly as weak as it was before the flower changed hands. And
yet, on the empirical record gathered across decades of social-psychological research, the flower works.
Hare Krishna fundraisers worked airports across the United States in the 1970s using exactly this
technique, and the airports eventually banned them not because the donations were small but because
they were too large to ignore.

The flower is doing a particular thing. It is activating a deep social rule — the rule of reciprocity,
the obligation to return a gift with a gift — that human beings carry with them into encounters that the
rule was not designed to govern. The Hare Krishna fundraisers had not earned any reciprocal claim by
giving a small piece of vegetation. The body of the person who received it nevertheless registered the
gift, registered the felt obligation, and made the donation. The cortex generated, after the fact, whatever
rationalization felt necessary. The exchange had been completed before the rationalization began.

This is the territory the present chapter is mapping. The argument is that human beings have a
number of evolved heuristics — cognitive and emotional shortcuts that, in the small-group
environments where they devel oped, made cooperation easier and decision-making faster — and that in
modern environments these heuristics can be deliberately exploited by individuals who have learned
how to trigger them. The toolkit that results is what the Dark Triad personalities discussed in the
previous pages actualy do, in practice, when they exploit other people. The techniques have been
documented and named across several decades of research and clinical work. Knowing the namesisthe
first step in being able to recognize the moves while they are being made.

Cialdini's principles

The most influential single contribution to this literature is Robert Cialdini's Influence: The Psychology
of Persuasion, published in 1984 and revised through several subsequent editions. Cialdini, a social
psychologist at Arizona State University, spent three years in the late 1970s and early 1980s working
undercover in various sales operations — encyclopedia sales, used-car dealerships, telemarketing,
fundraising, and others — to observe what successful persuaders actually did. The book that resulted
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has sold millions of copies, has been transated into dozens of languages, and is now standard reading
in marketing courses, sales training programs, and the popular self-improvement literature. Its
principles have not aged out of the field; subsequent research has extended and refined them but not
displaced them.

Ciddini identified six (later seven) core principles. Each names a socia heuristic that, in normal
circumstances, helps people make decisions in environments where careful analysisisimpossible. Each
can aso be deliberately triggered by people who want to short-circuit the target's decision-making in
favor of an outcome the target would not otherwise choose.

Reciprocity

Receiving something obligates you to return something. The flower in the airport is the canonical
example, but the principle operates everywhere. The free sample at the grocery store, the unsolicited
gift in the mail, the dinner the salesperson buys before the pitch, the favor the manipulator does for you
before asking for the much larger favor in return — al leverage the same heuristic. The received gift
does not have to be commensurate with the requested return. It only has to be real enough to activate
the rule. People who do not want to be manipulated by reciprocity have to develop the discipline of
refusing gifts whose acceptance would create obligations they do not wish to be bound by, or of
accepting them while conscioudly refusing to let the obligation accumulate. Both are harder than they
sound.

Commitment and consistency

Once you have publicly committed to something, the felt cost of changing your position rises
substantialy, even when new information would warrant the change. The salesperson who gets you to
agree to a small preliminary commitment — to come look at the property, to sign a non-binding letter
of intent, to put down a small refundable deposit — has gained leverage over your subsequent
decisions, because reversing the small commitment now feels inconsistent with the position you have
taken. The manipulator who gets you to publicly endorse their trustworthiness — by introducing them
favorably to others, by letting them stay at your home, by lending them money you can afford to lose —
has made it psychologically harder for you to subsequently recognize evidence that they are not, in fact,
trustworthy. The recognition would require admitting you were wrong, and admitting you were wrong
is more costly than ignoring evidence.

Social proof

What other people are doing is a powerful guide to what you should do. The principle s, in normal
contexts, useful — when you are uncertain about the right course of action, looking at what others have
decided is often a good shortcut. The principle also enables manipulation, as the body of research on
conformity from Solomon Asch's classic 1950s studies onward has documented. Manufactured social
proof — fake testimonias, fake reviews, planted accomplices in audiences, the cultivation of an
apparent consensus where none exists — exploits the heuristic. Particular forms include the bandwagon
(everyoneis doing it), the celebrity endorsement (this admired person is doing it), and the staged crowd
(the room appears full of believers, even when most of them are paid).
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Authority

Stanley Milgram's obedience experiments at Yale in the 1960s, in which ordinary subjects were
instructed by a researcher in alab coat to deliver what they believed were dangerous electric shocks to
another person, demonstrated the strength of the deference humans give to perceived authority figures.
Milgram's findings have been complicated and partly modified by subsequent re-examination, but the
core observation has held up: people defer to authority cues — uniforms, titles, formal settings, expert
vocabulary — far more than they consciously believe they do. Manipulators exploit this by adopting
the trappings of authority they do not in fact have. The fake doctor's office, the impressive-looking
certificate on the wall, the carefully selected academic-sounding title, the expensive office furniture, the
appropriated terminology of professional fields — all are forms of authority signaling, calibrated to
trigger deference without earning it.

Liking

People agree more readily with others they like, and the factors that produce liking are
well-mapped: physical attractiveness, similarity, compliments, contact and cooperation, association
with positive things. Manipulators cultivate liking instrumentally. The salesperson who discovers, with
apparent surprise, that you grew up in the same town. The new acquaintance who flatters you with
specific and seemingly perceptive observations about your particular gifts. The friend who always
seems to be on your side against the world. None of these relationships is necessarily inauthentic, but
each can be performed rather than felt, and the difference is often invisible from the inside until enough
time has passed for the pattern to become visible.

Scarcity

Things you might lose are valued more highly than equivalent things you might gain — afinding
that runs through Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky's prospect-theory work and the broader
behavioral-economics tradition. Limited-time offers, exclusive access, the warning that the opportunity
will not be available much longer, the manufactured competition for a desired position — all leverage
the heuristic. The manipulator who hints that another suitor is waiting in the wings, the salesperson who
claimsthisisthelast unit at this price, the cult recruiter who treats your participation as a privilege you
must demonstrate yourself worthy of — each is creating artificial scarcity to short-circuit the careful
evaluation that the offer would not survive.

Unity

Ciadini added a seventh principle in the 2016 revision: people respond to invocations of shared
identity. The we-are-all-this-together appeal, the explicit positioning of the speaker as part of the
audience's in-group, the use of pronouns and terminology that signal belonging — all generate the kind
of trust and cooperation that ordinary persuasion cannot match. Skilled manipulators identify the group
identity that matters most to their target and position themselves inside it, regardless of whether they
actually shareit. The principle is particularly important in political contexts, where the construction of
us-and-them frames produces effects on judgment that are difficult to neutralize once installed.
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These principles are not weapons inherently. They are heuristics that ordinarily aid
decision-making. The weaponization is a use, not a nature.

The neutralizations

A different research tradition has documented how people who do harm manage their own
self-perception in the process of doing it. Gresham Sykes and David Matza's 1957 paper Techniques of
Neutralization, published in the American Sociological Review, identified five rhetorical moves by
which people who engage in delinquent or harmful behavior maintain a positive view of themselves
while doing so. The paper was originally written about juvenile delinquents but has been applied across
many populations since, and the categories have proven robust as descriptions of how harm-doers talk
about and to themselves.

Denial of responsibility. The harm was not really my fault — circumstances forced me, my
upbringing made me this way, the victim asked for it, | had no choice. The manipulator's standard
reframing of their conduct as caused by externa forces beyond their control is the ground floor of
self-justification.

Denial of injury. Nobody was really hurt. The thing | took, they could afford to lose. Theliel told,
they were never going to find out. The relationship | betrayed, they were getting tired of anyway. The
victim's actual experience is recoded, in the perpetrator's narrative, as far less damaging than it was.

Denial of victim. Whoever was hurt, they had it coming. They were not innocent. They had
wronged someone, somewhere, and what | did was a kind of rough justice. The manipulator who
reframes their target as deserving of the treatment they received is performing this move.

Condemnation of the condemners. The people criticizing me are themselves corrupt,
hypocritical, motivated by their own bad reasons, or part of some broader system that has no standing
to judge me. Attention is shifted from the conduct under examination to the moral standing of those
who are doing the examining.

Appeal to higher loyalties. What | did was wrong by ordinary standards but justified by my
obligations to a higher cause — my family, my faith, my movement, my country, my mission. Ordinary
moral rules are bracketed in service of an obligation the speaker presents as more fundamental.

These five neutralizations recur in remarkably similar forms across very different kinds of
harm-doers. Cult leaders use them to justify exploitation of their followers. Abusive spouses use them
to justify their treatment of their partners. Corporate fraudsters use them to justify what they did with
the money. Authoritarian regimes use them to justify what they did to dissidents. The neutralizations
are not always conscious, but they are reliably present, and their presence is one of the more consistent
markers that what is being described is harm-doing rather than ordinary disagreement.

DARVO

Jennifer Freyd, a psychologist at the University of Oregon whose research focuses on betrayal trauma,
coined the acronym DARVO in 1997 to describe a recurring pattern in how perpetrators respond to
being confronted with their conduct: Deny, Attack, and Reverse Victim and Offender. The pattern is so
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consistent across so many kinds of perpetrator that the acronym has become standard vocabulary in the
literatures on intimate partner abuse, sexual assault, workplace harassment, and various forms of public
misconduct.

The first move is denial — flat, often emphatic, with no acknowledgment that the alleged conduct
occurred. The second is attack — on the credibility, motives, mental health, or character of the person
making the allegation. The third is the reversal — the recasting of the perpetrator as the actual victim,
of the alleged victim as the actual aggressor. Properly executed, DARVO l|eaves observers more
sympathetic to the perpetrator than to the person who came forward, and leaves the person who came
forward exhausted, isolated, and uncertain about their own perceptions. The pattern is not always
conscious, but its effectiveness is reliable enough that perpetrators who use it well are often able to
maintain their positions long after the underlying conduct should have ended their careers.

Gaslighting

The word gadlighting entered general English usage from the 1944 George Cukor film Gaslight, itself
an adaptation of Patrick Hamilton's 1938 stage play Gas Light. The plot turns on a husband's systematic
effort to convince his wife that she is going mad — dimming the gas lamps in the house and denying
that they have dimmed, hiding her possessions and accusing her of forgetting where she put them,
contradicting her recollections of recent events. By the film's midpoint, the wife genuinely doubts her
own perception of reality. The husband's purpose, which is revealed as the plot progresses, is to have
her institutionalized so that he can take control of property she has inherited.

What the play and film captured, decades before the clinical literature had vocabulary for it, was a
particular and devastating form of manipulation: the systematic effort to make the target doubt their
own perception, memory, or judgment. Modern gaslighting takes many forms. It never happened.
You're remembering it wrong. You're being too sensitive. Nobody else thinks that. You're imagining
things. That's not what | said. Each individual instance can be deflected; the cumulative effect, over
weeks or years, is to produce a target who no longer trusts their own interna signals and who,
accordingly, becomes dependent on the gadlighter for their sense of what isreal.

Robin Stern's The Gadlight Effect, published in 2007 and expanded in subsequent editions, gave the
modern clinical literature its most accessible treatment for general readers. Stern identified three stages:
disbelief (the target initialy rejects the gaslighter's reframings as obviously wrong), defense (the target
argues against the reframings, expending substantial energy in the argument), and depression (the target
gives up arguing, internalizes the gaslighter's account, and lives in chronic self-doubt). The stages are
not strictly sequential, and not every gaslighting relationship reaches the third stage; the targets who
recognize the pattern early and exit can stop at the first or second. The targets who do not recognize the
pattern are often, by the time they do, in a state of psychological exhaustion that makes leaving
considerably harder than it would have been earlier.

Love-bombing and intermittent reinforcement
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The phrase love-bombing originated, in its modern usage, in the Unification Church (the Moonies) of
the 1970s, where it described the deliberate practice of overwhelming new recruits with intense
expressions of affection and welcome during the early stages of indoctrination. The practice has since
been documented in many high-control groups and in many abusive intimate partnerships. The
characteristic pattern is an early phase of unusual intensity — constant attention, lavish compliments,
declarations of unique connection, gifts and gestures out of all proportion to the actual duration of the
relationship — that the recipient often experiences as profoundly meaningful and unprecedented in
their life.

What follows the love-bombing phase, in the recurring pattern, is the introduction of intermittent
reinforcement: the same person who was previously providing constant warmth begins providing it
unpredictably, with the supply oscillating between intense affection and sudden coldness for reasons
the recipient cannot identify. The psychology of intermittent reinforcement is well-mapped in operant
conditioning research — B. F. Skinner's pigeons learned faster, and extinguished more slowly, when
food rewards were delivered on variable schedules than when they came reliably — and the same
principle operates in human relationships. The intermittent supply of affection produces, in the
recipient, a chronically activated wanting state, a continuous orientation toward the partner whose
approval has become the principal source of the recipient's felt-okayness. The combination of
love-bombing followed by intermittent reinforcement is, on the comparative evidence, one of the most
reliable techniques for producing what clinicians call trauma bonding — an attachment to an abusive
figure that is stronger and more difficult to break than ordinary healthy attachments tend to be.

Other named techniques

Several other techniques recur in the manipulation literature and in the clinical literature on abusive
relationships. Brief notes on each for readers who want vocabulary for what they may be seeing.

Future-faking. Promising rewards that never materialize: the marriage that will happen as soon as
the divorce comes through, the promotion that is just around the corner, the change in behavior that is
finally going to stick this time. Future-faking maintains the target's investment in the relationship by
perpetually deferring the moment when the relationship's actual returns can be evaluated.

Triangulation. Introducing a third party into the dynamic to create competition, jealousy, or
comparison. The manipulator who mentions, often, how attractive their ex-partner was, or how a
current rival is paying attention to them, or how their previous spouse appreciated something the
current one does not, is performing triangulation. The function is to keep the target competing for the
manipulator's attention and to undermine the target's sense of secure claim on the relationship.

Word salad. Responses that contain many words but no actual engagement with the question being
asked: deflections, topic changes, lengthy explanations that do not address the substance, accusations
that the questioner is the real problem. The technique exhausts the questioner without producing the
accountability the questioner was seeking. After enough repetitions, most questioners stop questioning.

The silent treatment. Strategic withholding of communication as punishment. The silent treatment
leverages the belonging gauge — most humans experience sustained social withdrawa as
physiologically distressing — and is particularly effective against targets whose previous experience
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has involved love-bombing, because the contrast between the earlier abundance and the current
withdrawal is sharper. The silent treatment is sometimes described as a particularly female technique,
but the comparative evidence does not support a strong gender pattern; it is widely deployed across
genders and contexts.

Projection. Accusing the target of the very behavior the manipulator is engaged in. The unfaithful
spouse who repeatedly accuses the faithful one of cheating. The dishonest manager who repeatedly
guestions the integrity of honest subordinates. Projection serves multiple functions: it puts the target on
the defensive, it creates a smokescreen behind which the manipulator's actual conduct can continue, and
it sometimes |eads observers to believe that behavior so vehemently denounced must be areal concern
of the denouncer.

Smear campaigns. Coordinated efforts to damage the target's reputation in advance of any specific
dispute. Smearing in advance creates a hetwork of third parties who will distrust the target if the target
subsequently raises concerns. Manipulators often deploy smear campaigns against partners and former
employees in advance of the relationship's public end, so that when the target tries to describe what
happened, the audience has already been primed to discount the description.

Grey rock. Not a manipulation technique but a defense against manipulators: becoming as boring,
neutral, and emotionally uninteresting as possible in interactions with the manipulator, so that the
manipulator finds the interaction less rewarding and redirects their energy elsewhere. Grey rock works
because Dark Triad personalities are typically motivated by extracting some kind of response —
admiration, fear, anger, distress — from their targets. Withholding the response makes the target less
interesting as a target. The technique is widely recommended in the clinical literature on managing
relationships with high-conflict and personality-disordered individuals.

Why the toolkit works

The techniques described above are not a random collection of tricks. They share a common structural
feature: they al exploit the gap between the speed at which the body's affective systems respond to
social cues and the speed at which the cortex can analyze them. The amygdala recognizes a threat or an
opportunity in roughly 100 to 200 milliseconds, and the autonomic nervous system begins shifting
body state on roughly the same timescale. Conscious recognition of what happened, and reasoned
evaluation of whether the response is warranted, takes seconds at minimum and often much longer. The
manipulator who triggers a response in the lower system has gained ground that the target's higher
system can recover only with considerable effort, if at all.

The HMRGSC reading of why this matters is direct. The hypothalamus is running its calculus
continuously, and the calculus integrates perceived inputs from the body, the immediate environment,
and the social signals available in the current encounter. A manipulator who deliberately triggers the
lower-system responses — the felt sense of scarcity, the felt sense of obligation, the felt sense of
authority, the felt sense of belonging or its withdrawal — is shaping the calculus the target is running
and, accordingly, biasing the target's subsequent decisions in directions the target would not have
arrived at under unbiased conditions. The target experiences their decisions as their own, because the
cortex generates the rationalizing narrative as it always does. The biasing has been complete before the
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rationalization began.

Recognizing the techniques while they are being used is, accordingly, the principal protection
against them. The recognition does not have to be sophisticated. Naming what is happening — that's
love-bombing, that's gaslighting, that's future-faking, that's a smear — is often sufficient to interrupt
the process. Once named, the manipulation loses much of its power, because the target is no longer
participating in it. The target may not be able to leave the relationship immediately, may not have the
resources to push back forcefully, may not yet know what to do. But the target has begun to see what is
happening, and seeing is the first move in any subsequent response. The vocabulary is not aweapon. It
isaflashlight.

From the dyad to the group

The techniques described above are most commonly observed in dyadic settings: a manipulator and a
target, an abuser and a partner, a predator and a prey. The same techniques scale, however, with
remarkable fidelity. A cult leader applying them to dozens or hundreds of followers is using the same
toolkit a domestic abuser uses against a single spouse, with adjustments only for the larger audience. A
demagogue applying them to a national population is using the same toolkit again, with adjustments for
the still larger scale. The techniques do not change. The targets multiply, and the consequences scale
accordingly.

The full elaboration of this scaling — what happens when the toolkit is applied to a group rather
than to an individual, what kinds of groups result, and how those groups recruit, transform, and
sometimes release their members — is the subject of what comes next. The phenomenon has afamiliar
name. It is called a cult, and the dynamics of cult formation, operation, and exit have been documented
across decades of careful clinical and comparative work.

Before that turn, three additiona patterns from the manipulation literature deserve treatment, as
each shows up reliably in scaled-up applications of the toolkit. The first is the flying monkey dynamic,
named after the winged servants of the Wicked Witch in The Wizard of Oz and used in the clinical
literature to describe the third parties whom a manipulator recruits to deliver harassment, surveillance,
messages, or other forms of pressure on the manipulator's behalf. Manipulators rarely act alone; they
cultivate networks of allies who, often without fully understanding what they are participating in,
perform tasks that maintain the manipulator's control over their target. The flying monkeys are typically
not themselves Dark Triad personalities; they are ordinary people who have been given selective
information that makes the manipulator's framing of the situation appear correct, and who are therefore
willing to carry out actions on the manipulator's behalf that they would refuse if they understood the
broader context. Once activated, the flying monkey network produces socia pressure on the target from
multiple angles simultaneously, and the target's attempts to explain what is actually happening
encounter resistance from people the target previoudy thought were friends.

The second is the hoover, named in the clinical literature after the vacuum-cleaner brand and used
to describe attempts by manipulators to draw former targets back into their orbit after the targets have
begun to disengage. Hoovers take many forms. apparent crisis (I need you, please), apparent change
(I've been to therapy, I'm different now), apparent remorse (I realized how badly | treated you),
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apparent renewed interest (I've been thinking about you), or indirect approach through the flying
monkey network. The hoover's purpose is to re-establish the connection from which the target had been
escaping, with the expectation that subsequent events will return to their previous patterns once the
connection is restored. The most successful defense against hoovering is, broadly, to recognize the
pattern and to refuse engagement regardless of how genuine the apparent transformation appears. The
clinical literature is consistent across many decades of clinical work: targets who re-engage with
manipulators after escaping them, on the basis of apparent transformation, experience subsequent harm
in patterns that the original relationship's history would have predicted.

The third is the flying under the radar pattern, in which a manipulator develops, across years or
decades, an externa reputation for charm, generosity, and constructive social engagement that is
profoundly inconsistent with their treatment of intimate partners and immediate subordinates. The
double-presentation produces, when targets attempt to describe what is happening to them, a credibility
gap that the manipulator exploits effectively. The community knows the manipulator as a warm and
competent person; the target's account of cruelty, exploitation, or abuse appears, against this
background, as a personal grievance the target should be coached toward forgiveness rather than as a
serious description of harmful conduct. Manipulators with high social intelligence cultivate this kind of
double-presentation deliberately, recognizing that the cultivation pays substantial dividends when
targets eventually try to escape. Targets who anticipate this pattern, and who document conduct in real
time rather than relying on subsequent recall, have substantially more credibility when they finaly
describe what they have endured.

A fourth pattern worth naming is what some clinical writers have called image management — the
systematic curation, by the manipulator, of the impression they make on third parties whose good
opinion may matter later. Image management can take many forms: visible philanthropy, public
expressions of concern for vulnerable populations, association with high-status institutions, public
displays of family devotion, religious participation, professional accomplishments that establish the
manipulator's competence and reliability. None of these activities is intrinsically suspect; many
manipulators are genuinely competent in their professional domains and genuinely committed to some
of the causes they associate themselves with. What distinguishes image management from ordinary
public engagement is the strategic and calculating quality of the activity. The image is being built;
specific audiences are being addressed; specific impressions are being cultivated. Targets who later try
to describe private misconduct find themselves contradicting an image that the manipulator has been
carefully constructing for years, and the contradictory testimony often loses to the established image
even when the targets' accounts are objectively more accurate.

A fifth pattern is what some writers have called future faking — the manipulator's tendency to
make detailed, vivid promises about future events that the manipulator does not actually intend to
deliver but that produce, in the moment, the target's continued investment in the relationship. Future
faking operates on the affective register rather than the cognitive one: the target is invited to imagine
the promised future in enough sensory detail that imagining it becomes nearly indistinguishable from
anticipating it, and the affective glow of the imagined future supplies the target's calculus with input
that present circumstances would not otherwise provide. The marriage that will happen, the joint
business venture that will succeed, the children that will be raised, the retirement that will be enjoyed
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together — each is presented in concrete, specific, vivid terms, and each becomes a source of
motivation for the target to continue investing in a relationship that is, on its present evidence, not
delivering what the future promises imply. When the promised future repeatedly fails to arrive, the
target can be encouraged to interpret the failures as temporary obstacles rather than as evidence about
the promiser's genuine intent. Recognition of the pattern, when it finally occurs, often comes only after
the target has invested far more in the relationship than the relationship's actual deliveries would have
justified — at which point the sunk-cost reasoning typically delays exit further.

10
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CHAPTER NINE

Anatomy of a Personality Cult

Recognizing recruitment, mapping the pipeline, helping someone you love get out

On a humid afternoon in November 1978, more than nine hundred members of the Peoples Temple — a
religious community founded in California by a charismatic preacher named Jim Jones and relocated to
a remote settlement in Guyana — drank a fruit-flavored drink containing cyanide. Some drank
willingly. Some were forced. Most of the children, by all available accounts, were not given the choice.
Roughly three hundred of the dead were children. The full death toll, including the murder of an
investigating United States Congressman, several journalists, and members of his party at the airstrip
earlier that day, came to 918. It was the largest non-natural-cause desth of American civilians in a
single day until the September 11 attacks twenty-three years | ater.

Most of the people who died at Jonestown were not delusional. Most were not coerced from
outside. Most had, at some earlier point in their lives, made the choice to follow Jim Jones — initially
in his Indiana ministry in the 1950s, later in his California Peoples Temple in the 1960s and 1970s —
and had progressed, step by gradual step, from initial enthusiasm to total commitment, often without
any single moment at which a clearly visible threshold was crossed. By the time the threshold became
visible, the resources required to step back across it had been removed: financial assets surrendered to
the movement, family ties severed, geographic distance from any other community, language and
conceptual frameworks that no longer fit anywhere outside the movement. The phrase that has come
into general usage — drinking the Kool-Aid — captures something the phrase's casual use generaly
misses. that those who drank had been, for years, living in an environment whose every feature had
been engineered to make the eventual drink seem reasonable.

Jonestown was not unique. The dynamics that led to it have been documented in many other
settings, with smaller scales and lower mortality but recognizably similar mechanisms. Charles
Manson's Family in California in the late 1960s. The Children of God / Family International, whose
abuses of children were extensively documented in the 1990s and 2000s. The Rajneesh community at
Antelope, Oregon, which culminated in the largest bioterrorism attack in U.S. history when followers
contaminated salad bars across The Dalles with salmonellain 1984. Aum Shinrikyo, whose 1995 sarin
gas attack on the Tokyo subway killed thirteen people and injured thousands. Heaven's Gate, whose
thirty-nine members took their own livesin March 1997 in a coordinated suicide. NXIVM, the self-help
organization whose leader Keith Raniere was convicted in 2019 on charges including sex trafficking
and racketeering. The pattern is too consistent across too different kinds of leaders, ideologies, and
social settingsto be a coincidence. The pattern is the point.
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Two frameworks for what coercive groups do

Raobert Jay Lifton, an American psychiatrist who as a young Air Force officer in the early 1950s had
interviewed Western prisoners released from Chinese Communist re-education camps, published in
1961 a book called Thought Reform and the Psychology of Totalism that remains the foundational
scholarly treatment of how coercive groups operate. Lifton identified eight characteristics that recurred
across the prison camps he studied and that he subsequently observed across various religious, political,
and therapeutic groups.

Milieu control — controlling the information environment, limiting outside contact, censoring
what members read and watch. Mystical manipulation — engineered experiences that the leader
interprets as supernatural confirmation of the movement's clams. Demand for purity — a
black-and-white worldview in which the movement is wholly good and the outside world wholly fallen.
Confession — the systematic surrender of personal information, later usable as leverage. Sacred
science — the movement's doctrines treated as both scientificaly true and morally absolute, beyond
ordinary criticism. Loading the language — specialized vocabulary that makes outside-world
conversation difficult and internal-movement framing automatic. Doctrine over person — the
individual's experience always wrong when it conflicts with the movement's teachings. Dispensing of
existence — the claim that those outside the movement are not fully human or are doomed.

Lifton's eight features have aged remarkably well. Subsequent research has refined them and added
to them, but the original list remains useful as a quick scan of any group. A group that scores high on
several of the eight is operating with the apparatus of a coercive high-control group, regardless of what
the group callsitself or what ideology it professes.

Steven Hassan, a former Unification Church member who left in 1976 and trained as a mental
health professional, developed in the 1980s and refined since a complementary framework called BITE,
an acronym for the four domains of control that high-control groups exercise. Behavior control —
what members eat, where they sleep, with whom they spend time, what they wear, where they live.
Information control — what news they read, what books they may consult, whether they may speak to
former members or critics. Thought control — the loaded language Lifton hamed, the techniques for
thought-stopping when forbidden ideas arise, the doctrinal framework that pre-empts questioning.
Emational control — manipulation through fear, guilt, love-bombing, and the orchestrated affective
experiences that bind members to the leader and the movement. The BITE framework has become the
standard tool used by exit counselors and by family members trying to assess whether a loved one's
involvement in a group has crossed from voluntary participation into coercive dependence.

The recruitment-to-commitment pipeline

The path from a person's first encounter with a coercive group to full integration follows, on the
comparative evidence, a recognizable six-phase pipeline. Not every recruit completes the pipeline;
many leave at various stages, particularly the early ones. Those who reach later stages do so through a
process whose outlines are now documentable across many groups.

Phase one: targeting
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Recruiters do not recruit randomly. They look for individuals who are experiencing low gauge
supply in HMRGSC terms — recent loss, geographic dislocation, career failure, romantic
disappointment, ideol ogical disorientation, the death of a parent, the end of along-term relationship, the
period after college when the structures that organized adolescence have dissolved. Vulnerable
moments produce vulnerable people, and recruiters have learned to find them. Public spaces near transit
hubs, college campuses during the first weeks of the academic year, online communities organized
around grief or recovery, support groups for various conditions — all are recognized recruitment
grounds.

Phase two: love-bombing

The new contact experiences sudden, intense, unconditional warmth. Compliments, attention,
social inclusion in what feels like an extraordinary community. The recruit experiences — often
accurately — that they have never been so welcomed, so seen, so appreciated as they are now. The
belonging gauge fills rapidly, from a previous low. The contrast with their previous condition produces
gratitude and afelt obligation. Cialdini's reciprocity principle is operating in full.

Phase three: gradual ideology

The movement's distinctive teachings are introduced gradually, aways in the context of the new
community the recruit has joined. The teachings are not initially presented in their full form; they are
dosed across many encounters, with each new piece introduced once the recruit has accepted the
previous ones. By the time the more unusual or extreme teachings appear, the recruit has accumul ated
public commitments to the milder ones, and the consistency principle makes rejection psychologically
costly. Cult researchers sometimes call this the foot-in-the-door technique scaled up: each small
commitment makes the next larger commitment easier.

Phase four: isolation

As commitment deepens, the recruit's contact with people outside the movement is gradually
reduced. Family relationships strain, old friends drift away, secular employment becomes harder to
maintain, and the movement's community becomes the recruit's primary social world. The isolation is
rarely abrupt; it proceeds by accumulation, with each step framed as a logical consequence of
deepening commitment. By the time the recruit notices that they have lost most of their outside ties, the
inside ties have become so strong that the loss feels acceptabl e.

Phase five: financial and physical commitment

The recruit makes commitments that are difficult to reverse: donates substantial money, signs over
property, moves to a movement-controlled residence, takes on movement-related employment, marries
within the movement, has children within it, or makes other commitments that increase the cost of
leaving. Each commitment is presented as the natural next step, but each raises the threshold for exit.
The recruit who would have to rebuild a life from nothing if they left has different incentives than the
recruit who could simply walk away.
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Phase six: total identification

The recruit's identity is fully fused with the movement. Their vocabulary, their explanatory
frameworks, their accounts of their own past, their hopes for their future, al run through the
movement's categories. Doubts that arise are interpreted, by the recruit themselves, as failures of their
own commitment rather than as accurate observations about the movement. The recruit at this stage is,
on a clinical reading, no longer making decisions in the same way they did before recruitment; the
apparatus that ordinarily allows revision of beliefsin light of evidence has been substantially captured.

By the time the threshold becomes visible, the resources required to step back acrossit
have been removed.

Seven cases that illustrate the pattern

Brief sketches of seven well-documented cases, each illustrating the pipeline at work and the specific
harms that followed. The treatments are necessarily compressed; the bibliography points to longer
studies.

Jonestown, 1955-1978. The Peoples Temple began as aracially integrated Indianapolis ministry in
the 1950s, relocated to California in the 1960s, became politically connected in San Francisco in the
1970s, and moved to Guyana in 1977 after investigative journalism began to expose its abuses. Jones's
control over members tightened across the move; the Guyana settlement was geographically isolated,
financially dependent on his discretion, and structurally organized to make exit physicaly difficult. The
mass deaths of November 1978 followed Congressman Leo Ryan's investigation visit and the murder of
Ryan's party at the airstrip. Tim Reiterman’'s Raven remains the comprehensive narrative; Jeff Guinn's
The Road to Jonestown is the more recent synthesis.

The Manson Family, 1967-1969. Charles Manson assembled around himself a small community
of mostly young women in the California desert, supplied them with hallucinogenic drugs and an
apocalyptic ideology built from misappropriated readings of The Beatles White Album, and directed
the murders that in 1969 killed seven people including the actress Sharon Tate. Vincent Bugliosi's
Helter SKkelter, written from the prosecutorial perspective, is the standard account. The Manson Family
isunusual among twentieth-century cults for its small size and the directness of its leader's involvement
in violence; many members of the Family went on to later lives outside the movement, with varying
degrees of recovery.

Children of God / Family International, 1968 onward. Founded by David Berg as a Christian
counterculture community in California, the movement evolved over decades into one of the most
extensively documented cases of systematic child sexual abuse in any modern religious movement.
Berg's teaching of flirty fishing from the mid-1970s instructed female members to use sexual
relationships to recruit new members, subsequent doctrinal developments licensed sexua contact
between adults and children. The movement has produced an unusual quantity of second-generation
testimony, including the 2005 suicide of Berg's adopted son Ricky Rodriguez, who left a video
documenting the abuse he had witnessed and experienced before killing one of his abusers and then
himself.
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Rajneeshpuram, 1981-1985. The Indian guru Bhagwan Shree Raneesh and his followers
established a commune at Antelope, Oregon, that grew rapidly through the early 1980s and that
increasingly came into conflict with neighboring communities. The conflict culminated in a series of
crimes including the 1984 salmonella poisoning of salad bars in The Dalles, Oregon, in an attempt to
incapacitate voters before a local election; the attempted murders of an Oregon prosecutor and an
internal rival; and various forms of fraud and immigration violations. The Netflix documentary series
Wild Wild Country brought the case to wider public attention in 2018.

Aum Shinrikyo, 1984-1995. The Japanese religious movement founded by Shoko Asahara built
an apparatus combining Buddhist and Hindu vocabulary with apocalyptic prophecy, and engaged
across the early 1990s in increasingly elaborate preparations for what its leadership believed would be
the end of the world. The movement produced sarin nerve agent in its own facilities and on March 20,
1995, released it in five Tokyo subway cars during the morning commute, killing thirteen and injuring
thousands. Haruki Murakami's Underground preserves survivor testimony; Robert Lifton's Destroying
the World to Save It analyzes the movement's pathology.

Heaven's Gate, 1972—-1997. Marshall Applewhite and Bonnie Lu Nettles built a small community
across the 1970s and 1980s around teachings combining Christian apocalypticism with extraterrestrial
themes. By the mid-1990s, the surviving community had concluded that a spacecraft trailing the
Hale-Bopp comet was coming to take them to the next evolutionary level. In March 1997, thirty-nine
members took barbiturates with vodka, covered themselves with purple shrouds, and died in a rented
mansion in Rancho Santa Fe, California. Their meticulous documentation of their preparations — the
videos they recorded before their deaths, the website they left behind — has made Heaven's Gate one of
the most studied cases of group suicide in modern history.

NXIVM, 1998-2019. Founded in Albany, New York, by Keith Raniere as a self-help and
personal-devel opment organization, NXI1VM operated for two decades before its inner circle's abuses
became publicly known. The 2017 New York Times exposé by Barry Meier revealed the existence of a
secret women's group within the organization in which members were branded with Raniere's initials
and subjected to coercive control. Raniere was convicted in 2019 on charges including sex trafficking
and racketeering. The case is recent enough that survivor testimony continues to be collected; HBO's
The Vow documentary series has been the principal popular treatment.

What is striking, comparing these seven cases against each other, is the consistency of the pipeline
despite the variation in ideology, geography, scale, and historical period. Jonestown operated within a
Christian-socialist framework imported from American Pentecostalism. The Manson Family operated
within a syncretic apocalypticism drawing on misappropriated readings of popular music. The Children
of God operated within a fundamentalist Christian framework that elaborated, across decades, in
increasingly heterodox directions. Rajneeshpuram operated within an Indian-influenced spiritual
framework that explicitly synthesized Eastern and Western traditions. Aum Shinrikyo operated within a
Buddhist-Hindu framework with apocalyptic Christian elements grafted on. Heaven's Gate operated
within a Chrigtian-extraterrestrial framework whose specific theological combinations had no
precedent. NXIVM operated within a secular self-help framework that explicitly rejected religious
vocabulary while reproducing religious structure. The ideological surfaces were profoundly different.
The dynamics underneath were not.
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What was consistent: a charismatic |eader whose biographical evidence shows elevated Dark Triad
scores; a pipeline that moved recruits from initial casual contact through love-bombing, ideological
gradient, isolation, financial commitment, and eventualy total identification; an information
environment controlled by the leadership; a black-and-white worldview that demonized outsiders;
specialized vocabulary that made outside-world conversation difficult; a doctrine treated as both
scientifically true and morally absolute; the systematic use of members surrendered confessional
information as leverage when doubts arose; and the construction of conditions in which exit had been
made gradually but thoroughly more costly than remaining. Members in each case experienced their
continued participation as voluntary, because the apparatus that ordinarily allows revision of beliefsin
light of evidence had been, through the operations of the pipeline itself, substantially captured. The
same machinery operated in each case, with adjustments only for cultural context and the specific
personality of the leader at the top.

Severa patterns of harm recur as well. Sexual exploitation of members by leaders, particularly
female members by male leaders, is consistent across the cases — Jonestown, Children of God,
Rajneeshpuram, Aum Shinrikyo, and NXIVM all produced documented patterns of sexual abuse, with
the Children of God case extending that abuse to children of members in ways that subsequent
generations have spent decades trying to recover from. Financial exploitation, with members being
required to surrender substantial assets to the movement, issimilarly consistent. The deliberate severing
of family ties — a feature Lifton identified in his origina work on Chinese re-education camps —
recurs across nearly all the cases, with members encouraged or required to break contact with parents,
siblings, and former friends who might raise inconvenient questions about the movement's claims. The
use of high-control groups as isolated total environments — physical settlements, retreat centers,
communal residences in which members live and work and worship without significant outside contact
— appearsin every case, though the specific architecture of the isolation varies.

If you suspect, or someone you love is in

The literature on cult dynamics has practical implications for anyone who has begun to wonder whether
their own effiliations, or those of someone they love, have crossed from healthy commitment into the
territory the previous pages have described. Four considerations matter.

Identifying

The Lifton and BITE frameworks together provide a working checklist. A group that exhibits
severa features in each domain — controlling members' information environment, isolating them from
outside relationships, maintaining a black-and-white worldview, treating doubts as failures of
commitment, requiring increasing financial contributions, deploying loaded language, venerating its
leader as uniquely wise — is operating with the apparatus of a high-control group, regardless of how it
presentsitself externally. The presence of one or two features is not enough to make the determination;
the presence of many is. The International Cultic Studies Association (ICSA) maintains resources for
evaluating specific groups.
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Reading the leader's motives

The Dark Triad framework from earlier pages applies. Cult leaders typically score high on
narcissism (the demand for veneration), Machiavellianism (the strategic deployment of doctrine and
manipulation), and psychopathy (the absence of felt guilt about the harms inflicted on followers). The
biographies of Jones, Manson, Berg, Rajneesh, Asahara, Applewhite, and Raniere each show, in
varying combinations, the trait cluster operating at clinically significant levels. Asking what the leader
actually needs from the followers — admiration, money, sex, loyalty, control — is often more
illuminating than asking what the leader claimsto be offering.

Exit

Leaving a high-control group is harder than non-members typically imagine. The departing
member faces, simultaneoudly, the loss of their primary community, the collapse of the explanatory
framework that has organized their life, the financial costs of rebuilding from substantially diminished
resources, and often the active hostility of remaining members who are required to shun them. Steven
Hassan's Combatting Cult Mind Control is the standard practical guide for both those leaving and those
helping someone leave. Hassan and other exit counselors emphasize that departure is a process, not a
single decision; most people who successfully leave do so over months or years, often with professional
help, rather than in asingle break.

Helping someone you love leave

Friends and family members of cult-involved people often, understandably, want to confront,
argue, or rescue. The comparative evidence is that these approaches usually fail and often backfire,
because confrontation triggers the defensive responses the group has trained the member to deploy
against outsiders. The approach that has the best evidence base is what Hassan calls the strategic
interaction approach: maintaining the relationship even when the member is fully committed, refusing
to ratify the group's framing while not directly attacking it, asking open-ended questions that the
member's group-supplied answers do not fully address, and remaining present and patient over the long
term during which the member's doubts may sowly accumulate. Family members are often the
eventual lifeline that allows departure when doubts finally crystallize. The relationships that survive the
period of involvement are the relationships that matter most when the member beginsto leave.

Several practical principles emerge from the exit-counseling literature that family members can
implement directly. First, do not attempt to deprogram the member by argument; the member has been
thoroughly trained to deploy counter-arguments to exactly the kind of challenges family members are
most likely to make, and engaging on the terrain of doctrinal dispute almost always produces increased
commitment rather than doubt. Second, focus on maintaining the family connection, communicating
affection, and ensuring that the member has a concrete, accessible, low-friction path back to the family
should they decide to leave. The cult has typically constructed narratives in which family members are
dangerous, deluded, or spiritually inferior; the most powerful counter-evidence the family can offer is
sustained, calm, non-judgmental affection that contradicts those narratives across years rather than
single conversations. Third, ask questions rather than make assertions. How does that teaching
reconcile with this earlier teaching? What would the leader say if you asked about the contradiction?
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What happens to members who raise that question internally? Open-ended questions do not trigger the
defensive responses that direct challenges do, and the member's own internal reflection — when they
have the privacy and safety to engage in it — is generally more effective than any external argument.

Fourth, take care of oneself during the process. Family members of cult-involved people often
experience profound and sustained distress, with consequences for their own health, their other
relationships, and their capacity to maintain the long-term presence the situation requires. Support
groups for such family members exist, and connection with others who have navigated similar
circumstances is one of the most useful resources available. The International Cultic Studies
Association, the various clinical traditions associated with exit counseling, and online communities of
former members and their families all provide entry points. Maintaining one's own stability is not
merely self-care; it is also a precondition for being available when the member finally needs the lifeline
the family has been preserving.

Fifth, recognize that the timeline is, in most cases, considerably longer than family members
initially expect. Most people who eventually leave high-control groups do so over years rather than
months, with periods of partial doubt alternating with periods of recommitment. The family member's
job, throughout this longer process, is to remain a reliable presence while the member's own internal
calculus shifts. When the member is finally ready to leave, having a family to leave to — emotionally
and practically — is often the decisive factor. The patience required is real and considerable, and it is
usually rewarded.

What recovery looks like

For members who do leave, the process of recovery has its own characteristic shape. Steve Hassan
and the broader exit-counsdling literature have documented the patterns across decades of clinical
practice. The immediate post-exit period is often one of the hardest — the member has lost a
community, an identity, a sense of cosmic purpose, and often a substantial portion of their working life
and savings, al at once. Many former cult members experience what looks clinically like complex
post-traumatic stress disorder, with intrusive memories, dissociative episodes, distrust of their own
perceptions, and difficulty making decisions in environments where they have not been told what to
think. Specialized therapy with practitioners who understand cult dynamics is generally far more
effective than ordinary mental health support, because the specific patterns of thought-control,
dependency formation, and identity fragmentation that high-control groups produce require specific
therapeutic approaches that ordinary clinicians may not be familiar with.

The longer-term recovery process typicaly involves several distinct stages. First, the period of
deprogramming itself, in which the cult-supplied framework is gradualy replaced with more
reality-tested alternatives. This phase often takes one to three years, during which the former member is
rebuilding the epistemic and decision-making capacities that the cult had partially captured. Second, the
period of reintegration, in which the former member rebuilds social and professional networks that had
been severed during the period of cult involvement. This phase can take longer, partly because the
former member has missed years of normal social development and partly because the family
relationships that exist outside the cult have themselves often been damaged by the period of
estrangement. Third, the period of meaning-reconstruction, in which the former member develops a
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new framework for understanding their experience, including their reasons for having joined the group
in the first place, what the experience meant, and what they want their post-cult life to be. This phaseis
open-ended and may continue across decades, many former cult members find purpose in helping
others leave similar groups, becoming exit counselors or advocates for cult-aware policy work
themselves.

What is striking, comparing former-member testimony across many different groups, is how
consistent the broad recovery arc looks despite the variation in the specific cult ideology the members
had been involved with. The mechanisms that produce captured belief and identity in cults of all kinds
are sufficiently similar that the recovery from those mechanisms follows broadly similar patterns. This
is, in some respects, reassuring: the former member is not uniquely damaged by their particular group's
particular doctrines but is navigating a recovery that thousands of others before them have successfully
completed. The community of former members itself often becomes the most important resource for
those still in the process of leaving, providing both practical guidance and the modeled demonstration
that recovery is possible. Online communities of former Jehovah's Witnesses, former Scientologists,
former Mormons, former members of various smaller groups, and ex-members of high-control
evangelical churches have proliferated since the early 2000s and provide one of the more accessible
forms of support for those navigating the post-cult transition.

When the cult takes the country

The dynamics described in these pages do not stop at the size of a commune. The Dark Triad toolkit,
deployed at the scale of a polity rather than a small group, produces strongman politics. The five-stage
playbook by which strongmen consolidate authority — manufactured crisis with named enemies,
personalization of authority, capture of information, capture of institutions, loyalty over institution — is
structuraly the same toolkit, scaled up. The targets multiply. The harms scale accordingly. The
comparative material on twentieth- and twenty-first-century strongman politics, taken honestly across
the political spectrum, isthe subject of what comes next.
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CHAPTER TEN

Strongman Playbooks

How aspiring autocrats consolidate authority, and what slows them down

On the morning of January 10, 49 BCE, Julius Caesar stood on the north bank of a small river in
northern Italy called the Rubicon, contemplating an act that Roman law, custom, and constitutional
principle al forbade. A general returning to Italy from a foreign command was required to disband his
army before crossing into Italian territory; bringing armed soldiers across that boundary was treated as
an act of war against the Roman state itself. Caesar had spent nearly a decade conquering Gaul, had
accumulated a large and intensely loyal army, and had every reason to fear that if he disbanded it and
returned to Rome as a private citizen, his enemies in the Senate — Cato, Pompey, the optimate faction
— would prosecute him into exile or death. He crossed.

Suetonius, writing some 170 years later, reports the words Caesar was said to have spoken at the
river: iacta alea est, the dieis cast. The line is probably embellished. The crossing itself is not. Within
months Caesar had marched into Rome, driven Pompey and his supporters into the eastern
Mediterranean, and begun the civil war that would, after Pompey's death in Egypt and several years of
additional fighting, leave Caesar as dictator-for-life of a Roman republic that no longer functioned as a
republic. He held that position for fewer than two months before being assassinated on the Ides of
March, 44 BCE, by senators who hoped to restore the system Caesar had broken. The system did not
return. Caesar's grandnephew and adopted heir Octavian — later Augustus — completed in slower and
more elegant form what Caesar had tried to do directly, constructing across decades the imperial system
that would last in the West until 476 CE and in the East until 1453.

Caesar's playbook is not idiosyncratic. The pattern by which ambitious individuals overturn
republican or constitutional orders and replace them with personal rule has been documented enough
times across enough societies that it can be described as a playbook in the literal sense. The historian
Anne Applebaum, in Twilight of Democracy and her earlier work, has traced one version. Steven
Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt's How Democracies Die provides another. Timothy Snyder's On Tyranny
supplies a third. Each emphasizes different aspects, but the underlying structure recurs. Five stages,
deployed in roughly the same order, with adjustments for local conditions.

The five-stage playbook

Stage one: manufactured crisis with named enemies

The aspiring strongman does not arrive in normal times. He arrives — or constructs the arrival of
— amoment of crisis: economic dislocation, security threat, cultural emergency, demographic anxiety.
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Crises produce populations whose hypothalamic calculus is set to insufficiency, and populations in that
state are receptive to leaders who name enemies clearly and promise rapid restoration. The crisis can be
partly real, partly amplified, or wholly manufactured; the rhetorical work is similar in each case. What
matters is that the population's gauges read low enough to create demand for a savior, and that someone
available is prepared to fill the position. The named enemies serve a particular function. They convert
diffuse anxiety into focused hostility. They give the population something to do — hate, blame,
organize against — that feels productive even when it addresses no actual cause of the underlying
difficulty. They construct the in-group whose loyalty the strongman will cultivate by attacking the
out-group.

Stage two: personalization of authority

Authority that has been distributed across institutions begins to be concentrated in a single person.
Decisions that were previousy made through deliberation are made on the strongman's say-so.
Subordinates are selected for personal loyalty rather than institutional competence. The strongman
positions himself as the unique embodiment of the nation, the movement, the moment — | alone can fix
it in any of its many trandations. Political theorists from Max Weber on have called this charismatic
authority and have noted its instability; charismatic authority cannot be inherited and tends to produce
succession crises that the strongman, while alive, generally manages by simply not addressing them.
The personalization stage is what observers usualy have in mind when they describe a leader as
authoritarian or autocratic. It is necessary but not sufficient for the consolidation of power.

Stage three: capture of information

Independent media, independent academic institutions, and independent professional bodies are
systematically weakened. Sometimes through legal harassment — defamation suits, tax investigations,
regulatory pressure. Sometimes through ownership change, with sympathetic billionaires purchasing
outlets and reorienting their coverage. Sometimes through the construction of parallel mediathat frame
the strongman's actions favorably and discredit the alternatives. The objective is not necessarily to
silence dissent entirely — that is expensive and visible — but to fragment the information environment
so that no consensus account of events can form. If half the population is consuming one set of facts
and the other half is consuming a different set, the strongman has removed one of the principal
mechanisms by which constitutional orders correct themselves: shared awareness of what the
government is doing.

Stage four: capture of institutions

The judiciary, the civil service, the military, the regulatory agencies, and other institutions whose
independence is supposed to constrain the executive are systematically staffed with loyalists. The
process can be gradual — vacancies filled selectively as they arise — or accelerated by purges that
remove disfavored officials and replace them with reliable ones. Constitutional courts are particularly
important targets, because their rulings can either ratify the strongman's actions or constrain them.
Hungary's Viktor Orban's reorganization of the constitutional court after his 2010 election victory is a
textbook case; Poland's PiS-erajudicial restructuring after 2015 follows the same pattern. The patternis
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not new — Stalin's purges of the Soviet bureaucracy in the 1930s are an extreme version of the same
move — but the recent democratic-backdiding cases have developed a particular vocabulary for how it
is done within the formal preservation of constitutional structure.

Stage five: loyalty over institution

Once information is fragmented and institutions are captured, the strongman is in a position to
demand that subordinates place loyalty to him above loyalty to the office, the constitution, the rule of
law, the country. The demand is often tested with relatively small requests that nevertheless establish
the principle: ratify a falsehood, defend an indefensible position, look the other way at corruption,
participate in a small abuse of power. Subordinates who refuse are removed; subordinates who comply
are promoted. Over time, the apparatus surrounding the strongman is staffed by people who have been
selected, repeatedly, for willingness to choose him over institutional principle. By the time a major
demand comes — overturning an election, suppressing a protest, prosecuting an opposition figure —
the staff has been pre-filtered for the kind of loyalty the request requires. The checks that constitutional
design relies on, in this stage, are no longer being performed by the people the design assumed would
perform them.

Subordinates who refuse are removed; subordinates who comply are promoted. The
apparatus is staffed by people pre-filtered for willingness to choose him over
institutional principle.

The pattern across centuries

The five stages can be traced across cases that vary in scale, ideology, and regiona context. The
recurrence is striking. What follows is a brief comparative survey, not a comprehensive history. The
bibliography pointsto the longer studies that any individual case warrants.

Caesar and Augustus, 49 BCE — 14 CE. Caesar performed stages one through four (crisis,
personalization, control of the army's information environment in Gaul, capture of Senate processes
through fear and bribery) but was assassinated before consolidating stage five. Augustus, across
forty-five years, completed the consolidation while preserving the formal apparatus of the Republic —
the Senate continued to meet, magistrates continued to be elected, the old offices continued to exist —
even though all real power had been transferred to the princeps. Tacitus, writing a century later, called
the result imperium, an empire wearing the clothes of a republic. The Augustan settlement lasted, in
essential structure, for centuries.

Napoleon, 1799-1815. Took power in the Brumaire coup of 1799 against the Directory of the
French Revolution; consolidated as First Consul, then Consul for Life, then Emperor by 1804. His
self-coronation at Notre Dame in December 1804 — taking the crown from the Pope and placing it on
his own head — is one of the most precisely documented gestures in the history of the playbook. The
Napoleonic Code, his most enduring legacy, was a consolidation that genuinely improved upon the
legal chaos of the Revolution. The imperial system itself collapsed at Waterloo in 1815, but the
ingtitutional changes Napoleon made to French administration outlasted his fall and shaped modern
continental legal culture.
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Mussolini, 1922—-1943. The March on Rome in October 1922 brought Fascist forces to the gates of
the capital; King Victor Emmanuel 11, choosing to avoid civil war, appointed Mussolini Prime
Minister within the existing constitutional structure. Across the next severa years Mussolini deployed
each of the five stages: the Matteotti crisis of 1924 became a pretext for further concentration of power;
the Acerbo Law and subsequent electoral reforms fragmented the opposition; the press was brought
under censorship; the judiciary was politicized; loyalty to |l Duce became the operative criterion for
advancement. By 1926 the regime was effectively a dictatorship; the constitutional shell persisted until
the Fascist Grand Council deposed Mussolini in July 1943 and Italy switched sidesin the war.

Hitler, 1933-1945. The Reichstag fire of February 1933 — within a month of Hitler's appointment
as Chancellor — provided the manufactured crisis that justified the Reichstag Fire Decree, which
suspended civil liberties, and the Enabling Act, which transferred legidative power to the Cabinet.
Within eighteen months, the consolidation was effectively complete, with the Night of the Long Knives
in June 1934 eliminating internal SA rivals and the death of President Hindenburg in August 1934
allowing Hitler to merge the offices of Chancellor and President into the new title of Fuhrer. Each of
the five stages had been performed, in compressed timeline, with consequences that exceeded any
earlier deployment of the same playbook.

Stalin, 1924-1953. Took power gradually after Lenin's death in 1924, consolidating against rivals
(Trotsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev, Bukharin) through the second half of the 1920s. The Great Purges of
1936-1938 represented an extreme deployment of the loyalty-over-ingtitution stage, with the
Communist Party leadership, the military officer corps, and the broader Soviet bureaucracy
systematically decimated and replaced by loyalists. The cult of personality that grew around Stalin in
the 1930s and 1940s was an imperia cult in everything but theological vocabulary, with ubiquitous
portraiture, hagiographic biography, ritualized praise, and the production of a body of doctrine —
Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism — that placed Stalin in alineage of revolutionary saints.

Mao, 1949-1976. Consolidated power in the People's Republic of China after the 1949 revolution.
The Great Leap Forward (1958-1962) and the Cultural Revolution (1966—-1976) represented two
distinct deployments of the loyalty-over-institution stage, each justified by manufactured crises and
each producing tens of millions of deaths through famine, persecution, and political violence. The Little
Red Book of Mao's quotations, distributed in billions of copies during the Cultural Revolution, served
as a daily liturgical text whose memorization and citation became the principal marker of political
reliability. The imperial cult character of late Maoism — including the claim that Mao's thoughts were
the highest stage of human knowledge — was undisguised.

The Kim dynasty, 1948 onward. Kim ll-sung, Kim Jong-il, and Kim Jong-un have together
produced what is, on any honest reading, the most fully developed contemporary imperia cult,
complete with dynastic succession, miraculous birth narratives, ritua calendar, monumental
architecture, and a body of articulated doctrine (juche) that places the Kim family at the center of
Korean and human history. The North Korean case demonstrates the capacity of the strongman
playbook to produce structures that long outlast their founder, transitioning from charismatic authority
to inherited authority through institutional engineering of a thoroughness that earlier strongmen rarely
achieved.



The History and Geography of Chimps, Dark Triad Cults, and Imperial Cults Chapter 10 — Strongman Playbooks

Contemporary democratic backsliding. The early-21st-century cases — Hungary's Orban since
2010, Poland's PiS from 2015 to 2023, Turkey's Erdoman over a longer period, Russia's Putin since
1999, various Latin American cases from Hugo Chavez forward, and contested cases in severa other
settings — represent the playbook deployed within the formal preservation of democratic institutions.
Elections continue to be held; opposition parties continue to exist; the formal constitutional structureis
generally preserved. What changes is the substantive operation of the institutions: courts that no longer
constrain the executive, media that no longer hold the government accountable, civil services that no
longer apply rules neutrally, electoral systemsthat have been re-engineered to favor the incumbent. The
playbook in this register is slower than its mid-twentieth-century predecessors and more concerned
with maintaining the appearance of legitimacy. The substantive consolidation it produces is
comparable, if not identical.

What slows the playbook

The ingtitutional and social conditions that have, in various historical episodes, slowed or reversed the
playbook are worth naming, because they suggest where energy directed toward strengthening
democratic resilience is most usefully invested.

Strong civil society. Voluntary associations of all kinds — labor unions, professional associations,
religious communities, sports clubs, fraternal organizations, neighborhood committees, parent-teacher
associations — constitute a tissue of relationships that exists independently of the state and that, when
active, gives ordinary citizens experience in self-organization, deliberation, and collective action.
Tocqueville observed in 1830s America that the density of voluntary associations was one of the
principa supports of American democracy; Robert Putham's Bowling Alone argued in 2000 that the
decline of such associations was correspondingly weakening it. Civil society does not directly check
the strongman; it does provide the population with the practice and the relationships necessary to
organize resistance when needed. Authoritarian movements typically attack civil society precisely
because they understand its protective function.

Independent prosecutorial cultures. The professional norm that prosecutors and judges apply the
law without regard to political pressure — that they cannot be called by the President or the Prime
Minister and instructed to drop a case or pursue a critic — is one of the most consequential features of
consolidated rule-of-law systems. The normis fragile; it is preserved by the professional culture of the
bar and the judiciary, by civil-service protections, and by the willingness of individual prosecutors and
judges to refuse improper instructions and accept the persona costs of doing so. When the norm holds,
even fairly aggressive strongman moves can be slowed or blocked. When it erodes, the playbook
accelerates.

Free press. Independent journalism, with the financia resources to do investigative work and the
legal protections to publish results unfavorable to powerful people, is one of the principal mechanisms
by which the manufactured-crisis stage of the playbook can be challenged in real time. The economic
difficulties of twenty-first-century journalism — declining advertising revenue, the consolidation of
media ownership, the displacement of professional newsrooms by social-media ecosystems — have
weakened this protection in many countries even before any strongman arrives to attack it. The
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strongmen who have come to power in this environment have found their information-capture stage
easier than their predecessors did, because the institutions whose capture mattered most had aready
lost much of their capacity.

Alliances acr oss normal divides. The strongman's consolidation typically depends on dividing the
opposition — pitting ethnic groups against each other, urban against rural, secular against religious,
business interests against |abor. The opposition coalitions that have successfully resisted consolidation,
in cases like the Color Revolutions in Eastern Europe, the Solidarity movement in 1980s Poland, or the
broad anti-Pinochet coalition in 1980s Chile, have characteristically combined groups that ordinarily
disagree on much. The willingness of natural opponents to set aside their differences and aly against a
common threat to congtitutional order is rare and difficult to maintain, but it has been, on the
comparative evidence, the most reliable single predictor of successful resistance.

Patience for unglamorous institutional repair. The work of building or repairing democratic
ingtitutions is slow. It involves committee meetings, procedural details, boring oversight functions, the
careful staffing of regulatory agencies, the patient cultivation of civil-service norms, the maintenance of
professional cultures that resist political pressure. Most of this work attracts no public attention. Most
of it is performed by people whose names do not appear in headlines. When it is done well, the
conseguences are invisible — institutions function, abuses are constrained, corruption is contained —
and the doing of it is taken for granted by the population that benefits. When it is neglected, the
consequences appear later, often in the form of the playbook's stages succeeding more rapidly than they
should have. Democratic resilience is not a heroic posture; it is a habit of unglamorous maintenance,
performed across decades by ordinary people doing ordinary work.

Several patterns from the comparative record deserve particular attention as warning signs that the
playbook is advancing further than ordinary political contestation would explain. The first is the
deliberate targeting of specific ingtitutional checks rather than the wholesale rejection of the system.
The aspiring strongman who openly calls for dictatorship is rare in modern conditions; far more
common is the leader who proclaims commitment to democracy while systematically dismantling the
ingtitutions through which democratic accountability operates. The courts are restructured for
efficiency, not for obedience; the press is reformed for accuracy, not silenced; the civil service is
professionalized through loyalty tests, not openly purged. The vocabulary of reform obscures the
substance of capture, and supporters who would object to overt authoritarianism are reassured by the
formal preservation of institutions whose substantive function has been hollowed out.

The second pattern is the asymmetric application of legal tools. Investigations are pursued against
political opponents and dropped against political allies. Anti-corruption campaigns target the corruption
of the previous regime while ignoring comparable conduct by the current one. Tax investigations,
regulatory enforcement, and immigration prosecution are deployed selectively based on the target's
political alignment. Asymmetric application of legal toolsis one of the more reliable indicators that the
system has tilted from the rule of law toward the rule of those who contral its instruments — even
when, formally, the laws being applied are unchanged. The corruption is not in the laws but in their
selective enforcement.

The third pattern is the framing of opposition as civilizationally illegitimate rather than merely
politically wrong. Strongman politics characteristically presents the strongman's adversaries not as
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fellow citizens with different policy preferences but as enemies of the nation, agents of foreign powers,
traitors, or subhuman in some specified way. The framing operates on the in-group / out-group
machinery the framework has described throughout these pages. Once activated, it makes ordinary
political compromise theol ogically impossible — one does not compromise with traitors, with agents of
foreign powers, with civilizational enemies — and the polity loses access to the conflict-resolution
mechanisms that ordinary democratic competition provides. When the political conversation has
become a civilizationa battle in the rhetoric of one side, the playbook is well into its later stages, and
ordinary democratic procedures may not be sufficient to halt it.

The fourth pattern is the use of crisis to justify exceptional measures. The strongman benefits from
crises, real or manufactured, because crises produce populations whose calculus is set to insufficiency
and thus more receptive to the rapid restoration the strongman promises. Each emergency becomes a
justification for concentrating authority that does not, in practice, get redistributed when the emergency
passes. The Reichstag Fire Decree of February 1933 was, in form, an emergency measure; in practice,
it remained in effect throughout the Nazi period and constituted the constitutional foundation for the
regime's broader powers. Comparable patterns can be traced across many other cases. Emergency
powers, granted in good faith for limited periods, have a tendency to outlast their justifying
circumstances, and the institutional space that emergencies create for the strongman to occupy rarely
returns fully to constitutional norms once the strongman has established residency.

A fifth pattern, perhaps the subtlest, is the cultivation of a base of supporters whaose loyalty is more
ideological than transactional. Earlier authoritarianisms operated primarily through the military, the
police, and the economic elite — institutions whose support could be purchased through patronage and
whose abandonment of the regime was the principal threat the regime had to manage. Modern
strongman politics typically operates with a different supporting structure: a popular base of ordinary
citizens whose attachment to the leader is genuinely felt, often religious in its intensity, and whose
loyalty does not depend on the conventional rewards that previous authoritarian arrangements depended
on. The popular base is a feature of modern media environments — possible only when mass
communication has made the leader's image and voice available continuously to ordinary citizens —
and it creates a strongman whose authority does not flow primarily from coercion but from the affective
investment of his supporters. The arrangement is, on the comparative evidence, both more durable in
the short run and more catastrophic in the longer run, because the loyalty is harder to break through
ordinary political contestation and the cumulative damage to institutional norms is greater than
coercion-based authoritarianism typically produces.

The sixth pattern, less commonly noted, is the role of intra-elite competition in either accelerating
or slowing the playbook. The strongman benefits when the existing political and economic €lite is
divided against itself — when business interests fear labor interests more than they fear the strongman,
when one religious or ethnic faction sees the strongman as a lesser threat than a competing faction,
when ordinary rivals within the existing system see the strongman as a useful instrument against their
immediate competitors. Conservative German industrialists supported Hitler'srise in the early 1930sin
part because they perceived Communist organized labor as a more immediate threat to their interests;
subsequent events demonstrated that their assessment had been catastrophically wrong, but by then the
institutional arrangements that would have allowed them to reverse course had been dismantled.
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Comparable miscalculations have recurred in many contemporary cases. The lesson the historical
record offers, on acareful reading, isthat the existing elite's cal culation about which threats to prioritize
— strongman or rival faction — has been one of the most consequential variables in determining
whether the playbook succeeds, and that elites who treat the strongman as a tactical ally against more
immediate threats have, in case after case, lived to regret the alliance.

From strongman to imperial cult

The most fully developed strongman regimes do not stop at political consolidation. They build cults of
personality around their leaders, and, in some cases, the cults take on theological dimensions that
connect them to a much older lineage of imperial cults stretching back into antiquity. The Stalin cult,
the Mao cult, the Kim dynasty, and several others have constructed apparatuses of veneration that, on
close inspection, recognizably resemble the imperial cults of pharaonic Egypt, Hellenistic and Roman
antiquity, and dynastic China. The vocabulary is updated; the structural form is not. The human
population evidently runs on machinery old enough, and stable enough, that ostensibly modern
revolutionary movements rebuild the same architecture their official ideologies were committed to
abolishing.

Mapping that older lineage, from its earliest archaeologically documented forms through its
modern resurrections, is what comes next. The argument that follows treats imperial cults as arecurring
ingtitutional response to a recurring set of problems — the legitimation of large-scale rule, the
transmission of authority across generations, the management of populations whose hypothalamic
calculus must be calibrated on the office rather than scattered across many local sources of meaning.
The vocabulary changes, across continents and millennia. The function does not.

Several features of the contemporary playbook deserve particular notice for the reader trying to
recognize what may be operating in their own political environment. The first is the systematic
delegitimization of the ingtitutions that would, in a functioning constitutional order, constitute the
principal checks on executive overreach. Independent journalists are described as enemies of the
people; courts that rule against the executive are described as politically biased; civil servants who
follow procedural norms are described as members of a deep state opposed to the people's will;
opposition political figures are described as not merely wrong on policy but actively traitorous. The
rhetorical work of these characterizationsis to produce a population willing to accept the dismantling of
the institutions on which their own protection ultimately depends, on the theory that the institutions in
question have been captured by hostile forces. The second is the asymmetric application of legal tools
mentioned earlier — vigorous against opponents, lenient toward allies. The third is the construction of
crises that justify extraordinary measures, with each crisis producing further consolidation of authority
that does not get redistributed when the crisis passes. The fourth is the cultivation of a personalist
ideology in which loyalty to the leader is treated as the supreme political virtue, with disagreement
framed as personal betrayal rather than as legitimate political contestation.

What slows or reverses these patterns, on the comparative evidence, is rarely a single dramatic
intervention but rather the cumulative effect of many small acts of institutional resistance distributed
across the polity. Judges who refuse to ratify legal manipulation. Civil servants who follow procedural
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rules even when politically inconvenient. Journalists who continue investigative reporting despite legal
harassment and economic pressure. Lawyers who represent unpopular clients. Opposition politicians
who maintain coalitions across normal political divides. Religious leaders who refuse to provide
theological cover for political authoritarianism. Educators who teach civics and history honestly.
Ordinary citizens who participate in elections, attend public meetings, contact their representatives, and
maintain the ordinary fabric of democratic engagement that the larger constitutional structure ultimately
rests on. None of these actsis heroic. Each is, individualy, insignificant. Their cumulative effect, when
sustained across years and decades, is the principal mechanism by which constitutional orders defend
themselves against the playbook's deployment, and the comparative evidence is fairly clear that
constitutional orders that have successfully resisted the playbook have been ones in which substantial
portions of the population have been willing to perform exactly this kind of unglamorous ongoing
institutional maintenance.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Egypt to Rome

Three thousand year s of god-kings, from Narmer's palette to Constantine's basilica

On a dlab of green siltstone in the Cairo Museum, carved sometime around 3100 BCE, a king stands
holding an enemy by the hair, his arm raised to deliver the killing blow with a pear-shaped mace.
Above the king's head are two glyphs that read, in awriting system being invented as the dab itself was
being carved, the name Narmer — a king who, on the most plausible reading of the scarce evidence,
unified the upper and lower kingdoms of Egypt and stands a or very near the beginning of what
conventional Egyptology calls dynastic civilization. The Narmer Palette is one of the oldest abjectsin
any museum that depicts a head of state in something recognizable as a propagandistic register. The
king is larger than the figures around him. He wears the crowns of both kingdoms, alternating across
the palette's two faces. He is shown in postures associated with the falcon-god Horus. A small symbol
in front of him represents his name in away that is also the name of a god. The office and the god are
aready inseparable, on this earliest of Egyptian roya monuments, before the dynasties have properly
begun.

Three thousand years later, when the Roman general Octavius Caesar Augustus reduced the last
Ptolemaic queen Cleopatra VI to suicide in 30 BCE and absorbed Egypt into the Roman Empire, the
office of pharaoh had operated continuously, with periodic interruptions for foreign conquest and
internal collapse, for one of the longest spans of recorded political continuity in human history. Thirty
dynasties, by the conventional count established by the Egyptian priest Manetho in the third century
BCE. Roughly 170 kings whose names are known with reasonable certainty. Pyramids, mortuary
temples, mummified bodies, painted tombs preserved by the desert climate to a degree that allows
modern visitors to read inscriptions written when Stonehenge was new. The Egyptian state was the
world's first documented imperial cult, and it ran longer than any subsequent version of the same form.
What it was, how it functioned, and why it persisted are worth examining carefully, because the
structural features it established recurred across many subsequent civilizations with strikingly
consistent form.

Pharaonic Egypt

The pharaoh was not, in Egyptian theology, simply a man who claimed divine authority. He was, in
technical theological terms, the earthly manifestation of Horus during life and of Osiris at death, with
elaborated doctrines about the relationship between the king's ka (his vital essence), ba (something like
a soul), and the offices he occupied. The relationship between the man and the god was complex, and
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Egyptologists have argued for over a century about how literaly various dynasties intended their
theological language to be taken. What is uncontested is that the pharaoh was treated, in ritual and in
iconography, as participating in cosmic order in away ordinary humans did not. His death and afterlife
regquired not merely funeral rites but the construction of monumental architecture and the maintenance
of cult activity that could persist for centuries after his death.

The pyramid complexes of the Old Kingdom — the mid-third millennium BCE pyramids at Giza
built for Khufu, Khafre, and Menkaure being the best-known — were not merely tombs. They were cult
installations, with priesthoods endowed with land and staff to perform daily rituals on behalf of the
deceased pharaoh's ka in perpetuity. The economic apparatus required to support these cults was
substantial — a single major pyramid complex required several thousand priests and cult workers
across itsinitial period of activity, with reduced but ongoing maintenance for centuries afterward. The
pharaoh was, in HMRGSC terms, the central node through which the resource calculus of an entire
civilization was calibrated. His good standing with the gods produced the maat — the cosmic order, the
regular flooding of the Nile, the productive harvests, the protection from chaos — on which ordinary
Egyptian life depended. His failures produced isfet, disorder, which was understood as a redl
metaphysical threat rather than a metaphor.

What allowed this system to persist across three millennia, despite intermediate periods of collapse,
foreign conquest, and political fragmentation, was its structural separation between the office and the
occupant. The pharaoh died; the office continued. New dynasties — the Hyksos in the Second
Intermediate Period, the Kushite Twenty-fifth Dynasty, the Persian Twenty-seventh Dynasty, the
Macedonian Ptolemies after Alexander — adopted Egyptian royal iconography and theology and were
absorbed into the apparatus they had conquered. Foreign rulers became pharaohs in everything but
personal ancestry, because the pharaonic system was older, denser, and more elaborated than any
conqueror's ability to impose aternative legitimation. Even Alexander the Great, on conquering Egypt
in 332 BCE, made the journey across the desert to the oracle of Amun at Siwa, where he was reportedly
hailed as son of Amun and incorporated into Egyptian theological succession. The conqueror had to be
absorbed by the system, not the other way around.

The Mesopotamian variant

South of Egypt, in the river valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates, the same problem of legitimating
large-scale rule was being solved in a different but related way. Mesopotamian kingship was less
consistently divine than Egyptian; most Mesopotamian kings positioned themselves as servants of the
gods rather than as gods themselves, and the relationship between king and divinity was theologically
more fragile. A few exceptions stand out: Naram-Sin of Akkad, around 2250 BCE, is the first
M esopotamian king to claim divine status during his lifetime, with inscriptions identifying him with the
determinative sign reserved for gods and depicting him wearing a horned crown of divinity. Several Ur
I kings followed his example. But these were exceptions in a tradition that more commonly held the
king as accountabl e to the gods rather than being one of them.

What Mesopotamian civilization contributed to the longer history of imperia cult, more durably
than its theology of kingship, was the apparatus of its administration. Cuneiform writing, developed in
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southern Mesopotamia by the late fourth millennium BCE, allowed the keeping of records on a scale
that pre-literate civilizations could not match. Tablet archives from Mesopotamian cities record ration
lists, tax receipts, legal contracts, roya correspondence, and administrative documents in numbers that
have left modern Assyriologists with material for centuries of further work. Writing made possible the
kind of sustained, impersonal bureaucratic operation that characterizes mature states, and the imperial
cults that subsequent civilizations developed were, increasingly, the ceremonial dimension of
administrative apparatuses whose operational details had become genuinely independent of any
individual ruler's daily attention.

The Assyrian Empire of the early-to-mid first millennium BCE — at its height under
Tiglath-Pileser 111, Sargon |1, Sennacherib, and Ashurbanipal — represented one of the more devel oped
iterations of this combination. Assyrian royal art emphasized the king's feracity, his hunting prowess,
his ritual relationship with the national god Ashur, and the fate of those who resisted his expansion. The
Lachish reliefs from Sennacherib's palace at Nineveh, now in the British Museum, document the siege
of a Judean city in 701 BCE with a graphic specificity that combines propaganda, narrative art, and
ritual record. The king and the god worked together; the king's military success was the god's favor
manifesting through the king's body.

Alexander and the Hellenistic ruler cults

Alexander the Great's career between 336 and 323 BCE collapsed the Persian Empire, brought a
substantial portion of the known world under Macedonian rule, and produced a generation of successor
states ruled by Alexander's former generals. The successor kingdoms — the Ptolemies in Egypt, the
Seleucids in Syria and Mesopotamia, the Antigonids in Macedonia, and several smaller dynasties —
faced the problem of legitimating Macedonian rule over ancient civilizations whose own kingship
traditions long predated anything Greek. Their solution, broadly, was to adopt and adapt the loca
apparatus while presenting themselves in ways the Greek-speaking €lite of their administrations would
also recognize.

The Ptolemies in Egypt are the clearest case. Ptolemy |, the son of Lagus, took the Egyptian throne
in 305 BCE after a decade of consolidating control following Alexander's death. He and his successors
maintained two parallel systems of self-presentation. To their Egyptian subjects, they were pharaohs,
performing traditional rituals at templesin Memphis, Karnak, and Edfu, and depicted in Egyptian style
on temple walls in poses indistinguishable from Old Kingdom kings two thousand years before. To
their Greek-speaking subjects, they were Hellenistic monarchs in the Macedonian tradition, with court
culture modeled on Alexander's, with Greek as the administrative language, and with a developed ruler
cult — the deification of dead Ptolemies and Cleopatras as Theoi Soteres, Theoi Adelphoi, Theoi
Euergetai, and so on — that was Greek in vocabulary while parallel in function to Egyptian deification
of dead pharaohs. The Rosetta Stone of 196 BCE, which Champollion famously used in 1822 to crack
the hieroglyphic writing system, is a decree honoring Ptolemy V Epiphanes that exists in three scripts
— hieroglyphic Egyptian, demotic Egyptian, and Greek — because the system it documents required
self-presentation in al three.
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The Seleucids in Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, and the eastern territories developed similar but
distinct ruler cults, with varying success in different parts of their fragmented empire. Antiochus IV
Epiphanes, whose nickname meant God Manifest, is the Seleucid king most explicit in his theol ogical
claims; his attempt to enforce Hellenizing reforms on Judea triggered the Maccabean revolt of 167
BCE, an episode whose memory was preserved in Jewish tradition and which contributed to the Jewish
reputation for resistance to imperial cult that became consequential in the Roman period.

The conqueror had to be absorbed by the system, not the other way around.

Rome: from Republic to Imperial Cult

The Roman Republic, in its mature classical form, was officially hostile to anything resembling
kingship. The expulsion of the last Etruscan king Tarquinius Superbus in 509 BCE was the founding
event of the Republican constitution, and the title rex remained politicaly toxic for the next five
centuries. Romans reserved divine honors for genuine deities and for the occasional foreign ruler in
conquered territories where such honors were locally expected. Calls within Rome itself for any Roman
to be honored as a god were, until the late Republic, consistently rebuffed by the political elite as both
impious and constitutionally suspect.

Julius Caesar's career strained the constraint to the breaking point. Caesar accumulated
extraordinary honors across the late 40s BCE — the dictatorship for life, the title Pater Patriae, the
right to wear royal Etruscan dress on certain occasions, statues among the gods of the Roman state, a
temple to Clementia Caesaris (Caesar's mercy). His assassination on March 15, 44 BCE was driven, in
the conspirators own self-presentation, partly by the perception that he had begun to claim divine
honors that no living Roman should accept. Posthumously, in 42 BCE, Caesar was officially deified by
the Senate as Divus Julius — the deified Julius — with a comet that appeared during the funeral games
being interpreted as his soul ascending to heaven. The pattern was set: deification after death,
performed by official Senate decree, was acceptable; claims to divinity during life remained dangerous.

Caesar's grandnephew and adopted heir Octavian, who would become Augustus, navigated the
constraint with considerable skill across the next half-century. As Divi Filius — son of the deified one
— Augustus was theologically connected to divinity through his adoptive father without claiming
divinity for himself during life. Honors that would have been rejected as kingly were accepted in
religious or civic forms that Roman tradition could accommodate: the title Augustus (revered, sacred)
granted by the Senate in 27 BCE; the position of Pontifex Maximus (chief priest) accepted in 12 BCE
on Lepidus's death; thetitle Pater Patriae in 2 BCE. Each individual honor preserved republican forms,
the cumulative weight produced a position no previous Roman had occupied. Across the provinces,
particularly in the Greek East where ruler cults had been familiar for three centuries, temples to
Augustus were constructed during his lifetime, often paired with cults to Roma, the personified spirit of
Rome, in a formula — Roma et Augustus — that allowed provincias to honor the emperor without
requiring Romans themselves to perform what would have looked, in the capital, like inappropriate
worship of aliving man.
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After Augustus, the imperial cult developed in stages. Some emperors — Tiberius, Claudius,
Vespasian, Trajan, Hadrian — were posthumously deified in the Senate's traditional formula. Others —
Caligula, Nero, Commodus, Elagabalus — claimed divinity during life in ways their successors found
embarrassing and had to walk back. By the third century CE, the imperial cult had become a routine
feature of Roman provincial administration, with sacrifices to the emperor performed alongside
sacrifices to the traditional gods, and with priesthoods of the imperial cult forming an established part
of municipal life across the empire. The cult was less a deeply held theological commitment than a
civic obligation, comparable in some respects to modern oaths of office; for ordinary subjects it was
background ritual, performed without necessarily reflecting deep personal belief. This is what made it
possible for the cult to function as a functional loyalty test for groups whose religious convictions made
participation difficult — the early Christians being the most famous case.

Constantine and the Christianization of imperial cult

By the early fourth century CE, the Roman imperial cult had been operating in recognizable form for
over three centuries, and Christianity had grown from a small persecuted sect of the early imperial
period to a substantial minority religion across the eastern provinces. The Diocletianic Persecution of
303-311 CE was the most systematic Roman effort to suppress Christianity and to enforce imperial cult
sacrifice on Christian subjects who refused. The persecution failed: Christianity continued to grow,
Diocletian retired in 305, and the empire entered a period of civil war from which Constantine the Great
emerged as eventua soleruler by 324.

Constantine's relationship with Christianity was complex and is still debated by historians. The
traditional account centers on his vision before the Battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312, in which he
reportedly saw a cross of light in the sky and the words in hoc signo vinces (in this sign you will
conquer); his subsequent victory; and the Edict of Milan of 313, which legalized Christianity
throughout the empire. Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea in 325, presided over its
proceedings, and effectively integrated the imperial office with the leadership of the Christian churchin
away that would shape both for centuries. He was baptized only on his deathbed in 337, leaving his
actual personal beliefs harder to characterize than his political actions.

What Constantine did not do, despite the popular understanding, was end the imperial cult. The cult
continued, in modified form, throughout the fourth century and into the fifth, with Christian emperors
receiving honors that earlier emperors had received and with the imperial office continuing to be
regarded as participating in divine authority — now derived from the Christian God rather than from
the traditional Greco-Roman pantheon. The emperor was no longer a god; he was the earthly
representative of the one God, ruling by divine appointment, with authority over both civil and
ecclesiastical matters. Eusebius of Caesarea, writing Constantine's biography, presented the emperor as
a Christian Moses, leading his people from persecution into the promised land of an imperial church.
The vocabulary changed; the structural function did not. The hypothalamus does not care whether the
figure on the wall is Augustus or Constantine, Jupiter or Christ. It cares whether the resource calculus
seems to pass through him.
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Byzantine continuation

After Constantine's transfer of the capital to Constantinople in 330 and the eventual division of the
empire into eastern and western halves in 395, the eastern Roman Empire — what later historians
would call the Byzantine Empire — preserved the imperia cult in its Christianized form for another
thousand years. The Byzantine emperor was basileus and autokrator, ruling as vicarius Christi over
both state and church, with the imperia office understood as having particular theological authority
over questions of doctrine and church governance — an arrangement that produced frequent friction
with the Roman papacy after the western empire collapsed in 476 and that contributed to the eventual
Great Schism of 1054 between eastern and western Christianity.

The Byzantine ceremonial apparatus, documented in detail in the tenth-century Book of Ceremonies
compiled under Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos, preserves an elaborately developed court ritual
whose forms recognizably descend from late Roman imperial ceremonial and ultimately from
Hellenistic and Persian precedents. The emperor's court was structured as an icon of the heavenly court;
the palace's spatial organization, the daily rituals of dressing and eating, the ceremonial reception of
foreign embassies, the imperial processions through the streets of Constantinople — all encoded
theological claims about the emperor's relationship to divine order. Anna Komnene's Alexiad, written in
the twelfth century, describes the imperial court of her father Alexios | in terms that are recognizably
continuous with descriptions of Roman emperors a thousand years earlier.

When Constantinople finally fell to Mehmed 11's Ottoman armies in 1453, the imperia cult lineage
that began with Narmer's palette in 3100 BCE and ran through Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, the
Hellenistic kingdoms, Rome, and Byzantium had been operating, in recognizable form, for more than
four and a half millennia. Mehmed himself claimed the title Kayser-i ROm, Caesar of Rome, and added
it to his other titles in a deliberate gesture of succession that the lineage's previous millennia were
evidently still understood as conferring.

It is worth pausing on the persistence of the lineage across foreign conquest. The Hyksos, foreign
rulers of Egypt during the Second Intermediate Period of roughly 1650 to 1550 BCE, adopted Egyptian
royal titulature and iconography. The Kushite Twenty-fifth Dynasty, ruling Egypt from approximately
744 to 656 BCE from a Nubian homeland, did the same. Persia under Cambyses and the subsequent
Twenty-seventh Dynasty took on Egyptian roya forms. The Macedonian Ptolemies after Alexander
produced a fully developed dual self-presentation, Hellenistic for Greek-speakers and pharaonic for
Egyptian-speakers, that operated across nearly three centuries. The Roman emperors after Augustus,
ruling Egypt as a personal possession of the Princeps rather than as a senatorial province, adopted
pharaonic titulature in inscriptions intended for Egyptian audiences. Egyptian imperial cult, far from
being replaced by each wave of conquerors, absorbed them and continued to operate with the
conguerors as its new occupants. The institutional form had become more durable than the populations
that had originally produced it, and any congueror who wished to govern Egypt found it easier to
operate within the form than to construct an alternative legitimating apparatus.

Comparable absorption is documented in the Roman case. When Rome's principate became, across
the third and fourth centuries CE, increasingly the gift of military acclamation rather than dynastic
inheritance, the imperial title and its associated cult passed from one military candidate to another with
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a frequency that would, in earlier dynasties, have produced collapse. The form, however, persisted.
New emperors were deified posthumously by their successors with formulaic regularity. The imperial
palace, the imperial bureaucracy, the imperial military structure, and the imperial cult ritual continued
across the chaos of personal successions, and the Diocletianic reforms of the late third century
stabilized the apparatus enough that it survived another two centuriesin the West and another thousand
in the East. The principate had become a corporate entity, in the technical sense — a person that did not
die when its officeholders did — and its corporate character was precisely what allowed it to outlast the
personal ambitions of its many imperial occupants.

Greek precursors deserve mention as well. The cult of Lysander, the Spartan general who defeated
Athens in 405 BCE, included divine honors paid by the Samians during his lifetime — among the
earliest documented instances of ruler cult in Greek territory, predating Alexander by more than half a
century. The cult of the Athenian general Demetrius Poliorcetes in 290 BCE included a famous hymn,
preserved by Athenaeus, that hailed Demetrius as a god come down from heaven. These early Greek
instances of ruler cult prepared the ground that Alexander's conquests would more fully cultivate, and
they demonstrate that ruler cult was not foreign to the Greek tradition before its post-Alexandrian
elaboration. Christopher Habicht's Gottmenschentum und griechische Stadte remains the foundational
scholarly treatment, documenting in detail how ruler cults developed across the eastern Mediterranean
as Greek city-states negotiated their relationships with the increasingly powerful Hellenistic
monarchies.

The Roman provincial imperial cult, though sometimes treated as a peripheral religious practice
imposed from above, deserves a more substantive characterization. The cult was, on close inspection,
one of the principal vehicles by which provincia elites integrated themselves into the imperial system.
Local notables across the Greek East and the Latin West competed to fund imperial-cult temples, to
serve as priests of the imperial cult, and to organize the games and festivals associated with the cult's
calendar. The expense of these activities was substantial — the wealthier provincia cities of the Roman
empire devoted a meaningful fraction of their public budgets to imperial-cult expenditures — and the
socia return for the funders was the kind of civic prestige that translated into political advancement,
social standing, and economic networks that extended across the empire's territorial reach. The cult
was, in this respect, the religious dimension of an elite-integration mechanism that helped bind together
a geographically vast empire whose populations otherwise had little reason for shared political loyalty.
Simon Price's Rituals and Power, published in 1984, remains the canonical scholarly treatment of how
the imperial cult functioned in the Greek-speaking provinces of the Roman East, and it documents the
cult's integration into loca civic life with a thoroughness that earlier studies of the cult's purely
theological dimensions had missed.

The continuity of cult ritual across the Christianization of the empire is itself a remarkable
phenomenon. After Constantine, Christian emperors received many of the honors that pagan emperors
had received — court ceremonial, ceremonial vestments, ritualized acclamations, imperial portraiture
displayed in public spaces, sacrifices (now to the Christian God) performed on the emperor's behalf,
festival days commemorating the emperor's accession and reign. The Theodosian Code of 438 CE and
Justinian's Corpus Juris Civilis of 534 CE preserved many of the legal forms developed under earlier
imperial cult, with Christian theological glosses applied to formulations whose pagan origins remained
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legible. Christian Byzantine ceremonial, documented in the tenth-century Book of Ceremonies aready
mentioned, preserved court ritual whose details were directly continuous with late-Roman imperial
practice. The Christianization changed the theological framework considerably; it changed the
structural form of imperial veneration much less than the official rhetoric of the transition implied.
Severa specific features of pharaonic Egyptian imperial cult deserve closer treatment, as they
illustrate in particularly clear form the structural elements that subsequent imperial cults would, with
various adjustments, reproduce. The mortuary apparatus of the Old Kingdom — approximately 2686 to
2181 BCE in conventional Egyptological dating — represents one of the largest investments of human
labor in any pre-industrial civilization. The Great Pyramid of Khufu at Giza, completed around 2560
BCE, contains approximately 2.3 million stone blocks averaging 2.5 tons each, with some interior
blocks weighing as much as 80 tons. Modern engineering estimates suggest the construction would
have required approximately 20,000 to 30,000 workers operating across approximately 20 to 30 years.
The apparatus the pyramid was designed to serve — the cult of the pharaoh's ka, performed in the
mortuary temple complex attached to the pyramid by a long causeway — was intended to operate in
perpetuity, with priesthoods endowed with land and labor sufficient to maintain the rituals indefinitely.
The theological doctrine of the king's ka deserves a moment's expansion. In Egyptian theology,
every person had a ka, a vital essence created at birth and continuing in some form after death. The
pharach's ka, however, was special: it was understood to transmit across pharaonic incarnations, with
each new pharaoh being, in some theologically articulated sense, the same ka as his predecessors, the
office itself bearing the divine essence rather than any individual occupant of the office. This doctrine
provided the theological foundation for the office's remarkable continuity across foreign conquest: the
Hyksos, Kushites, Persians, Macedonians, and Romans who occupied the pharaonic office across the
Egyptian imperial cult's three-thousand-year operational period could be understood as having received
the office's ka in their turn, regardless of their personal ancestry, geographical origin, or original
religious affiliation. The theological doctrine made the office more durable than any individual dynasty,
and the comparative imperial-cult literature has not fully matched the Egyptian achievement in this

respect.

Why this matters

The lineage from Egypt to Byzantium establishes the Mediterranean and Near Eastern variant of
imperial cult as a remarkably stable institutional form. Across more than four thousand years, with
multiple changes of language, religion, ethnicity, and political organization, certain structural features
recur: the ruler positioned as participating in cosmic order; an apparatus of priests, rituals, and
monumental architecture devoted to maintaining the relationship between ruler and divinity;
theological doctrines articulating the cosmic significance of the office; succession arrangements that
allow the office to persist beyond the body of any individual occupant. The specific theological
vocabulary varies enormously. The structural function does not.

Whether this Mediterranean variant is unique or whether structurally similar arrangements
developed independently in regions that had no contact with the Mediterranean tradition is the question
that follows. The independent emergence of imperia cults in places that did not learn from Egypt —
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Achaemenid Persia, dynastic China, imperia Japan, Khmer Cambodia, the Inca and Mexica states of
the pre-Columbian Americas, the Habsburg Catholic compound — would suggest that the form is
responding to a recurring set of problems that human civilization at scale repeatedly encounters and

repeatedly solves in similar ways. The comparative materia is the subject of what comes next, and the
paralels are striking enough to deserve careful attention.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Imperial Cults Around the Globe

Independent emer gence of the same form on every populated continent

If the imperial cult form had emerged only in the Mediterranean and Near Eastern lineage traced in the
previous pages, it might be explained as a kind of cultural inheritance — one civilization borrowing
from another, the form passed down across millenniain what is essentially a single connected tradition.
The Egyptians influenced the M esopotamians, the Mesopotamians influenced the Persians, the Persians
influenced the Greeks, the Greeks influenced the Romans, the Romans influenced everyone
subsequent. On that reading, what looks like recurrence might just be transmission. Genuine
cross-cultural recurrence would require evidence that structurally similar imperial cults arose in regions
that had no contact with the Mediterranean tradition during the relevant developmental period. The
historical record provides such evidence in abundance. Imperia cults in something like the
Mediterranean form arose, independently, on every populated continent. The structural similarities
across these independently developed traditions are striking enough that any honest treatment has to
address what they suggest about the underlying human tendency.

Achaemenid Persia

The Persian empire built by Cyrus the Great and his successors in the sixth century BCE was, at its
height, the largest the world had yet seen, stretching from the Indus to the Aegean to the Nile. Its
approach to ruler legitimation drew on Mesopotamian and Egyptian precedents but developed
distinctive features that would influence Persian, Hellenistic, and ultimately Islamic political theology
for more than two millennia. The Persian Great King ruled by the favor of Ahura Mazda, the supreme
deity of Zoroastrian theology, and the king's authority was understood as flowing from his alignment
with cosmic truth (a3a) against cosmic falsehood (druj). The Bisitun inscription of Darius |, carved into
acliff facein modern Iran around 520 BCE in three languages — Old Persian, Elamite, and Babylonian
— documents Darius's accession, his suppression of rebellions, and his theological self-justification in
considerable detail .

What made Persian ruler ideology distinctive was its explicit framing of the king as Ahura Mazda's
representative on earth, without the king being himself a god. The relationship was comparable in some
respects to what later Christian theology would develop for the relationship between God and the
Christian emperor, and the Persian model directly influenced both the Hellenistic kingdoms that
succeeded the Persian empire after Alexander's conquest and the Sasanian and Islamic political
theologies that drew on Persian traditions in the centuries after. The concept of khvarenah — divine
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glory or fortune that adheres to legitimate rulers and departs from illegitimate ones — became a
recurring feature of Iranian political imagination across many subsequent dynasties.

Dynastic China and the Mandate of Heaven

Chinese imperial theology developed independently of any Western tradition through the Shang and
Zhou dynasties of the second and first millennia BCE. The doctrine that came to be known as the
Mandate of Heaven (tianming) was articulated most clearly by the early Zhou theorists in the eleventh
century BCE, when the Zhou had recently overthrown the Shang and needed a theological account of
why their conquest was legitimate. The answer they gave: Heaven (tian) confers the right to rule on
virtuous dynasties and withdraws it from corrupt ones. The Shang had lost the mandate through their
wickedness; the Zhou had received it through their virtue; and any future dynasty would lose it the
same way if it failed to govern justly.

The doctrine had a remarkable institutional consequence. It provided a framework within which
dynastic change could be understood as cosmic correction rather than as illegitimate usurpation. Across
more than two millennia of subsequent Chinese history — through the Qin, Han, Wei, Jin, Tang, Song,
Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties — each transition could be interpreted in terms of mandate transfer,
and each new dynasty could legitimate itself within an unbroken theological framework that long
predated its arrival. Foreign conquerors — the Yuan Mongols in the thirteenth century, the Qing
Manchus in the seventeenth — could be incorporated into the same framework by adopting Chinese
imperial titles, performing the proper rituals, and presenting themselves as having received the mandate
that previous dynasties had lost. The Chinese imperial cult thus operated, like the Egyptian, as a system
that absorbed its conquerors rather than being replaced by them.

The emperor was the Son of Heaven (tianz), the unique intermediary between the human realm
and the cosmic order. His ritual responsibilities included the great sacrifices at the Altar of Heaven in
the imperia capital — Beijing's Temple of Heaven, built in the early Ming dynasty in the fifteenth
century, preserves the architecture of these rituals — performed at the winter solstice and at other key
pointsin theritual calendar. If the emperor neglected his duties or acted unjustly, the natural order itself
was understood to register the breach: earthquakes, floods, droughts, and astronomical anomalies were
read as cosmic signals that the mandate might be in jeopardy. This created, in principle, a feedback
mechanism by which dissatisfied subjects could ground their complaints in cosmic rather than merely
political terms — a feature of Chinese political theology that scholars from Joseph Needham forward
have noted as both stabilizing and destabilizing in different periods.

Imperial Japan and State Shinto

Japanese imperia theology represents perhaps the most remarkably continuous case in the global
record. The Japanese imperia line, on its own self-presentation, descends in unbroken succession from
Amaterasu, the sun goddess of the indigenous Shinto religion, through her grandson Ninigi-no-Mikoto
and his great-grandson Jimmu, the legendary first emperor traditionally dated to 660 BCE. Modern
historians place the actual beginning of the imperial line considerably later, probably around the fourth
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or fifth century CE, with earlier figures shading into legend. What is uncontested is that the line has
continued, with periods of figurehead status under shogunal rule, since at least the seventh century CE
— aspan of approximately fourteen centuries during which the imperial office has been continuously
occupied by members of asingle family, claiming descent from a single deity.

The Médiji Restoration of 1868 transformed the imperia office's political role. After centuries of
shogunal government in which the emperor had been aritual figurehead with limited actual authority,
the Meiji oligarchs returned political power to the imperial throne and constructed around it the
apparatus of a modern nation-state. State Shinto, developed across the Meiji and subsequent eras,
provided the theological framework: the emperor was kami, divine, the embodiment of Japan as a
single sacred organism, with subjects bound to him by ties of religious obligation that transcended
ordinary political loyalty. The 1890 Imperial Rescript on Education, distributed to every school in the
country, articulated the doctrine in a form that several generations of Japanese schoolchildren
memorized and recited.

The militarization of Japanese imperial cult in the 1930s and 1940s, leading into World War 11,
represented the doctrine's most aggressive deployment. Japanese soldiers were exhorted to die for the
emperor as areligious as well as a national obligation; the kamikaze pilots of the war's final years took
their name from the divine wind that, in Japanese tradition, had destroyed Mongol invasion fleets in
1274 and 1281. After Japan's defeat in 1945, the Allied occupation required Emperor Hirohito to
publicly disavow his divinity, in a 1946 declaration sometimes called the Humanity Declaration. The
post-war Japanese constitution preserved the imperia office but explicitly made it a symbolic rather
than political role. The line continues, the rituals continue, and the cosmological framework persistsin
modified form, but the form of imperial cult that operated until 1945 has been officially superseded —
though traces of its theological vocabulary persist in contemporary Japanese conservative discourse,
occasionally surfacing in ways that startle observers who had assumed the doctrine fully retired.

The same structural form recurred on every continent that developed agriculture,
complex states, and writing — independently, without inheritance from a common
Mediterranean source.

Khmer devaraja

In the river valleys of Cambodia, between roughly 800 and 1450 CE, the Khmer Empire produced one
of the most elaborately developed imperia cults in human history, centered on the doctrine of the
devaraja, the god-king. The cult drew on Indian Hindu and later Buddhist theological vocabulary but
developed in ways specific to Khmer political circumstances. The king was not merely a human ruler
with divine favor; he was the earthly manifestation of Shiva or, in later Buddhist iterations, of the
Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara. The capital city of Angkor and the royal temple-mountains constructed
within it — most famously Angkor Wat, built by Suryavarman Il in the early twelfth century, and
Angkor Thom, built by Jayavarman VII in the late twelfth — were designed as cosmograms, scale
models of the cosmic order, with the king's temple at the center as Mount Meru and the surrounding
architecture representing the cosmic ocean and the continents.



The History and Geography of Chimps, Dark Triad Cults, and Imperial Cults ~ Chapter 12 —Imperial Cults Around the Globe

The economic apparatus required to maintain the Khmer imperial cult was vast. Inscriptions
document tens of thousands of priests, dancers, agricultural workers, and craftsmen attached to the
major temples, supported by endowments of land and labor that constituted a substantial fraction of the
empire's productive capacity. The famous stone faces of Angkor Thom — typically interpreted as either
Avalokiteshvara or Jayavarman V11 himself, perhaps deliberately ambiguous — gaze in four directions
from each of the towers of the Bayon, embodying the king's cosmologically required surveillance of the
four quarters of his realm. The decline of the Khmer empire in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
accelerated by Ayutthaya Thai invasions, environmental difficulties, and possibly religious change
toward Theravada Buddhism, ended the devaraja system in its full classica form. The monuments
persisted; the cult that animated them did not.

Sapa Inca and Mexica tlatoani

On the western coast of South America, the Inca Empire that Pizarro encountered in 1532 was the most
recent and largest of a long sequence of pre-Columbian Andean states, and its imperial cult was
correspondingly developed. The Sapa Inca— the sole emperor — was understood as the son of Inti, the
sun god, with his sister-wife the coya as daughter of the moon. The royal mummies of past Sapa Incas
were preserved in the sacred quarter of Cuzco, fed and consulted ceremonially by their descendants,
and treated as continuing to participate in imperial governance long after their biological deaths. The
deceased Inca's wealth, estates, and retainers continued to be administered on his behalf, with hisliving
descendants serving as stewards rather than heirs in the European sense. This system — sometimes
called panaca — produced an accumulating class of royal lineages that drove much of Inca expansion,
since each new Inca had to acquire fresh lands to support his eventual mummified afterlife rather than
inheriting his predecessor's resources.

The Mexica, the Nahua-speaking peoples whose tribute empire centered at Tenochtitlan in the
Valley of Mexico when Cortés arrived in 1519, developed a different but comparable system. The
tlatoani — speaker, ruler — occupied an office that combined political authority, military command,
and ritual responsibility for maintaining the cosmic order through human sacrifice. The Mexica
theological framework held that the sun god Huitzilopochtli required a continuous supply of human
blood and hearts to sustain his nightly battle with the forces of darkness; without these sacrifices, the
sun would fail to rise and the cosmos would end. The tlatoani was the figure on whom the management
of this cosmically necessary sacrifice depended, and the wars the Mexica fought against neighboring
states — including the famous flower wars conducted partly to capture victims — were religious as
well as political acts.

The Spanish conquests of both empires in the early sixteenth century — Cortés against the Mexica
in 15191521, Pizarro against the Inca in 1532-1533 — illustrate, among other things, the
vulnerabilities of imperial cult systems concentrated in single individuals. The capture of Atahualpa at
Cagjamarca and the eventual death of Moctezuma Il in Tenochtitlan deprived their respective
populations of the focal point through which their political and theological coherence had been
maintained, and the subsequent collapse of resistance was substantially accelerated by the absence of
any successor able to occupy the same cosmic role on short notice. The Spanish conguerors then
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incorporated themselves into the resulting void, with greater or lesser theological success depending on
the region and the period. The colonial cult of saintsin Latin America, with its complex incorporation
of indigenous religious practices, owes something to the imperial-cult vacancies the conquest produced.

The Habsburg pietas Austriaca

Returning to the Mediterranean tradition for a final case, the Habsburg dynasty's pietas Austriaca
represents perhaps the most fully developed early modern Christian imperial cult. From the late
sixteenth century through 1918, the Habsburgs maintained an integrated dynastic-religious identity in
which the family's commitment to Catholic devotional practice was not merely personal piety but a
constitutive feature of the imperial office. The house's religious foundations were extensive: pilgrimage
shrines patronized by emperors, monasteries and convents founded by archduchesses, devotiona
confraternities endowed by court officials, public processions in which the emperor walked behind the
Eucharist on Corpus Christi, and rituals at major life-cycle events that emphasized the dynasty's special
relationship with Catholic theology.

What distinguished pietas Austriaca from ordinary Catholic monarchy was its institutional density.
The imperial Capuchin Crypt in Vienna, where Habsburg emperors and empresses are buried, develops
atheology of the dynasty's relationship to humility before God — the famous knocking ceremony at the
entrance of the crypt, in which the deceased emperor must be identified by his humble baptismal name
rather than his imperia titles before being admitted, dramatizes the dynasty's claim to Catholic
authenticity. The Habsburgs commissioned, consumed, and exported Counter-Reformation religious art
on a scale that few other European houses matched. The Mariazell shrine in Styria, the Heiligenkreuz
monastery near Vienna, and dozens of other devotional centers were embedded in dynastic identity in
ways that survived even the imperial office's 1918 dissolution.

When Karl [, the last reigning Habsburg, died in exile in Madeirain 1922, the dynasty had aready
lost its throne but retained much of its religious self-understanding. Karl was beatified by Pope John
Paul 1l in 2004 — a step toward eventual canonization — on the argument that his commitment to
Cathalic principles, his efforts to negotiate peace during the First World War, and his exemplary
personal piety constituted heroic Christian virtue. The dynasty's contemporary head, Karl
Habsburg-L othringen, has continued to position the family in religious terms even though the political
functions those terms once supported have not existed for more than a century. The cult outlasts the
throne, in this case asin many others.

What the recurrence suggests

The Persians did not learn from the Mexica. The Khmer did not learn from the Habsburgs. The Inca did
not learn from the Chinese, and the Japanese imperia line developed its theological framework in
deliberate contrast to its Chinese neighbor rather than in imitation. These imperial cults arose, on the
historical and archaeological record, with sufficient independence from each other that the structural
similarities cannot be dismissed as cultural transmission. What does the recurrence suggest?
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On the HMRGSC reading, the recurrence is what should be expected. Human civilizations at scale
repeatedly encounter the same problem: how to organize the resource calculus of millions of bodiesin
ways that produce stability, predictable cooperation, sufficient satisfaction across the population's
various gauges to prevent constant crisis, and resilience across the death of individual leaders. The
imperial cult form is one answer to this problem. It centralizes meaning-making (the upper Maslowian
gauges) on a single office whose occupant carries cosmic significance, while distributing the practical
operation of the state across a bureaucracy that the cosmic significance protects from ordinary
skepticism. The cult is, in this reading, infrastructure for the gauges. It tells the population what its
meaning is, who its center is, where its loyalty belongs, what its cosmic story is. These are questions
every population at scale must answer, and the imperial cult answer has the apparent advantage of
being remarkably effective at producing the kind of behavioral coordination that complex states
require.

The disadvantages of the form are also recurrent. Imperial cults concentrate power in ways that
select for Dark Triad personalities at the top, with consequences the historical record has documented
in extraordinary detail. They render dissent theologically as well as politically transgressive, narrowing
the space within which institutional adjustment can occur. They produce succession crises whenever
the office passes between occupants whose claims to legitimacy can be contested. They become brittle
when populations begin to disbelieve the underlying theology, since the apparatus depends on the
population's affective participation. And they have, in their twentieth-century resurrections, generated
some of the worst harms in the historical record.

Those modern resurrections — the Stalinist, Maoist, and Kim-dynastic constructions, with their
continuities and discontinuities relative to the older lineage — are the subject of what comes next. The
vocabulary changes; the structural function does not. And the consequences, examined honestly across
both the older and the more recent cases, suggest that the imperia cult solution to the problem of
legitimating large-scale rule has costs that any civilization adopting it has eventually had to pay.

One last comparative observation, drawing the threads of this chapter together, is worth offering
before that turn. The independent emergence of imperial cult form in Persia, China, Japan, the Khmer
Empire, the Inca and Mexica states, and the Habsburg system constitutes evidence about human
ingtitutional repertoire that is more substantial than any single case considered in isolation. When
closely related but geographically separated populations, in different periods and with different prior
cultural inheritances, develop structurally similar institutional responses to structurally similar
problems, the responses are telling us something about the underlying human machinery rather than
about any particular cultural tradition. The imperial cult form, on this reading, is not an arbitrary
cultural choice that some civilizations happened to adopt; it is one of a limited number of stable
ingtitutional configurations that human populations at large scale can sustain across generations.
Constitutional government with distributed authority is another. Theocracy, in which religious rather
than political authority occupies the civilizational center, is a third. Tribal confederation, in which
formal central authority remains weak even at substantial population scale, is a fourth. Each of these
configurations has been documented in multiple independent instances, each has characteristic
strengths and weaknesses that the comparative literature has been studying for decades; and the
guestion of which configuration any given population can sustainably adopt is, on the framework's
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broader account, partly determined by the conditions the population is operating under.

The institutional repertoire question — what configurations are available to human populations at
large scale — is closely related to the question of what configurations are stable across the long run.
Imperia cults, despite their impressive longevity in specific historical instances, have generaly
produced less durable populations than constitutional governments have, on the comparative evidence
of the past several centuries. Where they have persisted longest — in Egypt across three thousand
years, in China across two thousand — they have done so partly because the surrounding civilizational
features (geographic isolation, agricultural surplus, administrative sophistication, theological
elaboration) supported the form. Where these features were absent or weakened, imperial cults have
collapsed rapidly. The modern resurrections of imperial cult form, in particular, have generaly been
short-lived by historical standards — measured in decades rather than centuries — because the
conditions that supported their pre-modern predecessors have not fully been recreated in the
contemporary world. Whether the form will continue to be reproduced in the twenty-first century, in
what circumstances, and with what consegquences, is one of the questions the framework alows us to
ask but does not pretend to answer with certainty.

Before turning to that material, several broader patterns in the comparative imperial cult literature
deserve explicit treatment. The first is the close relationship between imperial cults and writing
systems. Every documented imperial cult in the historical record arose in a society that had devel oped
or adopted writing, and the textual elaboration of imperial cult doctrine — the production of
authoritative texts justifying the office, narrating the founder's life, articulating the cosmic framework
— was central to the cult's operation. Pre-literate societies produce chiefdoms, sometimes elaborate
ones, with religious dimensions to chiefly authority. They do not, on the available evidence, produce
imperial cults of the form documented in this chapter. The threshold appears to be writing, perhaps
because writing allows the doctrine to outlast any individua generation of priests and scribes, perhaps
because writing enables the geographic extension of the cult's authority across distances no oral
tradition could sustain. The implication for HMRGSC is that the imperial cult form is partly a product
of the technological infrastructure that allowed complex states to develop in the first place.

The second pattern is the close relationship between imperial cults and monumental architecture.
Pyramids, ziggurats, palace complexes, temple-mountains, royal tombs, and the various ceremonial
centers of imperial cult required investments of labor on a scale that ordinary economic activity could
not justify. The monuments served, in part, as physical encodings of the cosmic significance the cult
claimed for the office. They aso served as employment programs for the populations the cult was
intended to organize, providing the population with a project that gave their lives meaning beyond
ordinary subsistence — an upper-Maslowian gauge supply that the cult's theology made available to
ordinary participants who would not otherwise have access to such investments. The monuments are, in
this reading, not merely propaganda but functional infrastructure for the meaning-supply the imperial
cult system deliversto its participants.

The third pattern is the role of priesthoods as intermediaries. Almost every imperial cult in the
comparative record involves a specialized class of religious functionaries — priests, priestesses, ritual
specialists — whose role is to maintain the cult's apparatus, perform its rituals, interpret its doctrines,
and mediate between the office and the population. The priesthood's ingtitutional interests do not
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aways align with the personal interests of any individual ruler, and the relationship between ruler and
priesthood is one of the recurring sources of internal political tension in cultures with developed
imperial cults. Egyptian pharaochs sometimes found themselves contesting authority with the priesthood
of Amun at Karnak; Roman emperors had complicated relationships with the various priestly colleges;
Chinese emperors maintained continuous oversight of the Confucian-classical scholar-officials who
performed the imperial cult'sritual functions. The priesthood, once established, becomes a partial check
on the very authority it serves — a feature of the form that scholars from Max Weber forward have
found theoretically interesting and that historical actors found practically consequential.

The fourth pattern is the way imperial cults handle the contradiction between divine claims and
human frailty. Every imperia cult in the comparative record has had to address, in some form, the
awkward fact that the divinely sanctioned ruler is also a human body that becomes ill, ages, makes
mistakes, and dies. The theological strategies for managing this contradiction are varied. Egyptian
theology placed the king's ka in continuity with previous and future occupants of the office, separating
the office from the body. Roman deification posthumously elevated dead emperors to divine status
while leaving living emperors in a more ambiguous theological space. Christian imperial theology held
the emperor as God's representative on earth, explicitly mortal in his person but bearing an office whose
authority derived from a divine source not subject to mortality. Each strategy is, in its way, a
rationalization of the gap between the cosmic claims of the office and the manifest limitations of the
occupant. The theology has to bridge the gap, because the gap is otherwise visible to anyone who looks
at the ruler closely; and how the bridging is performed shapes how the cult can be sustained across the
transitions that the body's mortality necessarily produces.

The fifth pattern is the way imperial cults adapt to absorbing previously independent populations.
Conguest regularly produces empires that contain populations whaose religious traditions are not those
of the conqueror, and the imperial cult typically has to find ways of incorporating these populations
without demanding the surrender of their existing religious identities. Roman provincial cult often
paired Roma and Augustus with local deities, allowing local religious practice to continue while adding
the imperial cult as a shared overlay. Achaemenid Persian policy was famoudly tolerant of conquered
populations' religious practices, with Cyrus the Great's restoration of the Jerusalem Temple and his
patronage of Babylonian religious establishments serving as defining moments of Persian imperial
style. Chinese imperial practice integrated the ancestral religions of conquered populations into the
broader Confucian-cosmological framework, with foreign deities receiving official imperial recognition
once their populations were absorbed. The pattern is, on the comparative evidence, characteristic of
successful imperial cults; cults that demanded the suppression of all aternative religious practice
produced more resistance than they could sustainably absorb, and either had to relax the demand or to
engage in the kind of extended persecution that consumed substantial imperial resources without fully
eliminating the alternatives.

The sixth pattern isthe role of imperial cult in managing succession crises. Hereditary succession is
aways vulnerable to challenges — claimants whose genealogical credentials are contested, regents
whose authority is provisional, foreign princesses whose incorporation into the dynasty creates political
complications. Imperial cult provides atheological framework within which these complications can be
managed, with the cult's official narrators producing interpretations that resolve apparent succession
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problems in favor of whichever claimant ultimately consolidates power. The Egyptian pharaonic
system handled succession problems by emphasizing the office's continuity with the divine even when
individual successions were irregular; the Roman imperial system developed adoption as a tool for
designating successors who lacked direct biological connection; the Chinese mandate-of-Heaven
framework alowed dynasty changes to be interpreted as legitimate within the broader cosmological
framework even when the new dynasty had won power by force. Each framework provided the
theological resources that made succession transitions less destabilizing than they would otherwise
have been.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Modern Resurrections

How avowedly modern movements rebuilt the form their ideol ogies were committed to
abolishing

On December 2, 1804, Napoleon Bonaparte stood at the high altar of Notre-Dame de Paris in a
ceremony that had been planned in such detail that Jacques-Louis David's monumental painting of the
event, completed three years later, could be assembled from sketches made during the rehearsals. Pope
Pius VII had been brought from Rome to officiate. The cathedral had been redecorated in
classical-imperia style. The new emperor's family, the marshals of his army, and the great officials of
his civil administration were arrayed in carefully calibrated positions according to a protocol designed
to encode the new dispensation's relationship to its monarchical, republican, and ecclesiastical
antecedents simultaneoudly.

The crucial moment came when, having received the imperial regalia, Napoleon reached forward,
took the crown from the Pope's hands, and placed it on his own head. The gesture was deliberate. It
communicated, with a precision that did not require words, the single most consequential ideological
move of the modern imperial cult: the source of legitimation had migrated from God, through the Pope,
to the ruler himself. The Pope was present; his presence consecrated the ceremony in ways the new
emperor wanted on the record. But the Pope did not crown Napoleon. Napoleon crowned Napoleon,
and then turned to crown his wife Josephine, who knelt before him and received the crown from her
husband's hands rather than from the holy father standing four paces away.

The traditional thousand-year European understanding of imperial coronation — that authority
flowed from God through ecclesiastical intermediaries to the secular ruler — had been cleanly inverted
without being explicitly rejected. The new emperor still wanted the apparatus of religious sanction; he
simply wanted it on his own terms. The pattern that this single gesture inaugurated would structure
every subsequent imperial cult of the modern period. The vocabulary updates; the form preserves; the
source of authority is now the leader rather than any higher principle to which the leader must answer.
Napoleon's crown was the door through which the twentieth-century resurrections would walk.

Stalin

The Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917 was carried out under ideological banners explicitly hostile
to ruler cults of any kind. Marx had analyzed the religious veneration of authority as a tool of class
oppression; Lenin had attacked the cult of personality as a feature of bourgeois palitics; the early Soviet
state went to considerable lengths in its first years to position itself as rationalist, scientific, and
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anti-traditional in matters of leadership. Lenin himself, during his lifetime, resisted the more obvious
manifestations of persona veneration, though celebrations of his person had begun to develop by his
death in 1924. The mausoleum on Red Square in which Lenin's preserved body still rests today was
constructed shortly after his death and began the institutional apparatus of Soviet leader veneration.

Stalin's cult, developed across the late 1920s and 1930s, represented a much more complete
reconstruction of imperial cult form within an ostensibly Marxist political theology. The cult's
characteristic features — ubiquitous portraiture, hagiographic biography, ritualized praise at every
public occasion, the production of an authorized doctrinal corpus, the renaming of cities and institutions
in the leader's honor — were not invented for the occasion but adopted from older traditions of which
most of the participants were certainly aware. Stalingrad. Stalin Steel Works. Stalin Peace Prize.
Stalinist architecture, with its monumental classical and Gothic features designed to communicate
imperial weight. The Stalin Constitution of 1936, billed as the most democratic in the world, formalized
arrangements within which Stalin's authority was effectively unchecked. The Great Purges of
19361938, which decimated the Communist Party leadership, the Red Army officer corps, and the
broader Soviet bureaucracy, completed the loyalty-over-ingtitution stage of the strongman playbook in
aparticularly thorough form.

What is striking about the Stalin cult, on retrospective examination, is how closely it tracked the
templates established by older imperial cults despite the official ideology's hostility to such templates.
The leader was placed in a lineage of revolutionary saints (Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin), occupying the
fourth position in a quasi-apostolic succession. His thoughts were treated as having authoritative status
comparable to scripture, with citation of Stalin's works performing functions in Soviet theoretical
writing similar to the function of patristic citation in Christian theology. His birthdays were occasions
for ritualized national celebration. His health was the subject of public attention disproportionate to
ordinary medical interest. His death in March 1953 produced public mourning of an intensity that
surprised many observers, including, by some accounts, members of the Soviet leadership itself.
Khrushchev's 1956 Secret Speech denouncing the cult began the process of its formal disassembly, but
the structural form Stalin had established proved remarkably persistent in subsequent communist
movements that drew on the Soviet model.

Mao

Mao Zedong's rise to undisputed leadership of the Chinese Communist Party between the late 1920s
and 1949 took place in circumstances substantially different from Stalin's. The Chinese Communist
movement had emerged in a country with a long imperial tradition that the May Fourth Movement of
1919 and the broader anti-traditional sentiment of the early Republican period had challenged but not
displaced. When Mao consolidated personal authority within the CCP during the Y an'an period of the
late 1930s and early 1940s, he did so partly by drawing on imagery and language that resonated with
Chinese imperia cult tradition even as the official ideology repudiated that tradition.

The cult that developed around Mao after 1949 went through several stages. The first decade of the
People's Republic saw the establishment of standard Stalinist-style apparatus. ubiquitous portraiture,
ritualized praise, the production of Mao's collected works as authoritative texts. The Great Leap
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Forward of 1958-1962 represented Mao's first major deployment of personal authority against
institutional resistance, with consequences (a famine that killed an estimated thirty to forty-five million
people) that even his close colleagues in the leadership found difficult to defend. The Cultural
Revolution of 1966-1976, beginning with the publication of Lin Biao's preface to the Little Red Book
and continuing through the chaos of the Red Guards, the persecution of intellectuals and party officials,
and the closure of the universities, represented the cult's full maturation.

What was distinctive about the Cultural Revolution variant of the cult was its explicit harnessing of
mass affective participation. The young Red Guards who memorized passages from the Little Red
Book, who attacked teachers and parents and officials accused of insufficient revolutionary zeal, who
organized themselves in factions whose rivalries sometimes produced violence on a scale approaching
civil war — these were not passive recipients of cult propaganda but active participantsin its operation.
The phrase thought of Mao Zedong, used in countless wall posters and speeches and printed
publications of the period, was treated as a kind of ideological catechism whose recitation organized
socia and political life. The waving of the Little Red Book at public events was a ritual gesture
comparable in form to liturgical ritual in religious traditions, and was performed with comparable
intensity. By any honest assessment, late Maoism operated as a religion in everything but theological
vocabulary, and the cult of Mao functioned as the imperial cult of a state that had officially abolished
imperial cults as feudal superstition.

Mao's death in 1976 and the subsequent rise of Deng Xiaoping produced a careful, partial
reassessment of the cult that preserved Mao's symbolic position while criticizing his later policies. The
famous formulation that Mao had been seventy percent right and thirty percent wrong — never
officially adopted in those exact terms but widely attributed to Deng's eval uative framework — allowed
the post-Mao Communist Party to retain the legitimating apparatus of Maoist veneration while
distancing itself from the policies the cult had produced. Mao's portrait till hangs over Tiananmen
Square. His mausoleum still receives daily visitors. The form persists; the policies have shifted; the
office continues while the occupant has been retired.

Mao's portrait still hangs over Tiananmen Square. His mausoleum still receives daily
visitors. The form persists; the policies have shifted; the office continues while the
occupant has been retired.

The Kim dynasty

If the Stalinist and Maoist cults represented partial reconstructions of imperial cult form within
Marxist-Leninist frameworks, the Kim dynastic cult of North Korea represents the most fully
developed contemporary example, complete with features that even traditional imperia cults rarely
combined with such institutional thoroughness.

Kim Il-sung established personal authority over the northern half of the Korean peninsula after the
1945 partition, consolidating across the late 1940s and 1950s in the standard Soviet-influenced Stalinist
style. The distinctive features of the Kim cult emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, as Kim Il-sung
developed the doctrine of juche (self-reliance) as official state ideology and began to construct the
apparatus of dynastic succession that would distinguish North Korea from every other Marxist-L eninist
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state. The cult's characteristic elements include miraculous birth narratives — Kim Jong-il's official
birthplace at Mount Paektu, Korea's sacred mountain, with stories of double rainbows and astronomical
signs at his birth — that recognizably parallel imperial cult birth narratives across many older
traditions. Monumental architecture devoted to the dynasty, including statues of the Kims, mausolea
preserving their bodies, and museums devoted to their lives, occupies a substantial fraction of public
space in major North Korean cities. The ritual calendar centers on the birthdays of past and present Kim
leaders, with public celebrations whose intensity exceeds anything in the Soviet or Chinese traditions.

The dynastic transmission of authority from Kim ll-sung to Kim Jong-il in 1994 and from Kim
Jong-il to Kim Jong-un in 2011 represents the cult's most striking institutional achievement. Kim
I1-sung had developed, across the 1980s, a doctrine sometimes called the bloodline of Mt. Paektu that
held that political authority should pass within the Kim family by virtue of the family's special
revolutionary lineage. The doctrine was Korean-traditional in its echoes of the Yi dynasty's Confucian
framework while being officially Marxist-Leninist in its vocabulary. Hereditary succession in what
claims to be a communist state should, on Marxist theoretical grounds, be inadmissible. The North
Korean doctrine has finessed the apparent contradiction by treating the Kim family as embodying the
revolutionary spirit that the country's circumstances require, rather than as inheriting authority by
ordinary monarchical principle.

What North Korea demonstrates, regardless of one's evaluation of the regime's policies, is that a
fully developed imperial cult can be constructed in the contemporary world within the formal
framework of a state that officially rejects religion, rejects monarchy, and rejects the older imperial cult
tradition that the construction recognizably resembles. The vocabulary the cult uses is
twentieth-century Marxist-Leninist; the structural form is older than writing. The country's persistent
isolation from international media has made its cult visible to outside observers as an unusua
phenomenon, but on a comparative reading the unusual feature isthe visibility, not the substance. Other
regimes have constructed comparable apparatuses with less media exposure.

Brief notes on other cases

Several other twentieth-century cases deserve mention without requiring full treatment.

Mussolini. The Italian Fascist regime developed a cult around Il Duce that drew explicitly on
Roman imperial imagery — fasces, eagles, the architecture of the EUR district in Rome — while
maintaining the official framework of an Italian monarchy in which Victor Emmanuel 11l remained
technically head of state. The dua structure proved consequential in 1943, when the Fascist Grand
Council and the King together deposed Mussolini, demonstrating that the cult, however thoroughly
developed in cultural and propagandistic terms, had not fully captured the formal institutional apparatus
the regime had inherited.

Hitler. The cult of the Fihrer developed across the 1930s drew on a particularly explicit
theological vocabulary — Hitler as redeemer, the Reich as messianic, the Aryan race as chosen — that
integrated National Socialist ideology with a perverse Christianity-influenced framework that the
regime alternately embraced and suppressed. The Nuremberg rallies, documented in Leni Riefenstahl's
Triumph of the Will, deployed liturgical-style ritual with deliberate awareness of its religious resonance.
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The cult ended with the regime's collapse in 1945 in a way that few other twentieth-century cults did;
the absoluteness of the German defeat and the immediate Allied prohibition of Nazi imagery ended the
apparatus of the cult more completely than the death or fall of most other twentieth-century leaders has
ended theirs.

Postcolonial cases. A number of post-independence leaders in Africa, Asia, and Latin America
developed personal cults in their countries during the second half of the twentieth century: Ghana's
Kwame Nkrumah, the Democratic Republic of the Congo's Mobutu Sese Seko, Irag's Saddam Hussein,
Libya's Muammar Gaddafi, Romania's Nicolae Ceaum escu, Turkmenistan's Saparmurat Niyazov, and
others. These cases vary considerably in scale and in the depth of their integration with state ideology,
but they share enough structural features that they can be grouped, for analytical purposes, with the
broader imperial-cult lineage. Niyazov's cult in particular, with its renaming of months and days after
the leader and his family, the construction of a giant rotating gold statue of the leader in Ashgabat, and
the production of Ruhnama as a quasi-scriptural text, resembled the most extreme historical imperial
cults more than the modesty of |ate-twentieth-century international norms led most observers to expect.

Contemporary partial cases. Several twenty-first-century leaders, including Russias Vladimir
Putin, Turkey's Recep Tayyip Erdoman, Chinas Xi Jinping, and various others, have developed
apparatuses of personal veneration that fall short of full imperia cult but exhibit some of the same
structural features in modified form: extensive use of the leader's image in public space, the
development of biographical material treating the leader's life as exemplary, the integration of the
leader's pronouncements with state ideology, the framing of opposition as civilizationally illegitimate
rather than merely politically wrong. Whether any of these cases will eventually develop into more
fully realized imperial cults depends on factors that are not yet fully determined. The structural
pressures that would push them in that direction — concentration of personal authority, succession
concerns, the human tendency for leaders followers to make veneration claims the leaders themselves
would not initially have demanded — operate in each case.

Severa specific features of these contemporary partial cases deserve closer examination. The Putin
case, in particular, has involved the deliberate cultivation of personal mythology — the calendars
featuring photographs of the leader engaged in various physical activities, the stories of the leader's
exceptional capabilities and persona courage, the references to his judo training and his connection to
Russian Orthodox spirituality — that draws on traditional Russian imperial vocabulary while operating
in a formally republican constitutional structure. The Russian Orthodox Church's increasingly close
aignment with the Putin government, and the explicit theological framing of Russian state interestsin
religious-civilizational terms, has produced a configuration that has some of the characteristics of older
Russian imperial cult — the pre-1917 alignment of tsar and church — without formally re-establishing
the monarchical institution that the older arrangement depended on.

The Erdoman case in Turkey shows comparable patterns with different cultural-religious
vocabulary. Erdoman's two-decade rise to dominant political position has involved the gradua
transformation of Turkish constitutional structure (the 2017 referendum that shifted Turkey from
parliamentary to presidential system being a particularly consequential moment), the cultivation of an
Ottoman-imperial vocabulary that frames the AKP's project in civilizational rather than ordinary
political terms, and the integration of the leader's personal authority with religious-cultural themes in
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ways that previous secular Turkish republicanism had explicitly resisted. Erdom an has not, thus far,
taken on the explicit imperia cult vocabulary that earlier twentieth-century strongmen sometimes did,
but the cumulative apparatus the AKP has constructed around his leadership exhibits enough of the
structural features that the eventual evaluation by historians is likely to place his project in continuity
with both older Ottoman imperial cult and broader twentieth-century patterns of personalist
authoritarianism.

The Xi Jinping case in China presents perhaps the most consequentia current development. Xi's
consolidation of personal authority within the Chinese Communist Party, marked by his elevation to the
same doctrinal status as Mao through the inclusion of Xi Jinping Thought in the party constitution in
2017, hisremoval of presidential term limitsin 2018, and the cultivation of a personal cult comparable
in many features to the late Maoist apparatus, suggests a deliberate reconstruction of Chinese imperial
cult on twenty-first-century technological infrastructure. China's economic and technological trajectory
makes this case particularly significant for the broader question of whether imperial cult form can be
successfully exported as a model for other developing polities. The Belt and Road initiative, the digita
infrastructure investments China has been making across the global south, and the explicit ideological
competition with Western constitutional democracy that Chinese state media now openly conducts, all
suggest that the resurrection of imperial cult form within twenty-first-century technological
circumstances is not merely a domestic Chinese phenomenon but a project with international
implications. Whether this project succeeds, and what the consequences would be for global political
structure if it did, are among the most consequential open questions the framework's account |eaves us
with.

The vocabulary changes; the form does not

The case for treating these modern cults as resurrections of an older imperial cult lineage rests on the
structural recurrence the comparative material documents. None of the twentieth-century cases
borrowed directly from pharaonic Egypt, Roman imperia cult, or Habsburg pietas Austriaca in any
explicit sense. Each developed within the ideological framework of a movement that officially rejected
such borrowings. And each, on close inspection, rebuilt the same structural apparatus that the older
tradition had developed: a single individual at the center of cosmic significance, an apparatus of
veneration maintained at population scale, a doctrina corpus treated as authoritative beyond ordinary
political evaluation, monumental architecture devoted to the cult, ritual calendars structured around the
leader'slife, miraculous-birth and exemplary-death narratives, and succession arrangements designed to
preserve the office through the death of any individual occupant.

The recurrence is not, on the available evidence, the result of conscious imitation. The leaders
involved did not, in most cases, study earlier imperial cults as models to be copied. The recurrence
happened anyway, because the underlying conditions — human populations at large scale, concentrated
political authority, the resource calculus operating across millions of bodies — generate pressures that
imperial cult form is unusually well-shaped to address. The vocabulary changes; the form does not. The
hypothalamus, in HMRGSC terms, does not care whether the figure on the wall is Augustus,
Constantine, Stalin, Mao, or Kim. It cares whether the resource gradient seems to pass through him, and
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the populations involved tend to produce the apparatus that makes the resource gradient appear to do
SO.

The natural question that followsiswhat alternative civilizational arrangements have devel oped for
organizing large-scale rule without imperial cult, and what their track record is. The answer, on along
historical view, isthat the principal aternative — constitutional government with distributed authority,
rule of law, and legal protection for individual rights against state power — is comparatively recent in
human history and still very much an experiment. Its origins trace back to the legal traditions of
Mesopotamia and Rome, develop through medieval European legal scholarship, and crystalize into
modern form during the seventeenth through twentieth centuries. Whether this alternative is stable
across the long run, what its mechanisms of self-correction are, and what its relationship is to the alpha
primate dynamics that all the other forms have, in their different ways, channeled — these are the
guestions of the next leg of the argument. Law as proxy for the alphais the topic that comes next.

Several broader observations about the modern resurrections deserve treatment before that turn.
Thefirst is that the twentieth-century cults were able to scale faster than their pre-modern predecessors
because they had access to communication technologies their predecessors did not. The Stalin cult was
not merely a system of ritualized praise; it was a system that operated through mass-circulation
newspapers, radio broadcasts, cinema, public-address systems at workplace meetings, mandatory
political education classes, and the saturation of public space with the leader's image. The Mao cult
during the Cultural Revolution operated at a yet larger technological scale, with the Little Red Book
printed in approximately one billion copies between 1964 and 1976, distributed to a population of
approximately 800 million, and constituting one of the largest publishing operations in human history.
The Kim dynasty has had accessto all the broadcast technologies of the twentieth century plus the more
recent capabilities of digital media. Whatever historical imperia cults achieved through monumental
architecture and ritua repetition, the modern cults could achieve through media saturation, with
proportionately greater scale and proportionately greater intensity in their psychological effects on
participating populations.

The second observation is that the modern cults have, in every documented case, paired their cult of
personality with high-throughput security apparatuses that the older imperial cults did not have access
to. Internal intelligence services, secret police, mass-surveillance systems, networks of informants, and
the various other instruments of twentieth-century totalitarian governance made it possible to enforce
the cult's terms with a thoroughness that even the most aggressive ancient regimes could not approach.
The combination of saturation media and high-throughput repression is distinctive to the modern
variant; it produces akind of imperial cult whose participants experience both ubiquitous reverence as a
positive demand and ubiquitous surveillance as a negative one. The combination is more
psychologically demanding on the population than either element alone, and it produces the patterns of
self-censorship, double consciousness, and gradual internalization of cult terms that scholars of
totalitarianism from Hannah Arendt forward have documented.

The third observation is that the modern cults have tended to produce, in their later phases,
succession crises that the older imperial cults usually managed to avoid. Hereditary succession was the
standard arrangement in pre-modern imperia cults, with elaborate rules about which sons could inherit,
what regents would do during minorities, how foreign princesses would be incorporated into the
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dynasty. The twentieth-century communist cults, committed officially to anti-monarchical principle,
lacked any straightforward succession framework, and the conseguences have been predictable. Stalin's
death in 1953 produced a four-year succession struggle resolved only by Khrushchev's consolidation in
1957. Mao's death in 1976 produced the arrest of the Gang of Four within a month and the eventual rise
of Deng Xiaoping after additional internal maneuvering. The Kim dynasty has been the exception,
having explicitly engineered hereditary succession across three generations despite the official
Marxist-Leninist framework's prohibition of such inheritance. The exception is instructive: the Kim
dynasty's stability, relative to other communist cult states, is partly attributable to its having borrowed
the older imperia cult's hereditary-succession innovation in spite of its official ideology's objections to
that borrowing.

The fourth observation is that the modern cults have demonstrated, more clearly than the older
traditions did, the possibility of constructing imperial cult form within explicitly secular ideological
frameworks. The older imperia cults were, with few exceptions, religious in their explicit vocabulary;
the modern communist cults have constructed comparable apparatus while officially rejecting religion
as feudal superstition. What this demonstrates is that the imperial cult form does not require religious
vocabulary; it requires only the structural features the form has consistently included — single
individual at center, doctrinal corpus, ritual calendar, monumental architecture, ubiquitous imagery,
miraculous-life narratives, succession arrangements. Religious vocabulary is one way of articulating
these features; secular ideological vocabulary turns out to be another. The hypothalamus, in HMRGSC
terms, does not appear to distinguish between them. Both produce the felt sense that the population's
resource gradient passes through the centered figure, and that is what the cult requires the population to
fedl.

A fifth observation concerns the relationship between modern cult construction and the disposition
of the leader's body after death. The pre-modern imperial cult tradition was, with relatively few
exceptions, careful about the ruler's body. Egyptian pharachs were mummified and provided with
elaborate funerary apparatus. Roman emperors were sometimes deified and sometimes merely buried
with state honors, depending on the circumstances of their succession. Christian emperors were buried
in cathedrals or in dedicated imperial mausolea. The handling of the body was an aspect of the cult's
theological articulation, with implications for how the deceased ruler's authority would be transmitted
or commemorated. The modern communist cults have, in this respect, drawn substantially on the older
pattern while modifying it for contemporary circumstances. Lenin's preserved body in the Red Square
mausoleum, on display continuously since shortly after his death in 1924, established the practice of
public preservation of the leader's remains as a focus of cult devotion. Mao's preserved body in the
Memorial Hall of Chairman Mao Zedong on Tiananmen Square, completed within a year of his death
in 1976, replicated the Lenin pattern. Ho Chi Minh's preserved body in Hanoi, Kim Il-sung's in
Pyongyang, Kim Jong-il's in the same complex, and various other comparable installations across
communist states constitute a recognizable subgenre of imperial veneration in which the leader's
preserved body is available for ongoing public ritual. The technigue represents one of the more striking
continuities between the modern communist cults and the older imperial tradition.

A sixth observation concerns the relationship between modern cult construction and ideological
self-deception. The historical participants in the older imperial cults, by al available evidence,
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generdly believed at least the broad outlines of the theological framework within which the cult
operated. Egyptian priests believed in maat; Roman senators (in the early imperial period at least)
appear to have genuinely accepted the deification of dead emperors as a theological proposition;
Chinese officials trained in the classics took the mandate-of-Heaven framework seriously enough that
succession transitions were genuinely interpreted through it rather than merely justified by it. The
modern communist cults have operated with a different structure of belief. The officia ideology rejects
the religious framework that the cult's structural features would otherwise occupy, leaving the cult's
apparatus operating in a kind of theological vacuum that participants must fill with secular substitutes.
Whether the participants in such cults — the priests of the modern cult, by analogy — actually believe
what the cult's apparatus implies they should believe is a genuinely difficult question. Some certainly
do; others appear to participate in the cult's rituals while maintaining substantial private skepticism
about the cult's claims; still others simply do not engage with the question of belief at all and treat the
cult as background social reality. The mixed character of belief in modern cults is one of the features
that distinguishes them from their pre-modern predecessors, and it has consequences for how the cults
end — typicaly with relative speed once the political conditions that supported them have changed,
rather than with the millennia persistence that some of the older imperial cult systems demonstrated.

The closing question this chapter raises, and to which the framework's later sections will return,
concerns the alternatives. If imperial cult is one configuration available to human populations at large
scale, what are the others, and how do they compare on the dimensions that matter? Constitutional
government with distributed authority is the principal contemporary alternative, and the comparative
evidence broadly suggests that constitutional democracy, where it can be sustained, produces better
outcomes for ordinary populations than imperia cult does — better health, better education, better
economic opportunity, lower violence, longer life expectancy, more meaningful individual agency. The
tradeoff is that constitutional democracy is more ingtitutionally demanding to maintain, more
vulnerable to deliberate sabotage by determined minorities, and more dependent on broad cultural
supports that imperial cult does not require. The twentieth-century democratic experiments that have
succeeded — postwar West Germany, postwar Japan, post-Franco Spain, post-apartheid South Africa,
and many others — have generaly required substantial external scaffolding during their transition
periods, and not all democratic experiments since 1945 have succeeded. The framework that the rest of
these pages will develop attempts to clarify what conditions sustain the congtitutional alternative
against the ever-present pressure toward imperial cult, and what ordinary citizens can do to strengthen
those conditionsin their own contexts.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Law as Sublimated Dominance

From Hammurabi's stele to the Universal Declaration: how primate alphas got roped to
procedure

Standing in the Department of Near Eastern Antiquities at the Louvre is abasalt stele alittle over seven
feet tall, dark gray-black, polished to a smoothness that catches the gallery light. At the top of the stele,
in raised relief, the Babylonian king Hammurabi stands before the seated sun god Shamash, receiving
from him the symbols of judicia authority — a measuring rod and rope. Below the relief, running
down the stele's full length and around its circumference, is a cuneiform text of approximately three
hundred laws, written in Akkadian, dating from around 1750 BCE. The stele was discovered in 1901 at
Susa in modern Iran, where the Elamite king Shutruk-Nahhunte had carried it as war loot from a
Babylonian city six hundred years after Hammurabi's death. It is now one of the most-studied objectsin
the history of law, and it represents one of the earliest surviving public attempts to do something quite
remarkable: to constrain the dominant individual at the top of a hierarchy by writing the rules down in
advance and committing the king himself, in principle, to abide by them.

Hammurabi's laws are not, by modern standards, particularly just. Their penalties are graduated by
social class — the same offense committed against a noble incurs heavier punishment than against a
commoner, and against a commoner heavier than against a slave. Their evidentiary standards are
primitive in places, occasionally involving trial by ordeal in the river. They embed slavery and
patriarchal property arrangements without question. The laws are, however, public; they are written;
they are predictable; and the preface explicitly commits the king to ruling within them. Hammurabi
presents himself as the gods instrument for establishing justice in the land, not as a god himself entitled
to rule by persona will. The stele is a moment in the long process by which the dominance of the alpha
began, in some societies, to be constrained by something other than another apha's coalition.

The story of how that constraint developed across the next four thousand years — from
Hammurabi's stele through Roman juristic professionalism, the Magna Carta of 1215, the European
bills of rights of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the U.S. Constitution and Bill of Rights, the
French Declaration of the Rights of Man, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 — is
the story of one of human civilization's most ambitious and least complete projects. The project is the
sublimation of dominance into procedure. The alpha at the top of any hierarchy till gets to decide
many things, but he or she is required to decide them within rules that the alpha did not author and
cannot unilaterally change. Law, on this reading, is not the abolition of dominance. It is the
domestication of dominance through ritual and writing. Whether the domestication actually civilizes
the drive or merely concealsit, in any given case, depends on conditions that the rest of these pages will
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examine in detail .

The arc from Ur to The Hague

The earliest known law codes long predate Hammurabi. The Code of Ur-Nammu, from around 2100
BCE in southern Mesopotamia, survives in fragmentary form. The Code of Lipit-Ishtar, from around
1930 BCE, is even more fragmentary. The Hittite laws of the second millennium BCE, the Middle
Assyrian laws of around 1300 BCE, the Mosaic legal corpus preserved in the Hebrew Bible — Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, with the bulk dating from the ninth through fifth centuries BCE —
and the various codes of ancient Egypt and Iran, mostly known indirectly, all participate in the same
broad development. Written law replaces oral custom; predictability replaces discretion; rules apply, in
principle, to the king as well asto his subjects.

The Roman contribution to this development was distinctive in depth rather than in invention.
Roman juristic culture, elaborated across roughly a thousand years from the Twelve Tables of
approximately 450 BCE through Justinian's Corpus Juris Civilis of the 530s CE, treated law as a
learned profession with its own vocabulary, methods, and intellectual standards. The great Roman
jurists — Gaius, Ulpian, Paulus, Papinian — produced bodies of legal commentary whose technical
sophistication exceeded anything in earlier traditions. The institutional innovation was not merely the
writing of laws but the creation of a class of people whose specialized expertise was the interpretation
of those laws, and who could, in their professional capacity, hold positions independent of the political
authorities whose actions the laws were intended to constrain. Roman law, after the empire's fall in the
West, was preserved in modified form in the Byzantine East, and it returned to the West through the
medieval law schools at Bologna and Paris from the eleventh century onward, where it became one of
the principal foundations of the Continental European legal tradition.

The Magna Carta of 1215 is, in retrospect, one of the more consequential documents in the history
of constitutional constraint, though contemporaries would have been surprised at its later importance.
The barons who forced King John to sign it at Runnymede were not advocating universal human rights;
they were defending their own feudal privileges against royal overreach. The document's specific
provisions— limits on royal taxation without consent, due process protections for free men, restrictions
on roya officias conduct — addressed thirteenth-century English political concerns rather than
abstract principle. What gave the document its long afterlife was its formulation of certain principlesin
language that could be repurposed across subsequent centuries. The phrase no free man shall be seized
or imprisoned ... except by the lawful judgment of his peers or by the law of the land from clause 39
was cited, in modified form, in the English Petition of Right of 1628, the English Bill of Rights of
1689, the various American colonial charters, the U.S. Congtitution's due process clauses, and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948. The principles were preserved and extended even
when the specific feudal context that originally produced them had become irrelevant.

The seventeenth-century English constitutional struggles — the execution of Charles | in 1649, the
Restoration of Charles |1 in 1660, the Glorious Revolution of 1688 that brought William and Mary to
the throne under the conditions of the 1689 Bill of Rights — refined the principle that the executive was
subject to law in ways that became foundational for subsequent Anglo-American constitutional
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practice. John Locke's Second Treatise of Government, published in 1689 in the context of justifying
the Glorious Revolution, articulated the broader theoretical claim that political authority derives from
the consent of the governed and is conditional on the government's respecting the rights of those whom
it governs. The American Founding documents of the 1770s and 1780s — the Declaration of
Independence, the various state constitutions, the federal Constitution and Bill of Rights — drew on
Locke directly and on the broader Anglo-American constitutional tradition that had been developing
across the previous two centuries.

The French Revolution's Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen of August 1789 articulated a
more universal version of the same principles, framed in the secular terms that would characterize the
broader nineteenth- and twentieth-century human-rights tradition. The Declaration's claim that men are
born and remain free and equal in rights was, on its own terms, a much stronger claim than the
Anglo-American tradition had generally been willing to make explicitly, though the actual French
Revolution went on to demonstrate the considerable distance between such declarations and the
political practice they purported to govern.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 represents, in some respects, the culmination
of this longer arc. Drafted by a committee chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt and including representatives
from many cultural and political traditions, the Declaration articulated a set of rights that were claimed
to apply to al human beings everywhere, regardless of the particular state under whose jurisdiction
they happened to find themselves. The Declaration was not, strictly, a legal document — it was a
General Assembly resolution rather than a treaty — but its subsequent influence on the international
human rights apparatus, including the binding covenants of 1966 and the various regional human rights
treaties, has been substantial. The international criminal tribunals of the 1990s and the International
Criminal Court established by the Rome Statute of 1998 represent additional steps in the construction
of an international legal apparatus capable, in principle, of holding political leaders accountable for
actions that exceed even the broadest understanding of domestic political authority.

The alpha at the top of the hierarchy still getsto decide many things. But heisrequired
to decide them within rules he did not author and cannot unilaterally change.

Three lenses on the project

Reading this long arc, three sets of thinkers offer particularly illuminating perspectives on what the
project of law actualy is and what its limits might be. None of the threeis fully satisfactory on its own.
Taken together, they sketch the intellectual landscape within which any honest evaluation of law has to
be made.

Nietzsche. Friedrich Nietzsche's On the Genealogy of Morals, published in 1887, advanced an
unsettling claim about the historical origins of moral and legal categories. What we call good, on
Nietzsche's reading, was originally what aristocratic warrior populations called themselves, and what
we call evil was originally what those populations called the priestly and dave classes who feared and
resented them. The Slave classes, unable to overcome their oppressors directly, performed what
Nietzsche called the slave revolt in morality — a revaluation of values in which the aristocratic
strengths (pride, assertion, sexual vigor, willingness to inflict harm) were redefined as evils, and the
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characteristic conditions of slave existence (humility, weakness, chastity, restraint) were redefined as
virtues. Christian morality was, on Nietzsche's reading, the consummation of this slave revolt; modern
liberal egalitarianism was its secular continuation. Law and human rights, on this reading, are the
codification of the dave revolt — the resentment of the weak against the strong, dressed up in the
language of universal justice. The image Nietzsche offers, in the famous passage about birds of prey
and lambs, is of the lambs claiming that the birds of prey's predation on them is evidence of the birds
wickedness, when in fact it is just what birds of prey, by their nature, do.

Nietzsche's argument has been read, across the century since his death, in many ways. Some
readers have taken it as a celebration of the strong against the weak; others have read it as an unsparing
diagnostic of how moral and legal categories actually came to be, without endorsing the outcome. The
latter reading is the more sustainable, and it is the one most useful here. Nietzsche identified, with
considerable accuracy, that legal and moral universalism is not a description of the world as it has been
but a description of how the weak prefer the world to be. Whether this preference deserves to be
honored is a different question from whether it accurately describes existing conditions. But the gap
between description and prescription isreal, and any account of law that ignores the gap isincompl ete.

Malthus. Thomas Robert Malthus's Essay on the Principle of Population, first published in 1798
and revised across subsequent editions, advanced a different but complementary claim. Malthus
observed that human populations tend to grow geometrically while food supplies grow only
arithmetically, and concluded that population would always press against the limits of subsistence, with
the difference made up by what Malthus called positive checks — war, famine, disease — and
preventive checks — late marriage, sexua restraint, and similar limits on reproduction. The Malthusian
framework has been substantially challenged by subsequent demographic and agricultural history; the
Industrial Revolution and the Green Revolution produced sustained increases in productivity that
Malthus had not anticipated, and the demographic transition has reduced fertility in most industrialized
countries below replacement levels in ways Malthus did not predict. The broader observation — that
resource constraints shape what moral and legal arrangements are sustainable in any given society —
has, however, retained considerable analytical force.

On the HMRGSC reading, Malthus identified a real feature of the world: legal frameworks that
operate well in conditions of broad sufficiency may not survive conditions of broad insufficiency. A
society whose hypothalamic gauges are, on average, reading green can afford the kind of expansive
rights protection that universal-rights vocabulary describes. A society whose gauges are, on average,
reading red is calibrated for the kind of resource competition that universal-rights vocabulary tries to
mute. The protection is most needed when it is least available, and most available when it is least
needed. This is one of the more uncomfortable observations the framework allows, and ignoring it
produces overconfident predictions about the stability of arrangements that may, in different
conditions, be considerably less stable than they 1ook.

Darwin and Social Darwinism. Charles Darwin's Origin of Species in 1859 and Descent of Man
in 1871 transformed scientific understanding of biological evolution. What followed in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries — Social Darwinism — was a substantially distinct
phenomenon, often associated more with Herbert Spencer's Synthetic Philosophy and various American
business rhetoricians than with Darwin himself. Spencer's phrase survival of the fittest, which Darwin
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adopted in later editions of Origin, was extended into normative claims about human society — that
competition between individuals, classes, and races was natural and good, that efforts to protect the
weak against the strong interfered with progress, and that legal and economic arrangements should
mirror the workings of natural selection.

Darwin himself was considerably more nuanced than his Social Darwinist successors. Descent of
Man argued that human evolution had selected for cooperative, sympathetic, and morally sensitive
traits, alongside the competitive ones, and that the distinctive feature of human evolution was the
development of moral sentiment as a selectable trait. The Social Darwinist gloss on Darwin selected the
parts of Darwin's argument that supported particular nineteenth-century politica and economic
preferences and ignored the parts that did not. The intellectual mistake — the slide from biological
description to political prescription — is the naturalistic fallacy that David Hume identified in the
eighteenth century and that G. E. Moore named in Principia Ethica in 1903. What the world is does
not, by itself, tell you what the world ought to be. Anyone using evolutionary or biological framings to
justify particular legal arrangements is performing the dlide unless they are very careful, and the
framing should be examined accordingly.

Game theory and the cooperation puzzle

If law is, in part, the institutional infrastructure for cooperation among unrelated individuals at scales
beyond the face-to-face community, the question of how cooperation is possible at all in a population of
self-interested agents is a fundamental theoretical question. Game theory, developed in
mid-twentieth-century mathematical economics and biology, has produced one of the most illuminating
research programs on this question.

Raobert Axelrod's The Evolution of Cooperation, published in 1984, summarized the results of a
famous computer tournament in which strategies for the iterated prisoner's dilemma — a simple
two-player game in which each player can either cooperate or defect, with payoffs structured so that
mutual cooperation produces the best joint outcome but unilateral defection produces the best
individual outcome — were pitted against each other in long sequences of games. The winning
strategy, submitted by Anatol Rapoport, was called tit for tat: cooperate on the first move, then do
whatever the other player did on the previous move. The strategy is notable for being nice (it never
defects first), retaliatory (it punishes defection immediately), forgiving (it returns to cooperation as
soon as the opponent does), and transparent (its rules are easy to figure out). Axelrod argued that the
success of tit for tat had implications well beyond the prisoner's dilemma; cooperation among
self-interested agents was achievable when interactions were repeated, when reputation could form, and
when punishment of defection was credible and proportional.

What follows from Axelrod's analysis, for the broader question of legal institutions, is that the
conditions under which cooperation evolves are conditions law tries to construct artificially. Repeated
interactions: legal frameworks ensure that the same parties will encounter each other under predictable
rules. Reputation: legal records create durable knowledge about parties’ past conduct that no individual
can fully erase. Credible punishment: legal sanctions alow consequences to follow from defection even
when the wronged party lacks the individual capacity to retaliate. Transparency: published law allows
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participants to know in advance what conduct will be sanctioned. Law, on this reading, is the
construction of conditions in which the cooperative equilibrium that Axelrod's tournaments identified
can be sustained at population scale.

The complementary work of Elinor Ostrom, the political economist who won the Nobel Prize in
2009, addressed the specific question of how communities manage shared resources without either
privatization or centralized state control. Garrett Hardin's famous 1968 essay The Tragedy of the
Commons had argued that shared resources, in the absence of either property rights or centralized
regulation, would be inevitably overexploited. Ostrom's Governing the Commons of 1990 and
subsegquent work documented many empirical cases in which communities had successfully managed
shared resources — fisheries, irrigation systems, forests, pastures — for centuries without privatization
and without centralization, through self-governing institutions that had developed local rules and
enforcement mechanisms. Ostrom identified eight design principles that characterized successful
commons-management institutions, including clearly defined boundaries, congruence between rules
and local conditions, collective-choice arrangements, monitoring, graduated sanctions,
conflict-resolution mechanisms, recognition of rights to organize, and nested enterprises for larger
systems. Ostrom's work demonstrated that the institutional alternatives to apha dominance are more
various than either the privatization-or-state-control framing typically allows.

Sublimation or disguise

With these intellectual lenses in place, the central question can be sharpened. Is law the genuine
sublimation of dominance — the redirection of the alpha drive into procedural channels that produce
broadly cooperative outcomes — or is it merely the disguise of dominance, the concealment of
unchanged primate dynamics behind a thin veneer of universalist vocabulary?

The honest answer is that law does both, and which it does more of in any given case depends on
conditions that the framework has been tracking throughout these pages. Three dimensions matter.

The psychosocial dimension. Legal frameworks operate within populations whose collective
hypothalamic calculus is shaped by accumulated experience. A population whose members have, on
average, lived in conditions of sufficient resource supply, socia trust, and predictable future is
calibrated for the kind of cooperative behavior that legal universalism describes. A population whose
members have lived in conditions of resource scarcity, socia distrust, and unpredictable future is
calibrated for the more competitive, in-group-favoring behavior that legal universalism tries to mute.
The same legal text can produce very different outcomes in these two cases.

The socioeconomic dimension. Legal frameworks operate within economic structures whose
distribution of resources affects how plausibly the universal vocabulary describes the actual conditions
of citizens' lives. A society in which most citizens have access to adequate food, shelter, education, and
economic opportunity can support legal protections against arbitrary deprivation that mean something
concrete to the protected. A society in which most citizens lack these things has legal protections that
are, in practice, available only to those with the means to invoke them. The protection is theoretical for
those who cannot afford lawyers, who are not literate in the relevant procedures, or who do not have
time to attend hearings. Anatole France's nineteenth-century observation that the law in its majestic
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equality forbids both the rich and the poor from sleeping under bridges, captures the substantive
emptiness that formal equality can have in conditions of substantive inegquality.

The ecological dimension. Lega frameworks operate within physical environments whose
carrying capacity, stability, and predictability affect what arrangements can be sustained. A society in a
productive, stable ecological environment with effective public-health and food-supply systems can
afford legal arrangements that would collapse under conditions of ecological stress. A society in a
deteriorating environment — with crop failures, water shortages, refugee flows, or climate disruption
— finds its existing legal arrangements coming under pressures they were not designed to withstand.
The Madthusian paint is, in this respect, rea even where the specific Mathusian predictions have
proven wrong: ecological constraints shape what legal arrangements are sustainable, and arrangements
designed for one ecological context may not survive adifferent one.

When all three dimensions register positively — psychosocial trust, socioeconomic adequacy,
ecological stability — law functions more as sublimation than as disguise. The alphais genuinely roped
to procedure, the procedure is producing tolerable outcomes for most people, and the universalist
vocabulary describes something close to the actual conditions of citizens' lives. When any of the three
dimensions deteriorates, law's work shifts toward maintaining the disguise — toward giving procedural
form to outcomes the population's calculus is no longer tolerating, toward articulating universalist
principles that the substantive conditions no longer support, toward concealing power dynamics that are
operating beneath the formal apparatus. The alphais still being roped, in some sense, but the rope is
less tight, and what passes through the formal procedures has less of the sublimative effect the
procedures were designed to produce.

The dialectic continues

Treating law as either pure sublimation or pure disguise produces incomplete pictures. The
pure-sublimation reading, common in liberal celebrations of rule-of-law institutions, underestimates the
conditional character of those institutions' operation and the ways in which they can fail even when
their formal structures remain intact. The pure-disguise reading, common in radical critiques of libera
legalism, underestimates how much actual difference the institutional rope makes in cases where it
holds — the thousands of small abuses prevented, the ordinary citizens protected from ordinary
officials overreach, the dictatorial impulses constrained by procedural friction even when the formal
framework is contested. Both readings are partially correct, and the dialectic between them is the actua
reality of legal institutionsin any time and place.

What HMRGSC adds to the conversation is, primarily, away of seeing what produces the dialectic.
The conditions under which a population's calculus reads sufficient or insufficient shape what kind of
legal work is being done. Strengthening the ingtitutions that produce sufficiency — economic, social,
ecological — strengthens the conditions under which law functions as sublimation rather than disguise.
Weakening those ingtitutions weakens the sublimative work and exposes the disguise function to
examination. The ingtitutional design conversation, the policy conversation, the moral conversation
about what law should be — all of them depend on what the underlying calculus is doing in the
population the law istrying to govern.
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The cases in which the proxy fails entirely — in which the institutional rope is removed for large
populations, by design or by collapse — are the conditions HMRGSC most directly predicts. Chattel
davery, totalitarian regimes during their worst phases, partition-era inter-communal violence,
contemporary stateless populations: each demonstrates what raw resource calculus looks like when the
ingtitutional protection that ordinary citizens take for granted is, by design or by collapse, absent. The
morbidity and mortality data, the patterns of belonging-attack, the role of meaning as the gauge most
often credited with survival, the ordinary humans who perpetrate atrocities under the right conditions
— all are predictable from the framework, and all are abundantly documented in the historica and
contemporary record. The accounting deserves a chapter of its own, and comes next.

Before that turn, several additional observations from the legal-philosophical literature deserve
treatment. The first is the distinction between rule of law and rule by law. Rule of law, in the technical
sense the literature uses, requires that legal rules be general (applying to the powerful as well as the
weak), public (knowable in advance), prospective (not retroactively applied), clear (specific enough to
guide conduct), non-contradictory (internally consistent), capable of being followed (not demanding the
impossible), stable (not changing too quickly to be relied upon), and consistently applied (actually
enforced as written). Lon Fuller's The Morality of Law, published in 1964, articulated these eight
criteria as what Fuller called the inner morality of law — features of legal order that, in their absence,
would prevent law from doing the work law is supposed to do. Rule by law, by contrast, describes
systems in which the formal apparatus of legal procedure is preserved but the substantive criteria of
rule of law are not — where the laws applied to ordinary citizens are not applied to officials, where
prosecution is selective, where rules change rapidly to accommodate political needs, and where the law
functions as an instrument of regime policy rather than as a constraint on regime conduct. Many
contemporary authoritarian regimes operate as rule-by-law systems; their formal lega apparatus is
elaborate but its substantive operation conceals rather than constrains the dominance dynamics the
regime has been built around.

The second is the distinction between procedural and substantive justice. Procedural justice
concerns the fairness of the processes through which legal decisions are made — whether the parties
had notice, whether they had opportunity to be heard, whether the decision-maker was impartial,
whether the procedure was applied consistently. Substantive justice concerns the fairness of the
outcomes those procedures produce — whether the substantive rules applied are fair in themselves,
whether their application produces tolerable distributions of benefits and burdens, whether the broader
socia context within which the procedures operate is itself just. The two can come apart. Procedurally
fair courts can produce substantively unjust outcomes when the rules they apply are themselves unjust;
substantively fair outcomes can be reached through procedurally unfair means. Most modern legal
systems aim at both, with more or less success in different domains. The framework's emphasis on the
conditions under which law operates as sublimation rather than disguise intersects most directly with
substantive rather than procedural justice; a system that produces elaborate procedural fairness while
reaching substantively unjust outcomesis, on the framework's analysis, performing more disguise work
than sublimation work, and is correspondingly fragile in its capacity to maintain the population's
calculus on favorable terms.
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The third is the relationship between law and violence. The German sociologist Max Weber, in a
famous formulation from his lecture Palitics as a Vocation in 1919, defined the state as the entity that
successfully claims a monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory. Law, in
this Weberian framing, is the institutional form within which the state's monopolistic violence is
channeled, regulated, and constrained. The framing has been criticized in detail across the subsequent
century — non-state actors clearly use force in many circumstances; the state's violence is not always
either monopoalistic or legitimate — but the broader observation it captures has held up: lega order and
the threatening apparatus of state violence are intimately connected, and the law's effectiveness depends
substantialy on its connection to the coercive resources the state can ultimately deploy. Robert Cover's
1986 essay Violence and the Word made this connection vivid, observing that judicial decisions are not
merely interpretive acts but performative ones whose immediate consequence is the deployment of
violence — the bailiff who removes the evicted tenant, the marshal who executes the warrant, the
executioner who carries out the capital sentence. Law without violence behind it is, in some respects,
not really law at all; it is mora exhortation, honored only voluntarily. Law with violence behind it is,
on the other hand, an instrument capable of tremendous good and tremendous harm, and the work of
constitutional design is substantially the work of ensuring that the violence is deployed only in ways the
broader population can endorse.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

When the Proxy Fails

Chattel dlavery, totalitarian regimes, partition violence, and what the framework predicts

The previous pages have argued that law is the sublimated form of primate dominance — the alpha
drive channeled into procedure, constrained by writing, made answerable to rules the apha did not
author. That argument has its strongest case where the institutional rope holds: where the procedures
function, the rules apply, and the population's calculus reads enough sufficiency that the universalist
vocabulary describes something close to actual conditions. The argument's weakest case is the place
where the rope has been removed, by design or by collapse, and the population's calculus operates
without the buffer that legal protection has otherwise provided. The cases that follow are the ones
HMRGSC most directly predicts and the ones that have produced, on any honest accounting, the worst
harmsin the historical and contemporary record.

What is striking about these cases is not that they happened — atrocities have been a feature of
human history for aslong as history has been kept — but that they are predictable. The framework does
not require a special theory of evil to explain what occurs when large populations are removed from
legal protection. The dynamics are continuous with what has been described throughout these pages.
The same primate species that produces, under sufficient conditions, the cooperative behaviors that
universal-rights vocabulary describes, produces under insufficient conditions the dehumanizing,
exploitative, and lethal behaviors that the same vocabulary tries to prevent. The calculus does not
change. The conditions do, and the same bodies produce different outputs accordingly.

Chattel slavery

The Atlantic slave trade between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries forced approximately 12.5
million Africans across the Atlantic Ocean, with perhaps 10.7 million surviving the Middle Passage to
be sold into slavery in the Americas. The figures, reconstructed by historians like Hugh Thomas, David
Eltis, Stephanie Smallwood, and the team behind the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database hosted at
Emory University, are the most carefully documented in the history of forced migration. Within the
system of chattel davery that the trade fed, enslaved persons were legally classified as property —
chattel in the technical sense — without standing to bring legal claims, without family rights that would
not be voided by sale, without protection from violence inflicted by their owners or by other free
persons, without the basic procedural protections that the broader legal system extended to free persons
within the same societies.
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What happened to populations placed in this position is extensively documented. The morbidity
and mortality data, synthesized in works like Smallwood's Saltwater Savery and the broader
scholarship on slave health, demonstrate sustained population stress: malnutrition, untreated injury and
illness, high infant mortality, sexual violence systematically inflicted by owners against endaved
women, family separations performed at the discretion of owners, and the steady accumulation of
psychological harms whose intergenerational effects continue to be documented in contemporary
descendants. The 1860 U.S. Census, the last to record the antebellum enslaved population in detail,
documented approximately four million enslaved persons in the American South. Brazilian slavery,
ended only in 1888, had involved cumulative imports approximately three times that number across its
longer history. The Caribbean savery systems, with mortality rates often exceeding birth rates, required
continuous fresh imports to maintain endlaved popul ations whose natural reproduction would not have
sustained them.

What HMRGSC predicts about populations placed in conditions like these is, broadly, what the
historical record documents. Bodies running continuous emergency physiology — chronic cortisol
elevation, suppressed immune function, disrupted reproductive physiology, accelerated cardiovascular
degradation — show the consequences in measurable health outcomes across generations. Bodies
whose belonging gauges are starved by systematic family separation suffer the consequences of that
starvation. Bodies whose esteem gauges are starved by systematic dehumanization suffer the
consequences of that starvation. Bodies whose meaning gauges are starved by the systematic denia of
any future the bodies could plausibly invest in suffer the consequences of that as well.

What the framework also predicts, and what the record confirms, is that the popul ations performing
the slavery were themselves running calculi the system had shaped. White Southern slaveowners did
not, on the available evidence, generaly experience themselves as monsters. They experienced
themselves as living within a normal socia order, performing the roles their social position required,
treating their property as property in the way property was treated. The neutralizations that Sykes and
Matza described — denial of injury, denia of victim, appea to higher loyalties — were performed
continuously and elaborately by slaveholding societies, with substantial intellectual energy invested in
the production of justificatory frameworks. The pseudoscientific racism of the nineteenth century, the
theological apologetics for davery produced by various Christian denominations during the antebellum
period, the politica theory that grounded the Confederate Constitution — all were elaborate
constructions that a population whose calculus was shaped by davery's economic centrality could
rationalize. When the conditions changed — with emancipation, Reconstruction, and the longer process
of civil rights advance — the rationalizations did not simply disappear, but they lost their grip on
populations whose calculus was no longer organized around the system the rationalizations had
defended.

Totalitarian regimes during their worst phases

The twentieth century produced regimes that systematically removed legal protection from designated
populations within their own borders, with consequences that exceeded anything in earlier human
history. Hannah Arendt's The Origins of Totalitarianism, published in 1951 on the basis of Arendt's
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first-hand experience of refugee statelessness during the 1930s and 1940s, established the basic
theoretical framework for thinking about what totalitarian governance is and how it differs from earlier
authoritarianism. Arendt's central observation was that the totalitarian innovation was not merely
tyrannical rule but the systematic production of populations who had been stripped of legal personality
— who could be killed, exploited, or disposed of without procedural friction at all, because they had
been declared, in advance, to be outside the protection of law.

The Soviet system at its worst — during collectivization in the early 1930s, during the Great Purges
of 1936-1938, during wartime deportations of entire ethnic groups, during the Gulag's operation across
the Stalin era — produced documented deaths in the tens of millions. The Holodomor, the artificia
famine inflicted on Ukrainein 1932—1933 in connection with Stalin's collectivization policies, killed an
estimated three to five million people. The Great Purges executed several hundred thousand
Communist Party officials, military officers, and ordinary Soviet citizens, with several million more
sent to camps from which many never returned. The Gulag camps, documented in Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn's The Gulag Archipelago and in subsequent scholarly work by Anne Applebaum and
others, held millions of prisoners across the system's existence.

The Nazi regime's systematic murder of approximately six million European Jews between 1939
and 1945, along with millions of Roma, Slavs, disabled persons, gay men, and political opponents, has
been the subject of more scholarly attention than any comparable historical event. The Nuremberg
Laws of 1935 had legally separated Jewish from non-Jewish Germans and progressively stripped
Jewish citizens of lega rights; by 1939, under the conditions of war, the apparatus for systematic
murder had been developed, beginning with the T4 program against disabled Germans and extending
through the killing operations of the Einsatzgruppen in Eastern Europe and the death camps at
Chem mno, Sobib6r, Bemmec, Treblinka, Auschwitz-Birkenau, and Majdanek. Raul Hilberg's The
Destruction of the European Jews, first published in 1961, documented the bureaucratic apparatus of
the genocide; Christopher Browning's Ordinary Men documented how an unremarkable German police
battalion came to participate in mass killing in Poland, with the great majority of its members
complying despite being explicitly given the option to opt out.

Mao's China during the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution, Pol Pot's Cambodia
between 1975 and 1979 with its estimated 1.5 to 2 million deaths from a population of approximately
seven million, the Rwandan genocide of 1994 during which Hutu militias and ordinary civilians killed
approximately 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus across approximately one hundred days, the various
campaigns against perceived enemies in twentieth-century North Korea, Indonesia, Argentina,
Guatemala, Irag, the former Yugoslavia, and elsewhere — each represents a variation on the same
structural pattern. A designated population is removed, by law or by extralegal action, from the
protections that would ordinarily apply within the regime's territory. Once removed, the bodies of the
designated population become available for treatment that the regime's broader legal framework would
not have permitted. The harms that follow are extensive, predictable, and continuous with the dynamics
the framework describes.

The totalitarian innovation was the systematic manufacture of populations stripped of
legal personality —who could be disposed of without procedural friction at all.
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Partition violence

When existing political units are divided into successor states along ethnic, religious, or nationa lines,
the transition period during which legal authority is contested or absent has, in many cases, produced
inter-communal violence whose intensity exceeds what the same populations produced under the
previous unitary regime. The Indian partition of 1947, in which the British departure from India created
the new states of India and Pakistan along religious lines, produced approximately one to two million
deaths during the migration period, with sexual violence against women on both sides estimated to have
affected between 75,000 and 100,000 victims. Urvashi Butalia's The Other Sde of Slence documents
the patterns: trains arriving at their destinations carrying only corpses, communities that had lived
together for generations turning on each other within weeks, perpetrators who had ordinary peacetime
occupations joining killing parties because the institutional apparatus that had previously constrained
such conduct had collapsed.

The breakup of Yugoslavia in the 1990s produced a comparable pattern. Communities of Serbs,
Croats, Bosnians, and Albanians who had lived as neighbors throughout the postwar Yugoslav period
turned on each other as the federation dissolved into ethnically defined successor states. The Srebrenica
massacre of July 1995, in which approximately 8,000 Bosnian Muslim men and boys were
systematically killed by Bosnian Serb forces under General Ratko Mladim, became the worst single
atrocity in Europe since the Second World War. The mass rapes performed across the Bosnian war,
estimated at between 20,000 and 50,000 victims, were extensively documented by international
tribunals and represented one of the first times systematic sexual violence was prosecuted as a war
crime under international law. The same populations had, twenty years earlier, celebrated each other's
holidays and shared apartment buildings; the dynamics did not appear from nowhere when the political
framework collapsed; they had been there in latent form throughout, suppressed by the institutional
structures that had constrained them, and emerged when those structures were dismantled.

Comparable patterns can be traced in the partition of Ireland in 1921, with subsequent decades of
inter-communal violence in Northern Ireland; in the partition of Cyprusin 1974; in the various ethnic
conflicts that followed the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, including those in
Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, Transnistria, and Chechnya; and in many post-colonial
partitions across Africa and Asia where artificially drawn borders did not correspond to underlying
ethnic and religious distributions. The specific outcomes vary considerably; the broader pattern of
inter-communal violence emerging when ingtitutional structures collapse is consistent across the cases.

Contemporary stateless populations

Approximately ten million people in the world today, by UN estimates, are stateless — they hold no
recognized nationality, are not entitled to the protections of any state's legal system, and exist in legal
status that has been compared, by scholars from Hannah Arendt forward, to the condition of the slavein
earlier centuries. The Rohingya of Myanmar, deprived of citizenship under the 1982 Burmese
Citizenship Law, have been subjected across subsequent decades to systematic violence including the
2017 expulsion from Rakhine State that drove approximately 740,000 refugees into Bangladesh, with
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extensive documentation of mass killing, sexual violence, and the burning of villages. The Bidoon of
several Gulf states, the Banyamulenge of the Democratic Republic of Congo, the many tens of
thousands of stateless individuals across the former Soviet Union following the collapse of the USSR,
and various other groups exist in conditions where the absence of recognized nationality removes them
from the protections that ordinary citizens take for granted.

Refugee populations more broadly, even when they retain nominal nationality in countries to which
they cannot safely return, exist in similar conditions of reduced legal protection. Long-term refugee
camps — some of which have operated for generations, with second- and third-generation residents
having been born in them — produce population stress whose cumulative effects on health, educational
achievement, family structure, and psychological well-being have been extensively documented. The
Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan, operated by UNRWA since the late 1940s;
the Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan operated since the 1980s; the various camps for Sudanese and
Somali refugees in East Africa; the growing refugee populations from Syria, Yemen, and other
contemporary conflict zones — each represents a population whose circumstances test the limits of
what the international legal framework can actually deliver in the way of protection. The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 articulates rights that, on close reading, would address most of
the conditions these populations endure. The actual operation of those rights, in the absence of a state
willing and able to enforce them, has been considerably less effective than the declaration's vocabulary
would suggest.

Four HMRGSC predictions

The framework allows four predictions about what will be found in any case where the legal proxy fails
for alarge population. Each prediction can be checked against the empirical record, and each is, in the
cases described above, broadly confirmed.

Prediction one: morbidity and mortality data will show sustained population stress, with
measur able health consequences extending across generations. The bodies of populations running
continuous emergency physiology because their environments do not provide the safety, belonging, and
esteem signals that ordinary populations receive will show, on average, the consequences of sustained
cortisol elevation, suppressed immune function, disrupted reproductive physiology, and accelerated
cardiovascular degradation. The data on enslaved populations in the Americas, on Holocaust survivors,
on partition refugees, on long-term statel ess populations, and on the descendants of all of these, broadly
confirms the prediction. Trauma, in this physiological sense, travels across generations — partly
through epigenetic modifications whose mechanisms are still being clarified in research traditions
following Rachel Y ehuda's work on Holocaust survivors and their descendants, and partly through the
socia transmission of trauma-shaped parenting, trauma-shaped community institutions, and
trauma-shaped expectations about the world.

Prediction two: belonging-attack will be a primary vector of harm. When the resource calculus
tips toward insufficiency for an entire population, the harms inflicted by that population's persecutors
and the harms felt by the population itself disproportionately concentrate around belonging — the
destruction of family ties, communities, shared spaces, religious institutions, cultural transmission, and
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the relationships that ordinarily provide the population's belonging gauge with input. The perpetrators
do not, in most cases, set out to attack belonging in the abstract; they set out to attack the population,
and belonging is what the population's structure consists of. Family separation under chattel dlavery, the
systematic destruction of Jewish community life under Nazism, the burning of villages during partition
and during contemporary ethnic cleansing campaigns, the fragmentation of stateless populations across
multiple jurisdictions — each operates on the belonging gauge specifically, and the population-level
consequences include the kind of socia pathology that follows from sustained belonging starvation.

Prediction three: meaning will be the gauge most often credited with survival by those who
survive. The physiological gauges are necessary but not sufficient for human life under conditions of
extreme stress. What is consistently reported by survivors of camps, ghettos, killing fields, and refugee
camps is that what allowed them to keep going was meaning — connection to a person for whom they
hoped to survive, faith in a religious or ideological framework that made sense of their experience,
commitment to a project that gave their continued existence purpose. Viktor Frankl's Man's Search for
Meaning is the canonical articulation of this observation; subsequent literature on survival in many
different settings has consistently confirmed it. The meaning gauge is the gauge that, when supplied,
keeps the rest of the system operating under conditions that would otherwise produce collapse.

Prediction four: ordinary humans will perpetrate atrocities under the right conditions,
without requiring extraordinary personality structures. The social-psychological literature from
Stanley Milgram's obedience experiments through Philip Zimbardo's Stanford Prison Experiment of
1971 (the methodology of which has been substantially challenged in recent re-examinations, though its
broader conclusions are consistent with many other studies) through Christopher Browning's case
studies of Reserve Police Battalion 101 in occupied Poland — all demonstrate that ordinary people in
ordinary circumstances are capable of substantial harm when the institutional apparatus that ordinarily
constrains them is removed and the social pressure to participate is sufficient. The Dark Triad
personalities of earlier pages account for some of the perpetrator population in any given atrocity,
particularly at the levels where decisions about policy are made; they do not account for the bulk of the
perpetrator population, which is drawn from ordinary humans whose calculus has been shifted by
conditions, circumstances, and ingtitutional pressure. The framework that names this prediction does
not require a special theory of evil. It requires only the recognition that the same human beings who
would not, in their normal environments, harm anyone, will under sufficiently altered conditions harm
many. The conditions that produce the ateration are well-understood, and avoiding those conditionsis
one of the principal projects of civilization.

From the worst cases to the question of design

The cases described in these pages are not anomalies. They are what HMRGSC predicts, and what the
longer historical and contemporary record confirms. They establish, at the darkest end of the
framework's range, what the absence of the institutional rope produces. They also establish, by contrast,
what the presence of the rope is worth. The ordinary functioning of legal systemsin countries where the
rope holds — the constitutional protections that operate even when contested, the courts that rule
against governments occasionally even when politically inconvenient, the ingtitutional friction that
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slows abuses of power even when it does not always prevent them, the formal procedures that allow
grievances to be addressed without recourse to violence — is, on the comparative evidence,
considerably more valuable than casual familiarity with such functioning typically registers. The
protection feels invisible because, when it works, it produces its absence rather than its presence: the
abuse that did not happen, the official who did not act, the population that did not have to flee. The
work of the rope is mostly the work of negation, and negation is hard to see.

What the cases also demonstrate, however, is that the rope is fragile. Each of the catastrophes
described in these pages happened to populations whose legal protection had, in some earlier period,
been comparable to the protection that contemporary citizens of stable democracies take for granted.
The Jewish citizens of Weimar Germany in 1928 had legal protections that Jewish citizens of Nazi
Germany in 1938 did not. The peasants of Ukraine in 1925 had legal protections that the peasants of
Ukraine in 1933 did not. The Hindu and Muslim residents of Lahore in 1945 had legal protections that
the Hindu and Muslim refugees crossing the same city in 1947 did not. The Tutsis and moderate Hutus
of Rwanda in 1990 had legal protections that the same individuals in 1994 did not. In each case the
change took years to develop and could be, in retrospect, traced through specific decisions whose
individual effects had not seemed catastrophic at the time of their making. The protection eroded
gradually until, at some point that was usually not visible while it was happening, it had eroded enough
that the catastrophe became possible.

The framework that has organized these pages — from the hypothal amus through the chimpanzee,
through the Dark Triad, through the cult and the imperia cult, through the law as proxy and the
conditions under which the proxy fails — does not, by itself, prevent any of this. What the framework
offers is a way of seeing what is happening in real time, a vocabulary for naming dynamics that
ordinary political discourse often leaves unnamed, and a prediction about what conditions are likely to
produce what kinds of harm. Whether any of this matters in practice depends on what is done with it:
by individuals trying to navigate their own lives and relationships, by communities trying to maintain
the ingtitutions they have inherited, by polities trying to construct or preserve the legal orders within
which sufficient calculi can be sustained for as much of the population as possible. The framework is an
instrument, not a destiny. What gets done with it remains, as everything that happens above the level of
the body always remains, an open question.

Pulling together the threads, naming the propositions the framework has produced, identifying the
falsification conditions that would, on the available evidence, settle whether the framework actually
works as advertised — these are the closing tasks of the argument, and they belong in a synthesis
chapter rather than scattered across the body of the work. That synthesis comes next.

Several additional cases from the historical and contemporary record deserve mention before that
synthesis. The Cambodian genocide of 1975 to 1979 under Pol Pot's Khmer Rouge produced an
estimated 1.5 to 2 million deaths from a population of approximately seven million — proportionally
one of the highest mass-killing rates in twentieth-century history. The Khmer Rouge program, on close
inspection, represents the framework's predictions in particularly extreme form. The regime evacuated
cities, abolished money, abolished religion, abolished private property, abolished schools, abolished
family relationships in their previous form, and attempted to remake the entire population through
forced collective agricultural labor. The systematic destruction of every institution that had previously
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supported the population's gauges produced predictable consequences. famine, mass executions of
perceived enemies (intellectuals, ethnic minorities, anyone associated with the previous regime,
eventually the regime's own cadres in successive purges), the collapse of population health to rates not
seen in peacetime in modern history. The Cambodian case demonstrates what happens when the legal
and institutional apparatus that ordinarily provides the population's gauges with input is removed not
piecemeal but comprehensively, in service of atransformative ideology that explicitly aims to remake
the population.

The Rwandan genocide of April through July 1994 produced approximately 800,000 deaths across
approximately one hundred days — a rate that, scaled to population, exceeded even the worst phases of
Nazi mass murder. The demographic structure of the violence is particularly striking: the killings were
not the work of distant soldiers operating in unfamiliar territory but of neighbors killing neighbors,
often with farm tools and household implements rather than firearms. Linda Melvern's A People
Betrayed and Philip Gourevitch's We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our
Families document the pattern. The radio broadcasts of Radio Mille Collines in the months preceding
the genocide had systematically dehumanized the Tuts minority through the term inyenz
(cockroaches), and the population's resource calculus had been deliberately calibrated, across an
extended period of preparation, to produce the response that ultimately occurred. The killings began
within hours of the assassination of President Habyarimana on April 6, 1994, and proceeded with an
organizational efficiency that reflected substantial advance preparation. Ordinary Rwandans, given the
order to kill their Tutsi neighbors, did so in numbers that the framework predicts and that the broader
socia-psychological literature on perpetrator behavior supports.

Contemporary cases that approach but do not (yet) cross the threshold of comprehensive
legal-protection failure deserve treatment as well. The systematic detention of Uyghurs and other
Turkic Muslim minorities in Xinjiang, China, beginning around 2016 and continuing in modified form
thereafter, has produced — on the available evidence from satellite imagery, leaked Chinese
government documents, survivor testimony, and academic reconstruction by researchers like Adrian
Zenz — what the framework predicts when a population is removed from legal protection within a
till-functioning state apparatus. The detention facilities, mass forced labor programs, systematic family
separations, surveillance of the broader Uyghur population, and the cumulative health and demographic
consequences track the predictions across multiple dimensions. The case is recent enough that the full
historical assessment is not yet available, but the structural features the framework anticipates are
present in clear form, and the eventual scholarly reconstruction is unlikely to depart from the broader
pattern in fundamental ways.

What unites these cases — across continents, centuries, ideological frameworks, and specific
ingtitutional structures — is the underlying mechanism the framework has been describing throughout
these pages. A designated population is removed from the protection that ordinary legal procedures
provide. The bodies of that population then become available for treatment that the broader legal
framework would not have permitted, and the populations performing the treatment are running calculi
that the surrounding ideological, social, and economic conditions have shaped. The harms that follow
are extensive, predictable, and continuous with the dynamics the framework's earlier chapters have
outlined. None of this requires a specia theory of evil; it requires only the recognition that the same
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human beings who would not, in their normal environments, harm anyone, will under sufficiently
atered conditions harm many — and that the conditions producing the alteration are well-understood
and largely preventable through the institutional designs the previous chapter described.

The framework's account of this dynamic has, on close inspection, important practical implications
for how atrocities are prevented and how their warning signs can be recognized in real time. Atrocities
do not typically begin with mass killing; they typically begin with the systematic dehumanization of a
designated population through media, political rhetoric, and legal classification. The dehumanization
operates by pulling the population's ordinary calculus toward in-group / out-group distinction, by
constructing the targeted population as athreat to the in-group's resource calculus, and by progressively
removing from the targeted population the legal and social protections that ordinarily constrain how
in-group members treat out-group members. The warning signs are visible long before the atrocities
themselves; reading them accurately, and acting on them while constraint is still possible, is one of the
most important uses of the framework's analytical vocabulary. Legal scholars, human rights
investigators, journalists, and civil society advocates who recognize the early stages of the pattern are
often able to mobilize responses that halt the trajectory before its worst phases unfold. When the
recognition fails or is ignored, the trajectory can proceed to its full extent, with consequences the
historical record amply documents.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Synthesis and Open Questions

What the framework proposes, where it can be tested, and what the reader can now notice

An argument that has run from the four-gram organ at the base of the human brain through three closely
related primate species, through the Dark Triad and the cults it produces, through the imperial cults of
four millennia and their modern resurrections, through the long arc of legal sublimation and the
conditions under which the sublimation fails, can fairly be asked at the end what, exactly, it is claiming.
The synthesis that follows pulls together five propositions the argument has produced. None is a
theorem. Each is a claim about the world, evauable against evidence, useful to the extent that it lets
observers see things that they would not otherwise see. The five propositions, taken together, constitute
the framework called HMRGSC.

Five propositions

Proposition one: the hypothalamus, in concert with allied structures, runs a continuous
parallel evaluation of perceived resour ce sufficiency, and the integrated output of this evaluation
is the single most predictive variable in human social and political behavior at any scale. The
variable is not the only predictive variable; intelligence, ideology, culture, and circumstance al matter.
The claim is comparative: when these predictors are placed in head-to-head explanatory contests, the
underlying resource calculus consistently outperforms them. Populations whose calculi read sufficient
produce different behaviors than populations whose calculi read insufficient, regardless of how the
populations describe themselves. The explanatory power runs from the individual scale of intimate
decisionsto the civilizational scale of imperial pageant. The machinery is the same. The contexts vary.

Proposition two: the categories the calculus tracks correspond, in a useful approximation, to
the Madowian hierarchy of needs — physiological, safety, belonging, esteem, and
self-actualization or meaning — but the categories operate as parallel gauges on a dashboard
rather than asrungson aladder. Lower categories preempt higher onesin conditions of acute deficit,
but in ordinary circumstances al five operate simultaneously, with weights and substitutions that vary
by individual, by culture, and by circumstance. Sufficiency in any one category contributes to overall
well-being; insufficiency in any one category produces the kind of acquisitive, defensive, and tribal
responses that characterize bodies in resource stress. The framework predicts patterns at the population
level rather than individual outcomes at the personal level.

Proposition three: human social organization, at any scale above the small face-to-face
community, produces hierarchy, and the hierarchy is filled by a selection process that
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disproportionately favors trait-clusters overlapping with the Dark Triad. Hierarchy is not a
cultura failure to be flatter; it is the predictable output of many resource calculi having to coexist
within the same physical space and somehow settle the question of who decides. The selection
processes that fill alpha positions — confidence, energy, verbal fluency, tolerance for conflict, strategic
thinking — overlap substantially with the trait-cluster the clinical literature has named the Dark Triad.
The overlap does not mean every leader is dark-triadic; it means dark-triadic personalities are
disproportionately represented in leadership populations relative to their share of the broader
population, and the institutional structures that constrain the consequences of that overrepresentation
matter enormously.

Proposition four: cult formation, demagogic politics, and imperial cult are the same dynamic
operating at different scales of human organization. The Dark Triad toolkit deployed on a spouse
produces an abusive intimate relationship. Deployed on a community of dozens or hundreds, it
produces a high-control group with the structural features Lifton and Hassan have documented.
Deployed on a pality, it produces strongman politics running the five-stage playbook described in
earlier pages. Deployed on a civilization with sufficient theological and ritual elaboration, it produces
an imperial cult of the kind documented across pharaonic Egypt, Achaemenid Persia, dynastic China,
the various Western Mediterranean traditions, and many others. The mechanism scales remarkably
well. The same techniques work at the same person-to-person level whether the target population is one
or one billion. The targets multiply; the harms scale accordingly; the dynamics do not transform.

Proposition five: law, in its mature form, isthe sublimated expression of primate dominance
— the alpha drive channeled into procedure — and its capacity to function as sublimation rather
than as disguise depends on conditions external to the law itself. When psychosocial trust is high,
socioeconomic conditions adequate, and ecological circumstances stable, law functions more as
sublimation than as disguise. When any of these conditions deteriorates, law's work shifts toward
maintaining the disguise — toward giving procedural form to outcomes that the population's calculusis
no longer tolerating. Strengthening the conditions that produce sufficiency strengthens the conditions
under which law functions as sublimation. The alternative — strengthening the legal apparatus while
the underlying conditions deteriorate — produces formal protections whose substantive operation
declines, and the eventual consequences are predictable from the framework.

The mechanism scales remarkably well. The same techniques work at the
person-to-person level whether the target population is one or one billion.

Falsification conditions

A framework is more useful, intellectually, when its proponents are willing to specify the conditions
under which they would concede that the framework had failed. The HMRGSC framework, while not
falsifiable in the strict experimental sense, is evaluable against evidence in ways that alow honest
assessment of how well it tracks the world.

The framework would be substantially weskened, or refuted, by severa kinds of finding.
Documented societies in which the five Maslowian categories do not predict population-level
behavior in the directions the framework specifies: cultures where chronic insufficiency in
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physiological, safety, or belonging gauges does not produce the acquisitive and defensive behaviors the
framework predicts; cultures where sufficiency in all five gauges does not produce the cooperative and
growth-oriented behaviors the framework predicts. The cross-cultural evidence assembled by
researchers from Diener and Tay through the contemporary anthropological literature does not, on the
available reading, contain such cases, but the literature is limited, and future work could in principle
produce them.

Documented societies in which hierarchy does not emerge despite their broader scale. The
framework predicts that hierarchy emerges in any human population beyond the small face-to-face
community. The strongest counterexamples would be large-scale societies in which functional
hierarchy is genuinely absent — not merely disguised, but genuinely flat in operation. The empirical
record contains no clean cases of this; every claimed example, on close inspection, has turned out to
involve either a small enough scale that face-to-face dynamics could operate or an informal hierarchy
that the formal documentation concealed. Future documentation of a clear counterexample would
weaken the framework's third proposition.

Documented societies in which conditions of sustained legal deprivation do not produce the
four predictions specified for such conditions. Specifically: morbidity and mortality data that does
not show sustained population stress in groups stripped of legal protection; belonging-attack that is not
a primary vector of harm in such circumstances; survivors of camps and ghettos who do not credit
meaning with their survival; atrocities performed in the absence of ordinary humans willing to
participate. The historical and contemporary record contains no clean cases of any of these. Future
documentation would weaken the framework's prediction structure for cases of institutional failure.

Major leaders whose biographical evidence is inconsistent with elevated Dark Triad scores
yet who nevertheless built personality cults or imperial cults around themselves. The framework
predicts that the leaders whose movements produce cult-like structures are disproportionately drawn
from the Dark Triad trait-cluster. The biographical literature on twentieth-century cult leaders and
dictators broadly confirms this prediction, though detailed psychological assessment of historical
figures is necessarily indirect. A documented cult leader whose biographical and behavioral profile
does not show the trait cluster, despite having built an apparatus of personal veneration around himself,
would constitute a counterexample worth taking serioudly.

Failures of the cooperation predictions. Robert Axelrod's tournaments, the broader literature on
the iterated prisoner's dilemma, and Elinor Ostrom's commons-management research all suggest that
cooperation is achievable among self-interested agents under specifiable conditions. The framework
predicts that legal institutions, when functioning as sublimation rather than disguise, construct
artificially the conditions that the experimental literature has identified as supporting cooperation.
Documentation of legal institutions that produce broad cooperative outcomes despite operating under
conditions the experimental literature does not identify as cooperation-supporting, or of legal
ingtitutions that fail to produce cooperative outcomes despite operating under conditions the
experimental literature identifies as supportive, would be evidence against the framework.

Digital and Al hierarchies
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Recently emerged technological developments raise questions the framework was not constructed to
answer but that its predictions would inform. Three are worth flagging.

Digital media and the manipulation of resource calculi at scale. Social media platforms operate
on attention-based business models that have, on the empirical evidence, consequences for the gauges
the framework tracks. Engagement-maximizing algorithms, by design, produce content that triggers
stronger affective responses, and stronger affective responses are systematically biased toward fear,
anger, outrage, and envy — the responses associated with insufficiency in the various gauges. A media
environment optimized for engagement is, in HMRGSC terms, an environment systematically
calibrated to shift its participants' calculi toward insufficiency, regardiess of the underlying material
conditions of those participants' lives. The political consequences of this shift have been the subject of
substantial scholarship in the past decade, with researchers like Jonathan Haidt arguing that the
introduction of smartphone-based social media around 2010 has had measurable effects on adolescent
mental health, on political polarization, and on the broader calibration of public political discourse. The
empirical claims have been contested in detail; the broader observation that an environment which
manipulates resource calculi at scale will produce population-level consequences consistent with what
the framework would predict has held up across the available evidence.

Personalization at scale and the construction of individualized manipulative environments.
Algorithmic personalization makesit possible, in principle, to construct media environments tailored to
each individual's particular vulnerabilities, gauge readings, and behavioral patterns. Whether this
capacity has been systematically deployed in ways that constitute population-level manipulation, or
whether it is being used in narrower commercia contexts, is contested. What the framework predictsis
that individualized manipulation environments, deployed at scale, would produce population-level
outcomes more severe than current non-individualized environments produce, and that the structures
best able to deploy such environments — the largest platforms, the entities with the most behavioral
data — would be in a position of effective influence comparable to that of historical imperia cults.
Whether the position is being used in that way is a different question from whether the position exists;
the position exists, and the framework's predictions about what happens when entities in such positions
act in pursuit of their own interests have implications worth taking seriously.

Artificial intelligence and the emergence of genuinely novel hierarchies. The recent rapid
development of large language models and other forms of artificial intelligence raises questions about
whether the human hierarchy framework will survive the introduction of non-human agents into the
broader social order. Two scenarios are worth distinguishing. In the first, Al systems remain tools used
by humans, and the hierarchies that develop are human hierarchies in which access to Al capabilitiesis
a stratifying variable like other capabilities have been. The framework predicts that this scenario
produces conventional hierarchical dynamics with a new currency of differential access. In the second
scenario, Al systems become agents in their own right, with goals and behaviors that are not simply
derivative of human direction. The framework was not constructed to predict the behavior of
non-biological agents whose machinery is not homologous to the hypothalamic apparatus the
framework assumes. What the framework can say is that human responses to such agents will be
shaped by human resource calculi, and that the social and politica dynamics surrounding Al
development will, from the human side, run on the machinery the framework describes. Whether what
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runs on the Al side will or will not have analogous structure is, at present, an open question that the
framework cannot fully address.

Limits worth restating

Three limits the framework's first chapter named, repeated here because they remain operative.

The framework is a synthesis, not a discovery. Each individual component — the hypothalamic
regulation, the Maslowian categories, the dynamics of dominance and submission, the Dark Triad, the
patterns of cult formation, the structures of imperia cult, the legal sublimation thesis — has been
studied at length by specidlists in the relevant fields. What HMRGSC offers is the claim that these
specialist studies converge on a single underlying picture, and that the convergence is itself
explanatory. The components are not new; the assembly is. Specialists in any of the constituent fields
can, with some justice, criticize the synthesis as too compressed, too ambitious, or insufficiently
nuanced about their particular patch. The criticisms are fair. The defense, such as it is, is that the
synthesis lets observers see things that the specialist literatures, considered separately, did not let them
see, and that the visibility is worth the compression.

The framework is a lens, not a theorem. Lenses are evaluated by whether they let observers see
things that would not otherwise be visible, by whether they cohere with what is already known, and by
whether their predictions track outcomes in the world. By those standards the lens has earned its keep,
in the judgment of the pages that have built it. By the standards of an experimental theorem with a clean
falsification procedure, it has not, and pretending otherwise would be intellectually dishonest. What
HMRGSC offers is a way of organizing observation, not a way of generating predictions with the
precision of physics. Anyone wanting more than that should look el sewhere.

The framework is descriptive, not normative. Saying that imperial cults make sense in light of
hypothalamic resource calculus is not saying that imperial cults are good. Saying that hierarchy
emerges predictably is not saying that hierarchies should be uncontested. Saying that Dark Triad
personalities are disproportionately represented in leadership is not saying that they should be there.
The descriptive project of clarifying what is happening is one project. The normative project — what
should be done about any of it — depends on values that the description does not, by itself, supply.
Anyone using the framework to argue what should be done in a particular case should be transparent
about the additional premises the argument requires, and should not pretend that the framework alone
determines the answer.

What the reader can now notice

If the framework has done its work, the closing pages of the argument should leave the reader equipped
to notice thingsin their ordinary life that they did not previously have vocabulary for. Six observations,
each one of which is now available.

The state of one's own gauges in real time. Hunger, thirst, fatigue, fear, loneliness, lack of
recognition, meaninglessness — when any of these registers, the body's calculus has shifted, and the
cortex is now doing its reasoning in a different weather. Mgjor decisions made during such weather are
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biased in directions the body did not consult the cortex about. The bias is rea and is operating
regardiess of how reasonable the cortex's resulting conclusions feel. Recognizing the bias is the first
step in deciding whether to act on its conclusions or to defer until conditions change.

The state of others gauges. The colleague who is snapping at trivia is not necessarily a bad
colleague; they are running a calculus with low readings on one or more gauges, and the snapping is
what such a body produces. The friend whose decisions seem inexplicable may be operating on
calibrations the friend's circumstances have shifted in ways the friend has not noticed. The political
disagreement that seems incomprehensible may be tracking real differences in calculus rather than
differences in fundamental values. None of these observations excuse harmful behavior; what they do
is provide an entry point for thinking about what conditions might change the behavior, rather than
treating the behavior as afixed feature of the person.

The dynamics of the rooms one inhabits. Every organization, however officially flat, has a
hierarchy. Every hierarchy has an apha. Every apha is doing alpha work — closing decisions,
alocating resources, managing conflicts, representing the group to outsiders — and the aphas
personality matters considerably for what the costs of that alpha work are. The room can be read. The
patterns can be named. Whose voice closes discussions; whose disapproval ends arguments; whose
access to information is privileged; whose interpretations are taken as authoritative — these are the
informal hierarchical signals, and they are worth tracking even in organizations that consider
themselvesflat.

Manipulation, while it is being deployed. The vocabulary developed in the earlier chapters —
reciprocity, social proof, scarcity, authority cues, neutralizations, DARV O, gaslighting, love-bombing,
intermittent reinforcement, future-faking, triangulation, smear campaigns — is, in ordinary use, a
flashlight rather than a weapon. Naming what is happening, internally, is often sufficient to interrupt
the process by which the manipulation does its work. The naming does not always permit immediate
exit from arelationship in which manipulation is occurring, but it does establish that the relationshipis,
in fact, the one the person isin, rather than the one the manipulator's framing has constructed.

The structural features of larger movements. A high-control group can be evaluated using the
Lifton and BITE checklists. A demagogic political movement can be evaluated using the strongman
playbook stages. An emerging imperial cult — and the form has not retired in the twenty-first century
— can be evaluated using the structural features the comparative material has established. The
evaluation does not require sophisticated sociological training. It requires recognizing the patterns and
being honest about what one is seeing, including when the recognition is uncomfortable and when the
implications complicate one's existing political loyalties.

The conditions that protect ordinary life from the worst outcomes. Strong civil society,
independent prosecutorial cultures, free press, aliances across normal political divides, patience for
unglamorous institutional repair — these are the conditions that have, on the comparative evidence,
slowed or reversed the deployment of the strongman playbook in cases where it has been attempted.
They are not exciting. They are not the stuff of heroic narrative. They are the unglamorous machinery
of consgtitutional order, performed by ordinary people doing committee work, attending school board
meetings, reading boring contracts, maintaining the professional cultures of unfashionable institutions.
The framework's bottom-line practical conclusion, if it has one, is that the work matters more than the



The History and Geography of Chimps, Dark Triad Cults, and Imperial Cults Chapter 16 — Synthesis and Open Questions

work feels like it matters, and that the work's invisibility when done well is nhot evidence of irrelevance
but of success.

A closing

The argument that has run from a four-gram organ to four thousand years of imperial pageantry has not,
on any honest accounting, established anything definitive. It has assembled research traditions that
ordinarily do not speak to each other. It has proposed that they cohere in away the specialist literatures
have not, individually, recognized. It has applied the synthesis across scales — from the body to the
dyad to the small group to the polity to the civilization — and tried to show that the same machinery
operates at each scale with appropriate adjustment. It has been honest about the limitations of the
synthesis and the boundaries of its claims. It has tried to remain descriptive without smuggling in
normative conclusions through the back door. Whether any of this has been useful is a question only the
reader can answer, and only over the longer time during which the framework will or will not prove
genuinely explanatory of the world the reader actually encounters.

What the framework offers, at its best, is a set of vocabulary terms for things that human socid life
produces consistently and that ordinary discourse leaves un-named. Hypothalamic resource calculus.
Sufficient and insufficient tilts. The five-gauge dashboard. The 98.8 percent. The alphain the flat room.
The Dark Triad. The toolkit. The pipeline. The five-stage playbook. The imperial cult. The sublimated
dominance. The conditions under which the proxy fails. None of these is uniquely original. Each names
something the relevant specialist literature has been studying, in some cases for over a century. Putting
them in one room, where they can be considered together, has been the project of these pages.

Whether that project deserves to be continued is a matter for those who will, having read this far,
do their own thinking with the vocabulary the project has supplied. The argument has done what it can.
The rest, like everything above the level of the body always is, remains an open question that the
present moment, and the readersin it, will work out for themselves.

A few last observations

Several patterns from the broader argument deserve final treatment, both because they tie together
threads from earlier chapters and because they raise questions the reader will likely encounter in their
own thinking after the book is closed.

The relationship between individual psychology and civilizational outcomes. One of the
recurring tensions in the framework is the relationship between what is happening inside individual
bodies — the hypothalamic calculus, the affective responses, the resource gauges — and what is
happening at scales of organization that no individual body can directly perceive. The framework has
argued, throughout these pages, that the connection is real and tractable: that civilizational outcomes
are the aggregate of individual calculi operating at population scale, with institutional structures
providing the channels through which individual calculi are coordinated. This is, on the available
evidence, approximately right. It is also incomplete in ways that any honest treatment has to
acknowledge. The institutional structures themselves have properties that emerge from the aggregate
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without being reducible to any individual participant's contribution. Markets behave in ways no
individual trader's psychology fully predicts. Bureaucracies produce outcomes no individual official
intends. Movements take on directions that surprise their founders. The aggregate has its own
dynamics, and the framework's account of those dynamics in terms of individual calculi, while useful,
does not fully characterize them.

The role of contingency. The historical record the framework has been drawing on is full of
contingent moments at which alternative paths were available and different choices would have
produced significantly different outcomes. If Caesar had not crossed the Rubicon — if he had accepted
exile rather than risk civil war — the subsequent history of the Roman world would have been different
in ways that are difficult to estimate but that would not have produced precisely the imperial system
that did emerge. If Hindenburg had not appointed Hitler Chancellor in January 1933 — if the Nazi vote
had continued to decline as it had been doing in late 1932 — the German trajectory would have been
different. If the conspiracy of July 20, 1944 had succeeded — if Hitler had been killed in Stauffenberg's
bombing — the war's final phase and the subsequent settlement of Europe would have unfolded
differently. The framework that has organized these pages does not deny contingency; it argues that the
dynamics within which contingent moments unfold are the dynamics the framework describes, and that
the menu of possibilities available at any contingent moment is constrained by those dynamics. But
which option from the menu actually gets selected is, in many cases, genuinely underdetermined by the
framework's predictions, and humility about how much can be predicted from structural features is
warranted.

The question of moral responsibility. A framework that traces deep continuity between human
social behavior and the social behavior of our primate cousins, that places much of human political life
on biologically inherited foundations, that explains atrocity through the operation of universal
psychological mechanisms rather than through the specia wickedness of perpetrators — such a
framework risks providing intellectual cover for moral exculpation. | cannot help being who | am; my
hypothalamus made me do it; the situation was such that any normal person would have done the same.
The framework does not, on any honest reading, support these conclusions. What it supportsis a more
nuanced picture in which responsibility is distributed across multiple levels. the individua's own
choices in the moment, the institutional structures within which the individual operates, the broader
societal conditions that shape those structures, and the deeper biological inheritance that constrains
what humans can be. Each level contributes; none alone determines outcomes, and moral
responsibility, while real, is more diffuse than either the heroic or the demonic accounts of individual
agency tend to suggest. The framework does not absolve the individual; it locates the individual's
agency within the larger system that has shaped what agency, in any given case, can be.

The framework'srelationship to other intellectual traditions. The synthesis HMRGSC offersis
not the only synthesis that could be constructed from the specialist literatures the framework draws on.
Other thinkers have produced different syntheses with different emphases. Edward O. Wilson's
sociobiology, first articulated in the 1970s, attempted a similar integration of biology and socia
science; the evolutionary psychology tradition pioneered by Leda Cosmides and John Tooby in the
1980s and 1990s represents another version; the gene-culture coevolution framework developed by
Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd, and the closely related cultural-evolutionary work of Joseph
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Henrich, represent yet others. The complex systems traditions — the work of researchers at the Santa
Fe Institute, the broader interdisciplinary collaboration around emergence and self-organization —
offer complementary frameworks that emphasi ze different features of the same underlying phenomena.
HMRGSC is one synthesis among several; what distinguishes it, perhaps, is its emphasis on the
resource calculus as the central organizing variable and its willingness to follow the implications of that
emphasis from the neural to the civilizational scale. Readers who find any of the alternative syntheses
more illuminating should pursue them; the goal is not framework monopoly but adequate
understanding, and multiple frameworks examining the same phenomena from different angles produce
more adequate understanding than any single framework alone.

What gives one cause for hope. The framework's subject matter has been, for substantial portions
of the argument, dark — atrocity, manipulation, exploitation, the institutional dynamics that produce
these outcomes when conditions deteriorate. It would be intellectually dishonest to end the argument
without acknowledging what gives one cause for hope. The human ingtitutional achievements of the
last several centuries — the development of constitutional government with effective rights protection,
the establishment of international human rights frameworks, the dramatic reduction in interpersona
violence documented by Steven Pinker and others, the substantial improvements in literacy, life
expectancy, and material welfare achieved across most of the world — are real. They are also fragile
and reversible, as the framework's darker passages have insisted. But they are real, and the institutions
that have produced them remain, with al their imperfections, the most successful experiments in
large-scale human cooperation that the species has yet conducted. Maintaining and extending those
experiments, in conditions where the underlying calculi are constantly being pulled in less constructive
directions by various pressures the framework has tried to identify, is the work that the framework's
broader argument suggests is most worth doing. The work is unglamorous and often invisible. It is also,
on the comparative evidence, the only work that has, in the long sweep of human history, consistently
improved the conditions under which human calculi operate. That alone is reason enough to continue.
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