letproof cage in the basement of Wakefield Prison in England.)

Or if you are a brilliant neurosurgeon, ruthlessly cool and fo-
cused under pressure, you might, like the man I’ll call Dr. Geragh-
ty, try your luck on a completely different playing field: at the re-
mote outposts of 21st-century medicine, where risk blows in on
100-mile-per-hour winds and the oxygen of deliberation is thin. “I
have no compassion for those whom I operate on,” he told me.
“That is a luxury I simply cannot afford. In the theater I am re-
born: as a cold, heartless machine, totally at one with scalpel,
drill and saw. When you're cutting loose and cheating death
high above the snowline of the brain, feelings aren’t fit for pur-
pose. Emotion is entropy—and seriously bad for business. I've
hunted it down to extinction over the years.”

Geraghty is one of the U.Ks top neurosurgeons—and al-
though, on one level, his words send a chill down the spine, on
another they make perfect sense. Deep in the ghettoes of some
of the brain’s most dangerous neighborhoods, the psychopath is
glimpsed as a lone and merciless predator, a solitary species of
transient, deadly allure. No sooner is the word out than images
of serial killers, rapists and mad, reclusive bombers come stalk-
ing down the sidewalks of our minds.

But what if I were to paint you a different picture? What if I
were to tell you that the arsonist who burns your house down
might also, in a parallel universe, be the hero most likely to
brave the flaming timbers of a crumbling, blazing building to
seek out, and drag out, your loved ones? Or that the kid with a
knife in the shadows at the back of the movie theater might
well, in years to come, be wielding a rather different kind of
knife at the back of a rather different kind of theater?

Claims like these are admittedly hard to believe. But they're
true. Psychopaths are fearless, confident, charismatic, ruthless
and focused. Yet, contrary to popular belief, they are not neces-
sarily violent. Far from its being an open-and-shut case—you're
either a psychopath or you're not—there are, instead, inner and
outer zones of the disorder: a bit like the fare zones on a subway
map. There is a spectrum of psychopathy along which each of us
has our place, with only a small minority of A-listers resident in
the “inner city.”

Think of psychopathic traits as the dials on a studio mixing
deck. If you turn all of them to max, you'll have a soundtrack
that's no use to anyone. But if the soundtrack is graded, and
some are up higher than others—such as fearlessness, focus, lack
of empathy and mental toughness, for example—you may well
have a surgeon who'’s a cut above the rest.

Of course, surgery is just one instance where psychopathic
“talent” may prove advantageous. There are others. In 2009, for
instance, I decided to perform my own research to determine
whether, if psychopaths were really better at decoding vulnera-
bility (as had been found in some studies), there could be appli-
cations. There had to be ways in which, rather than being a drain
on society, this ability actually conferred some benefit. And there
had to be ways to study it.

Enlightenment dawned when I met a friend at the airport.
We all get a bit paranoid going through customs, I mused. Even
when we're perfectly innocent. But imagine what it would feel
like if we did have something to hide—and if an airport security
officer were particularly good at picking up on that feeling?
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To find out, I decided to conduct an experiment. Thirty un-
dergraduate students took part: half of them high on the Self-
Report Psychopathy Scale, and half of them low. There were also
five “associates.” The students’ job was easy. They had to sit in a
classroom and observe the associates’ movements as they en-
tered through one door and exited through another, traversing,
en route, a small, elevated stage. But there was a catch. They also
had to note who was “guilty”: Which one of the five was conceal-
ing a scarlet handkerchief?

To raise the stakes and give the observers something to “go
on,” the associate with the handkerchief was handed £100. If the
jury decided that they were the guilty party—if, when the votes
were counted, they came out on top—then they had to hand it
back. If, on the other hand, they got away with it, and the finger of
suspicion fell heavier on one of the others, they would, in contrast,
stand to be rewarded. They would, instead, get to keep the £100.

Which of the students would make the better “customs offi-
cers”? Would the psychopaths’ predatory instincts prove reli-
able? Or would their nose for vulnerability let them down?

More than 70 percent of those who scored high on the Self-
Report Psychopathy Scale correctly picked out the handker-
chief-smuggling associate, compared with just 30 percent of the
low scorers. Zeroing in on weakness may well be part of a serial
killer’s tool kit. But it may also come in handy at the airport.

TROLLEYOLOGY
JOSHUA GREENE, a psychologist at Harvard University, has ob-
served how psychopaths unscramble moral dilemmas. As I de-
scribed in my 2011 book, Split-Second Persuasion, he has stum-
bled on something interesting. Far from being uniform, empathy
is schizophrenic. There are two distinct varieties: hot and cold.

Consider, for example, the following conundrum (Case 1),
first proposed by the late philosopher Philippa Foot:

A railway trolley is hurtling down a track. In its path are five
people who are trapped on the line and cannot escape. Fortu-
nately, you can flip a switch that will divert the trolley down a
fork in the track away from the five people—but at a price. There
is another person trapped down that fork, and the trolley will kill
him or her instead. Should you hit the switch?

Most of us experience little difficulty when deciding what to
do in this situation. Although the prospect of flipping the switch
isn’'t exactly a nice one, the utilitarian option—Kkilling just the one
person instead of five—represents the “least worst choice.” Right?

Now consider the following variation (Case 2), proposed by
philosopher Judith Jarvis Thomson:

As before, a railway trolley is speeding out of control down a
track toward five people. But this time you are standing behind
a very large stranger on a footbridge above the tracks. The only
way to save the five people is to heave the stranger over. He will
fall to a certain death. But his considerable girth will block the
trolley, saving five lives. Question: Should you push him?

SOURCE: PAUL WILLIAMS

Here you might say we’re faced with a “real” dilemma. Al-
though the score in lives is precisely the same as in the first ex-
ample (five to one), playing the game makes us a little more cir-
cumspect and jittery. But why?

Greene believes he has the answer. It has to do with different
climatic regions in the brain.

Case 1, he proposes, is what we might call an impersonal
moral dilemma and involves those areas of the brain, the pre-
frontal cortex and posterior parietal cortex (in particular, the
anterior paracingulate cortex, the temporal pole and the superi-
or temporal sulcus), principally implicated in our objective ex-
perience of cold empathy: in reasoning and rational thought.

Case 2, on the other hand, is what we might call a personal
moral dilemma. It hammers on the door of the brain’s emotion
center, known as the amygdala—the circuit of hot empathy.

Just like most normal members of the population, psycho-
paths make pretty short work of the dilemma presented in Case
1. Yet—and this is where the plot thickens—quite unlike normal
people, they also make pretty short work of Case 2. Psychopaths,
without batting an eye, are perfectly happy to chuck the fat guy
over the side.

To compound matters further, this difference in behavior is
mirrored, rather distinctly, in the brain. The pattern of neural
activation in both psychopaths and normal people is well
matched on the presentation of impersonal moral dilemmas—
but dramatically diverges when things get a bit more personal.

Imagine that I were to pop you into a functional MRI ma-
chine and then present you with the two dilemmas. What would
[ observe as you went about negotiating their moral minefields?
Just around the time that the nature of the dilemma crossed the
border from impersonal to personal, I would see your amygdala
and related brain circuits—your medial orbitofrontal cortex, for
example—light up like a pinball machine. I would witness the
moment, in other words, that emotion puts its money in the slot.

But in a psychopath, T would see only darkness. The cavernous
heural casino would be boarded up and derelict—the crossing
from impersonal to personal would pass without any incident.

THE PSYCHOPATH MIX
THE QUESTION of what it takes to succeed in a given profession, to
deliver the goods and get the job done, is not all that difficult
when it comes down to it. Alongside the dedicated skill set nec-
essary to perform one’s specific duties—in law, in business, in
whatever field of endeavor you care to mention—exists a selec-
tion of traits that code for high achievement.

In 2005 Belinda Board and Katarina Fritzon, then at the Uni-
versity of Surrey in England, conducted a survey to find out pre-
cisely what it was that made business leaders tick. What, they
wanted to know, were the key facets of personality that separat-
ed those who turn left when boarding an airplane from those
who turn right?

Board and Fritzon took three groups—business managers, psy-
chiatric patients and hospitalized criminals (those who were psy-
chopathic and those suffering from other psychiatric illnesses)—
and compared how they fared on a psychological profiling test.

Their analysis revealed that a number of psychopathic attri-
butes were actually more common in business leaders than in so-

called disturbed criminals—attributes such as superficial charm,
egocentricity, persuasiveness, lack of empathy, independence,
and focus. The main difference between the groups was in the
more “antisocial” aspects of the syndrome: the criminals’ law-
breaking, physical aggression and impulsivity dials (to return to
our analogy of earlier) were cranked up higher.

Other studies seem to confirm the “mixing deck” picture: that
the border between functional and dysfunctional psychopathy
depends not on the presence of psychopathic attributes per se but
rather on their levels and the way they are combined. Mehmet
Mahmut and his colleagues at Macquarie University in Sydney
have recently shown that patterns of brain dysfunction (specifi-
cally, patterns in orbitofrontal cortex functioning—the area of the

brain that regulates the input of the
emotions in decision making) ob-
served in both criminal and noncrim-
inal psychopaths, exhibit dimension-
al rather than discrete differences.
This, Mahmut suggests, means that
the two groups should not be viewed
as qualitatively distinct populations
but rather as occupying different po-
sitions on the same continuum.
In a similar (if less high-tech) vein,
I asked a class of first-year under-
&0 graduates to imagine they were man- _

7. agers in a job placement company.
“Ruthless, fearless, charming, 'moral___ﬁlld focused,” I told them.
“Suppose you had a client with that kind of profile. To which line
of work do you think they might be suited?”

Their answers couldn’t have been more insightful. CEQ, spy,
surgeon, politician, the military ... they all popped up in the
mix. Amongst serial killer, assassin and bank robber.

“Intellectual ability on its own is just an elegant way of fin-
ishing second,” one successful CEO told me. “Remember, they
don’t call it a greasy pole for nothing. The road to the top is
hard. But it’s easier to climb if you lever yourself up on others.
Easier still if they think something’s in it for them”

Jon Moulton, one of London’s most successful venture capi-
talists, agrees. In a recent interview with the Financial Times,
he lists determination, curiosity and insensitivity as his three
most valuable character traits.

No prizes for guessing the first two. But insensitivity? The
great thing about insensitivity, Moulton explains, is that “it lets
you sleep when others can’t.” N Mor,;;,{ :

Think of
psychopathic
traits as

the dials

on a studio
mixing deck.
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