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  To future fallibilists who improve upon the ideas herein.
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  PART I
 Orientation


  1.   Psychoproctology


  To name it is to tame it


  Welcome to this advanced psychoproctology course for beginners! I’m Jeremy Sherman, a science researcher and writer enjoying what I’ll call my middle-age spread, a research agenda that extends from cradle to grave, from the origins of life to our grave situation today. More on that as we get going.


  Proctology, of course, is the scientific diagnosis, treatment and prevention of problems with the anus and rectum. Psychoproctology is therefore the scientific diagnosis, treatment and prevention of problems with assholes, horses asses, jackasses, asshats, buttheads, and people with their heads up their butts.


  This book is not potty humor, but an attempt to establish a topic of practical scientific research. We’ll want to name-call with greater accuracy, which will take a while. To name-call accurately, we’ll want to start with a deep dive into what’s going on with such people. Once we’ve got a better sense of it, we’ll be able to find a more accurate term than asshole.


  Besides, the potty humor hamstrings us on one of society’s highest priorities: teaching our young not to be assholes. Asshole-prevention should be one of education’s highest priorities but here we are, stuck trying to prevent our young from becoming a word we can’t use in front of them. That’s like trying to potty-train toddlers if we had nothing but curse words for poop, or like trying to teach children not to steal without mentioning stealing.


  Sure, we can tell children not to be or tolerate “bullies,” but notice where that leaves us: Bullies are often proud to be bullies and it implies that we’re the wimps who can be bullied. We’ll be looking for a name that describes what’s really going on with assholes, not their power over us.


  For now, we’ll need a provisional name for assholes — a space holder. From now on, ahole means asshole. Ahole is a nice, poetic stand-in, a hole in which we’ll later plug a better term and, anyway, there is something hole-like about aholes. Like black holes they suck all the light out of interactions.


  Once we have a clearer diagnosis of what’s going on with these people, we’ll find terms that are as descriptive as possible rather than spit out in anger — more descriptive, too, than those terms spit out in anger while pretending to be objectively clinical as we subjectively diagnose anyone we butt heads with as a narcissist, gaslighter or psychopath. Ahole is a different and more encompassing diagnostic than those. Clinical narcissists, gaslighters and psychopaths are usually aholes, but not all aholes are clinically diagnosable narcissists, gaslighters, or psychopaths. Not all aholes are criminals either.


  Psychoproctology addresses a common strain of human behavior about which science has been weirdly silent. The term ahole is in increasingly common usage, but researchers have barely begun to work on defining and distinguishing aholes. They have fallen through the crack between psychiatric diagnosis and criminology.


  Serious work, done lightly


  Psychoproctology is a light name for a serious subject. We can’t afford to take ourselves too seriously as we do this serious research. History is full of dangerous psychoproctologists who took themselves far more seriously than their thinking warranted, misdiagnosing aholes with catastrophic consequences — Hitler, Stalin or Mussolini, for example. We think of them as total aholes but they thought of themselves as the absolute authorities on what distinguishes an ahole. They slaughtered everyone they deemed aholes, and deemed aholes everyone they wanted to slaughter.


  That’s why, though we will take psychoproctology research seriously — a peculiarly stubborn attempt to think clearly and scientifically about aholes — we can’t take ourselves too seriously. For all I know, despite 25 years working as a psychoproctologist, I could just be another ahole pretending to have the last word on who is an ahole. I’m not exempt from anything in human nature. Being an ahole surely is part of my human potential.


  I don’t believe one can be an expert on psychoproctology, only a specialist, trying to be very careful in ahole diagnosis, treatment, and prevention. While this will be a thorough, advanced course on psychoproctology,you won’t come out a last-word authority on aholes. Calling oneself an expert or authority is taking oneself too seriously in a research area that is too newly identified and too complicated to justify such claims. Psychoproctology isn’t rocket science; it’s far more complicated than that.


  Still, it is likely you’re already a budding psychoproctologist. Count all the gossip, venting and time spent exposed to dramas with villains and comedy with idiots. Count all the time you’ve spent with Eric Cartman on South Park or Dwight Schrute on The Office and all the other mindless, heartless ignor-anuses in popular culture. Count all the Marvel movies you’ve seen with their ahole villains, all the Shakespeare plays, and shows like The Sopranos and Breaking Bad. It’s a rare work of fiction that doesn’t include at least one ahole.


  Think of all the time you’ve spent mulling over the people holding you back — total jerks at the office, insufferable relatives, frustrating partners and exes, 7 annoying friends and ex-friends, and all your ahole opponents in politics. If you think about aholes then you’re a budding psychoproctologist. You don’t like aholes and you wonder about them a lot.


  Even if you shun incivility, gossip, and name-calling you’re probably still a budding psychoproctologist. Even if you say no to negativity, you’ll have spent a lot of time exploring the aholesphere, which makes you a budding psychoproctologist.


  But just budding, not yet facing squarely into this area of research. See, I bet if you were asked to give a precise definition of an ahole — what distinguishes them from normal, OK, decent people — it might be the first time you’ve ever wondered about it. Like most people, you probably assume you know aholes when you see them, which is itself a problem.


  You could come up with examples of aholes easily. Everybody can do that, including the people who you count as aholes and would count you as one right back. But a categorical definition as objective as possible?You probably don’t have one yet. Almost no one does. But you’ll have one by the end of this book. That’s why I call this book an advanced psychoproctology course for beginners.


  Not that the categorical definition I suggest will be the last-word objective standard for who’s an ahole. Aholes claim the last word a lot. As we’ll discover, aholes are last-wordists. They act as though they get the last word that trumps all other possible words and even trumps reality itself. We call them know-it-alls, right?


  Psychoproctology’s two core questions


  Here’s the core premise of psychoproctology:


  We live in a thriving, colorful and diverse world, with all sorts of people living all sorts of perfectly decent, acceptable lifestyles, even the lifestyles that look weird to you. A god doesn’t strike down those who diverge from some straight and narrow. It’s absurd to think you could get everyone to conform to the One True Way. It won’t happen and if it did it would be non-adaptive and stupid.


  Instead, live and let live and if someone bugs you, live and let live elsewhere. For the world to thrive, we need the diversity. We humans are like a big search party, individuals and cultures adapting, trying out different habits and lifestyles and learning from each other’s successes and failures.


  No one gets to say how we all should live. Just do your thing but, and here’s the big but: Don’t be an ahole because aholes stop our diverse world from thriving.


  Now, we could stop there. Aholes suck. Don’t be an ahole. Don’t let other people become aholes, as simple as Google’s old slogan “Don’t be evil.” Pat yourself on the back and join hands in saying no to aholes. Hooray! We all agree that mean people suck.


  Trouble is, without a more objective way to distinguish aholes, those are just toothless platitudes, easily weaponized. Therefore, psychoproctology’s two core questions are what distinguishes aholes and how do you stop them without becoming one? In other words, what is a butthead, since it can’t just be whomever we happen to butt heads with, and how can we put a leash on them?


  If you take nothing else from this course, I hope you’ll take these two questions. I hope they stick in your craw and you chew on them for the rest of your life. They are that important. I’d argue they are the most fundamental questions in all of moral philosophy, questions we keep failing to answer, let alone address. Moral philosophy is often practiced as an attempt to determine how we should all live. Psychoproctology is the reverse. We say live however you like but don’t become an ahole and do your civic duty to stop and prevent them.


  Who am I to say?


  Often, founders of a field — the first to pose or expose an important question— are granted last-word credibility for their guesses at the answer. If I’m the first to pose these two questions in ways that interest you, I reject that kind of founder’s credibility for the answers I’ll propose here. No last words. The two questions I pose are my priority. I hope the questions challenge enough of us that we can all find better answers than any I suggest here.


  Through lucky circumstances, I’m an independent scholar collaborating closely with some true academics, chiefly, a U.C. Berkeley professor of neuroscience and biological anthropology who taught at Harvard for many years. I’ve written one academic book on the origins of life published by Columbia University Press, but I write and speak prolifically in blogs, podcasts and videos.


  I’ve taught most of the social sciences at a college level but as an adjunct. Research is my second career. I was an environmental lobbyist, organizer and activist before noticing that the underlying problems that threaten our survival had to do with our emotions and our thinking, in other words what makes people tick, often like time bombs. About 25 years ago I turned my full attention to my cradle to grave research: From the physical origins of life, from chemistry all the way to our grave situation and the aholes who make it graver. Do not listen to me as a prestigious authority because I’m not.


  Judge this book on the merits of the ideas themselves. I bask in the freedom afforded an independent scholar. It’s like a lifelong sabbatical that requires a lot of self-discipline and scholarly reality checks to prevent slouchy theorizing.


  I’m lucky there too. My happiness comes of having hard-nosed academics to jam with, and research for which I have infinite patience. I toss out lots of my own ideas without wincing. I’ve thrown out at least as many words as are in this course because I came up with better words.


  And a word about my words while I’m at it. I make some up, like I’ll make up a better term than ahole when the time comes. I coin terms when I discover innominate concepts, and no I didn’t make up the word innominate. It means “not named or classified.” I figure, to name it is to tame it. If I have a word for something, I’m better able to identify it when it flies by.


  I have two signs over my desk. One says “Dig deeper. It’s more complicated than you’ve noticed.” The other says “Keep it simple, stupid.”That’s exactly where I want to live, smack dab in that tension between our complicated clusterflux of a world and our minds demanding simple explanations. As Einstein said, a theory should be as simple as possible, no simpler, to which I’d add, not necessarily as simple as people want it.


  I’m pleased to report that I tested this course on people who had little academic background and they understood it even with the words I made up. The work for which I have infinite patience includes conveying advanced concepts for beginners, making hard ideas easy and intuitive. But enough about me; let’s talk about aholes, though keep in mind, I could be one.


  Ahole-on-ahole battles


  We’ve established what happens when people define aholes by subjective standards:You get a world of pain, ahole-on-ahole battles, different factions accusing each other of being the real aholes, in endless “I know you are but what am I?” warring. There’s a lot of that going around — a lot of combatting factions, cults, and counter-cults certain that their opponents are the real aholes.


  I suspect that humanity overall is like a budding psychoproctologist. We’ve long been obsessed with aholes and yet we haven’t quite cornered ourselves with the question of what distinguishes them. I hear it in the way we sputter impotently in dealing with them.


  The ahole lifestyle is like a common mental disorder that can spread like an epidemic, yet with no epidemiologists addressing what all the strains of the illness have in common. Waves of aholery arise, and we address each as unique, struggling to find treatments strain by strain rather than identifying the commonalities across all manifestations. Thus, the question we’ll be cornering ourselves with here, first and longest, is:What is the most objective way to distinguish aholes?


  It’s not what aholes believe but how they strut it


  Being an ahole doesn’t have anything to do with what someone claims to believe. You can be a decent person or an ahole for Christ, communism, liberalism, libertarianism, atheism, Muslimism, nationalism, new-ageism, critical thinking, Buddhism, conservativism anything or nothing. Aholery is not about what you claim to believe; it’s something about how you strut it.


  Stalin claimed to be a communist. Joseph McCarthy claimed to be a champion of American democracy. Hitler claimed to be a nationalist. They weren’t really. They were aholes, all very similar in their behavior, which brings me to Donald Trump.


  Most people have concluded that Donald Trump is an ahole. Even a majority of his followers acknowledge that he’s a man of low character. Admitting this is how they try to distance themselves from him while embracing him. They claim they’re disappointed by his character but they love what he did to restore character to America imposing policies that forced people to face the consequences of their actions even though he worked to keep himself permanently exempt from all consequences. He postured at restoring law and order so long as he and his people remained above the law.


  Now, what did Trump stand for? Republicanism? Christianity? Conservativism? Libertarianism? Anarchy? Nationalism? Tradition? Revolution? He gave all of those pandering lip service but he did not practice what he preached. It’s hard to say what he stood for, and that’s useful for us. You could mistake Stalin for a communist, but Trump was harder to peg to a dogma because he was all over the place. In Trump, we have a quintessential, distilled essence of ahole to study, the ideal troll model.


  Now, if you’re someone who is convinced that Trump is no ahole, that he is a hero, the new Messiah, a man who knows how to get things done or whatever, you may be inclined to stop reading this terrible, awful, biased book by some left-wing, liberal, loser, snowflake ahole who can’t face the consequences of the Trump triumph.


  That’s fine. You’re entitled to your interpretation and yes, again, I could be the real ahole. No one is exempt. But if you shut this book now you’ll miss out on some totally cherry examples of aholes from the teams you loathe. There are Democrat aholes, commie, Islamic, liberal, socialist and hippie aholes.


  The Trump faction became a cult, which here I’ll define as the collective noun for ahole — a cult of aholes like a gaggle of geese. A few decades ago, communism was an ahole cult epidemic posing as left wing. Back then, if you had called the communist cultists on being aholes, they would have dismissed the accusation just as the Trump cultists would. Cultists always deny that they’re in a cult.


  It would be much easier for Trump supporters if I were a radical leftist enraged by the triumph of their superior ideas and values. Nope. I study the generic qualities of aholes and cults — what it is that right-and left-wing, religious and atheist aholes all have in common. I’m not focused on what they claim to stand for.


  Aholes and cults don’t really stand for things. They just pretend that they do. They can’t afford to stand for things. It would compromise their mission — playing God, eternally infallible, invincible, and unassailable.


  It’s always easier to recognize the aholery of someone who panders to your opponents. It’s far harder to spot an ahole who panders to you. That’s why a lot of the contrarians who predicted Trump would win in 2016 were people who liked his ideas. They were proved right because they had a visceral sense of his broad appeal that those who didn’t resonate with his pandering couldn’t feel. People are often the last to recognize the aholes on their side and the first to recognize the appeal of their kind of aholes.


  I know what it’s like to be in a cult. I lived for 7 years within a 1400-member spiritual community that researchers agree didn’t quite cross over to absolute cultishness but where I nonetheless acted like a cult member. I was such an enthusiastic member that they elected me a community elder at 24-years-old. I’ve fallen for con artists and cultish mutual admiration societies. Playing God — like an ahole or cultist — is enthralling and far less work than being human.


  Since any of us can fall for that thrill, psychoproctology is for everyone so we can be tough love friends to those who tip into aholery. Watching out for aholes and cults is our civic duty. In neighborhood watches, it’s our responsibility to identify local criminals.


  In ahole watches, it’s our local, national and global civic duty to spot and stop aholes encroaching from any angle –– forward-thinking ideologists and backward-thinking reactionaries; leftists, rightists and centrists; the supernaturalist religious and spiritual aholes lording it over us from above; and the naturalist atheist aholes keeping their godlike authority earthly.


  Crucially, psychoproctology begins at home — we have to spot and stop our inner ahole. As I’ll show, being an ahole is an impulse in each of us. We’ll be covering the many reasons why becoming an ahole is so appealing given human nature.


  The likable, liked and likely


  I didn’t coin the term psychoproctology. A friend tells me that in graduate school back in the 80s, their weekly happy hour had a joke-sign that read“Ongoing Seminar in Developmental Psychoproctology.”


  I started using the term for serious research about 25 years ago and, hoist a glass to their happy hour, we will be exploring developmental psychoproctology— how people on any of life’s pathways stumble down detours to aholia.


  Though psychoproctology is a newish name, the topic goes way back. It was a central obsession for Socrates and Plato. They struggled to figure out the difference between philosophers and sophists. Philosophy became natural philosophy and eventually science. The sophists became lawyers and eventually spin doctors.


  We humans experience a fundamental tension between science and spin doctoring, between realism and hope, our pursuit of the likely story and our pursuit of the likable story, the one we wish were true. The culture war between science and spin doctoring is age-old and lives on in each of us.


  We’re often proud to be both realistic and hopeful, not noticing that those two virtues are often in conflict with each other. To be realistic you take your thumb off the scale; to be hopeful you lay your thumb on it — for instance, claiming that your prospects of success are greater than they realistically are. If you pretend that you don’t have that problem, that you’re just a realist, a critical thinker, a pragmatist, a scientist, that’s probably just your inner spin doctor talking.


  Arbitrating between the likely and the likable is our local culture. Chances are, you live in a culture that imposes some pressure on you to be realistic — pay attention to what’s likely to be true — but also imposes some pressure on you to embrace some myths, wishful thinking about your culture’s exceptional virtue or even magical thinking about the cosmos, some unrealistic religious myth.


  Being an ahole is a human thing


  During my time as a psychoproctologist, I’ve been doubling as a researcher in the origins of life’s struggle for existence, and the evolution of language and how language aids and distorts our ability to adapt to reality. With language, humans are both more realistic and more delusional than other organisms.


  Humans are what you get when you cross emotions with words. Among the things you get most are words that rationalize emotions. You get conceptual rationalizations for emotional biases. You get “I just want the truth (and it damned well better be flattering).”You get “Let the best plan win (and it damned well better be mine).” In other words, we’re ambivalent. We pursue the truth and we hope it doesn’t catch us.


  That’s a tension we’re all struggling with unless we fall for total aholery as relief from that tension, which is fun. But then we’re turning up the screws on the conflict between us and reality. And reality always wins. Reality is indifferent to our rationalizations.


  While there are plenty of vicious predators and parasites in the zoology, there are no aholes. Being an ahole is a human thing. It comes of having language by which we can rationalize. Counter to biological hearsay, it turns out frogs will leap out of water coming to a boil. The creatures who won’t, at least metaphorically, are us humans. And why? Because, with words, we can give ourselves reassuring pep talks that the water is fine and we don’t have to adapt.


  Language exposes us to more self-doubt, and affords us easy ways to escape it— at the extreme, by becoming aholes. We humans are trudging through a motivation-eroding sandstorm of real and imaginary possibilities brought on by us having language. We are a conviction-impaired species, especially now that through technology we are exposed to the vast diversity of ways we could be wrong. Escapism is necessary to survive in this sandstorm. We just have to learn how to enjoy escapism safely.


  Escapism is inescapable. We all need some make-believe. It’s fine to play God or God’s messenger on earth. Still, as the Cat in the Hat said, “it’s fun to have fun but you’ve got to know how.” We need our flights of fancy but need to keep a return ticket to reality in our heart pockets or else we run the risk of becoming aholes committed to mistaking hope for reality, spin for science, and aholes for heroes. Making escapism safe will be the topic of our last chapter.


  Being an ahole is a habit, a lifestyle. Though aholes do a lot of damage, they do it effortlessly, automatically, even robotically, so robotically that their minds and hearts atrophy. Hearts and minds are unnecessary encumbrances when playing God. That’s why playing God is so much easier than being human.


  I should contrast this course with the many excellent courses and books available on how to have difficult conversations with people who have very different values from yours, how to talk to them such that you can reach some modest meeting of the minds. Though some of that is relevant here, this course is on a different topic:Aholes have, in effect, shed their minds and so there’s no meeting them there.


  A fruitful exercise in futility


  I think of the scientific method as dealing with a challenge I mentioned a moment ago, a tension that lives in all of us, the tension between two pursuits, the pursuit of the likely vs. the likable story, trying to figure out what’s true and trying to stay hopeful, happy and self-affirmed.


  This tension is evident in what social scientists call confirmation bias: the universal tendency for us to be far more receptive to likable information that affirms us than we are to likely information that threatens our convictions.


  Science recognizes that confirmation bias is a problem for all of us. Science’s encouragement to debate and disagree is an attempt to counter the universal anti-adaptive habit of confirmation bias. None of us can leave our confirmation bias at the lab door and there are plenty of scientists who don’t want to hear from researchers who disagree with them. That’s human.


  But as a culture, science with its encouragement of disagreement does a pretty good job of thwarting the impulse toward confirmation bias. It’s an attempt to get as neutral as humanly possible, setting aside our hopes and preferences so we can better understand natural reality.


  There’s a saying in Buddhism with a scientific ring to it: Truth waits for eyes unclouded by longing. Likewise, science, in effect, says that to get what you want, set aside what you want long enough to better see what is. Then, better informed, you’ll be more effective in getting what you want.


  The scientific method isn’t exclusive to scientists either. Anytime you make a realistically sober analysis of how to get what you want — to win someone’s heart, get a job, learn some new skill, or persuade someone of something — you engage in an informal version of the scientific method. Science is all the rage these days in many circles and here’s why. It works.


  The core premise of psychoproctology is that circumstances change. We try to keep up, to adapt to the changes. The trial-and-error scientific method is an extension and acceleration of the adaptive process. It extends into culture the trial-and-error biological adaptation that organisms have been doing for 3.8 billion years.


  Psychoproctology will never get the last word on what makes an ahole an ahole. I bet I’ll refine my definition of an ahole again by next week and even if I don’t, someone else is likely to have a better idea than any I’ve had so far.


  I consider my quest for an objective definition of aholes to be a fruitful exercise in futility. It’s an exercise in futility to seek an absolutely last-word objective definition of aholes and yet it’s fruitful for me to try, yielding an improved and improving alternative to just declaring anyone I butt heads with a butthead.


  I said a moment ago that science is a social effort to counter confirmation bias, the tendency to attend to what confirms our hopes and to ignore what doesn’t.


  Confirmation bias is natural, universal, beneficial and a problem. Eyes clouded by longing for the likable story to be true aren’t likely to figure out what’s likely.


  In this book I’ll attempt to show that, under the influence of science, non-aholes treat confirmation bias as a universal problem we all must manage; aholes use confirmation bias as the solution to all their problems. Thus, aholes aren’t only anti-this or that scientific finding. They are anti-scientific method as I’ve described it here. Confirmation bias is a human problem that aholes treat as the final solution to all problems.


  Summing up


  Psychoproctology is the study of aholes, what they are, and how to treat and prevent them. The field is dead serious but can’t take itself too seriously because that runs the risk of playing ahole police badly, the way the worst aholes in history have done.


  You’re already a budding psychoproctologist. To become a specialist you’re going to have to fuss more carefully over your definition of aholes. We’ve identified one thing that doesn’t distinguish aholes: the jerseys they wear. You can be an ahole for any cause or no cause at all. It’s not what you claim to believe but whether you strut it as though you always get the last word. The temptation to be an ahole lives in all of us, perhaps most in people who think they’re immune to the temptation.


  In chapter 2, we focus on the objections commonly raised to psychoproctology. In chapter 3, we engage in a process of elimination, considering all the ways people think they can identify the real aholes but can’t really, thereby clearing the way for chapter 4, in which we pursue wiser methods for finding a more objective definition for aholes. In chapter 5, we survey the natural history of aholes, thereby beginning a careful attempt at defining aholery from which we can derive a more accurate term. Beyond chapter 5 we’ll spend several more sessions on defining aholes before we start addressing how to stop them in chapters 12 through 15.


  Why so much on diagnosis and so little on treatment? Because having a careful diagnosis is critical to knowing where to aim to maim an ahole’s aholery, and because once you know where to aim, the strategies for taking them down require simple, relentless focus, not complex, fancy footwork.


  Aholes get their way by tangling non-aholes up in distractions. We have to be very thoughtful to diagnose them and once we have, we have to cut way back on thoughtfulness and just hammer away at their core vulnerabilities. Thus, though stopping aholes is difficult, the method for doing so isn’t. We simply have to be focused and relentless.


  2.   “Don’t Study Aholes!” and Why We Will Anyway


  Just ignore them


  When I tell people about this research, many understand it right away and want to talk about the aholes they’ve known or to explore the topic in general. But some people dismiss psychoproctology as immoral or impractical. Here I’ll address typical objections I get to the field and, in the process, I’ll orient you a little more to the approach I’ll be taking in this course.


  First, I often hear that you can’t stop aholes. You should just ignore them. Walk away.


  There’s a saying often misattributed to George Bernard Shaw: “Never wrestle with a pig. You’ll just get dirty, and the pig likes it.” That feels so true. Don’t give them any attention. Suck the oxygen out of them. Walk away. There’s nothing to be gained and a lot to lose if you wrestle with a pig.


  Walk away from an ahole if you can, but never fight with one? That’s an overstep in the right direction. Sometimes you have to wrestle with a pig — a tyrant who wants to kill your family, a sexual predator at work, an ex who won’t leave you alone.


  You will get dirty, and the pig will like it. Still, the pig likes it when you don’t wrestle with them too. It’s proof of their authority. Their piggishness is validated.


  They get their way because people move out of their way — you do a gut calculation concluding that it will be much less hassle to humor and escape them than to confront them. With enough people opting out of a fight with a pig, the pig can rise to a position of such power that no one can access them, let alone fight them. Dominance becomes total domination. Donald Trump, in this regard, was a pig who rose that way. People often live to regret a failure to nip such aholes in the bud.


  We’re often told that it’s no use debating with aholes, which I’ll argue below is true. Taking their beliefs seriously enough to debate them may seem the civilized thing to do, but it’s the opposite. It enables aholes, giving them unearned credibility.


  But not debating them doesn’t mean we can always just ignore and sidestep them. Sometimes we have to bait and thwart them, making their indulgence too costly for them to sustain. There’s no debating moral philosophy with psychopathic criminals, but that doesn’t mean a society can just sidestep them.


  People often direct the quote I mentioned above as something they say to the pig upon exiting a fight. Ironically, it counsels not to wrestle with pigs as it’s wrestling with them, cutting them with an insult: Pigs are dirty fighters who love wallowing in the muck. It’s a sucker-punch on the way out. As such, it’s not to be taken literally.


  Never say never. Fight pigs even with such exit sucker-punch quotes about how you won’t fight with pigs. Our goal is to learn how to fight aholes in ways that dirty them more than you, to fight them when you must and can fight them. If your livelihood depends on staying in their good graces, you’ll have to fight by stealth. It’s called being passive-aggressive, which is not as bad as it sounds. The truly oppressed have no choice but to be passive-aggressive.


  Active aggression is not an option for everyone. There have been rare, fleeting, peaceful moments in human history when some subculture could imagine never having to fight with a pig. We may have recently come through one here in the US — happy days for some in the wealthiest nation on earth. It was a cultural moment so free and safe that white people of my generation imagined the dawning of the Age of Aquarius, love and kindness as the answer to everything. It’s easy for any subculture to believe that what fits for it fits for everyone, the cultural-wide equivalent of be-like-me syndrome.


  The problem with pacifist cultures is that they get complacent and are easy prey for ahole pigs. Imagine all people living life in peace, fewer and fewer people fighting pigs. The remaining pigs would have a field day because no one would fight back.


  Walking away is a useful response to have in your repertoire, and even when you fight, you will walk away eventually and with only modest satisfaction, but not before doing what you can to disappoint them, making the crime of being an ahole not pay, which is our goal in the second part of this course.


  The wisdom to no


  In describing psychoproctology, I also hear,“Don’t be so negative.” Don’t be negative is itself negative. Such hypocritical moral principles are going to be important to our work here. There are a lot of them: For example, shame on you for shaming, which is shaming, or you shouldn’t be judgmental, which is judgmental.


  If these moral principles are hypocritical then are they bogus? They’re not bogus, and they’re not principles. Their hypocrisy exposes them as dilemmas. For example,“Don’t be negative” reveals that the moral question isn’t whether to be negative, but under what circumstances. Negativity is sometimes a no-no and sometimes necessary. Sometimes shaming and judging are the smart moves and sometimes they aren’t. The list goes on. Sometimes two wrongs make a right, and sometimes they don’t. Sometimes you should fight fire with fire and sometimes you shouldn’t.


  But getting back to negativity, it’s hard to even define what’s negative. All valuations are relative, even rational, as in a ratio — the good of this compared to the bad of that. The more you love someone, the more you’d hate to have harm come to them. Is that love or hate? If you want a good outcome, should you only hope for good results, or should you pay attention to the negatives that prevent good results?


  To pursue a good outcome, we want to be both hopeful and realistic. Think of the optimistic oncologist who wants to save lives and therefore studies the negative features of cancer. Think of the criminologist who imagines positive societal outcomes and studies the negativities of criminal minds. Is attending to what prevents positive outcomes pessimistic? Are oncologists pessimists?


  Again, not being negative belongs in our repertoire but not to the exclusion of being negative. When should you bite your tongue, and when should you be biting? When should you be staying upbeat, positive and hopeful, and when should you be realistic even if reality is disappointingly negative? When should you fake it ‘til you make it, counting on problems resolving themselves, and when instead should you face it ‘til you make it, addressing problems head on?


  Let’s flag this negativity dilemma with a variation on the serenity prayer, which, stripped of its religious origins reads: “Grant me the serenity to accept what I can’t change, the courage to change what I can and the wisdom to know the difference.” I find this an impressively clear way to present any dilemma, so it will be a recurring theme throughout this book. Here is a variation that corners us with the dilemma hidden in the hypocritical rule that negativity is a no-no:


  Grant me the positivity to fake it ‘til I make it, the negativity to face it ‘til I make it, and the wisdom to know the difference.


  We need the wisdom to know the difference because we want to avoid two kinds of errors, faking it or facing it, and as a result, not making it. For example, in race relations, it’s fake it ‘til you make it to say you don’t see color. That may be your positive goal, but it borders on magical thinking. So, you also have to be negative enough to face the many ways that racial prejudice persists, though you don’t want to be so negative about it as to treat racism as inescapable.


  We’ll be exploring many such dilemmas, nicely formulated as variations on the popular serenity prayer. Our ability to address these crucial dilemmas requires lifelong learning. Pretending that never being negative is a principle you could and should always live by is the surest way to stunt your growth on dealing with that dilemma.


  Fallibilism, the alternative to hypocritical absolutism


  Here, then, is a distinction I’ll be threading through this whole course: People who recognize such dilemmas as lifelong work are called fallibilists. Fallibilists acknowledge that their bets can fail.


  In contrast, people who gloss over such dilemmas, for example with fake principles like never be negative, are posing as infallible, as though they already have all the wisdom they’ll ever need. They can be pretty cocky about it, too, which is a challenge. Fallibilists know they could be wrong. Infallibilists are quite sure they can’t be.


  Still, I’ll be arguing that fallibilists can and should be plenty cocky, chiefly about fallibilism being the more realistic way to live. The motto for a fallibilist is: No matter how confident I am in a bet, I’m still more confident that it is a bet. Fallibilism is not the argument that any bet is as good as any other, or that you never can tell or that there’s no reality — nothing like that. Fallibilism is a lifelong commitment to accumulating more wisdom to notice the differences that make a difference toward positive outcomes.


  Fallibilism is how we get better at anything from video games to brain surgery, ongoing learning by trial-and-error refinement. Fallibilism is the hard work of being human, in contrast to the ease of playing infallible God. We humans are not omniscient. We’re some-niscient. We know some things and need to learn more.


  You’ll experience significant relief in accepting your fallible status. You don’t have to put on airs and keep up appearances of infallibility. You don’t have to circle your wagons to protect your false infallibility as though you’re officially and absolutely learned. You’re learning. There’s comfort in that. When you make a mistake, you can adjust.


  Aholes are absolute infallibilists. That’s what it means to claim the last word. For example,“Don’t be negative” is a handy way to be an ahole: Just tell everyone who challenges your last-word authority that they’re being negative. That’ll shut them up. If an ahole can scold all negative feedback into silence, they get the last word.


  “Don’t be a name-caller, you name-caller!”


  In describing my psychoproctology research, I also often hear, “It’s wrong to be a name-caller.” OK, here’s a test, given what we just discussed. What’s wrong with that supposed principle? Do you hear it? Calling someone a name-caller is name-calling. Again, don’t be a name-caller is a dilemma posing as a principle.


  The question isn’t whether to name-call but under what circumstances. You want to do it where it is more likely to help than harm.


  Psychoproctologists don’t want to just name-call. We want to name-call with strategic precision, which is why we’ll spend several chapters seeking a more descriptive, objective, and accurate name than ahole or narcissist. Deciding what names to call people is work to be done carefully.


  This course isn’t only about how to diagnose and thwart aholes. It’s also about how to not be fooled by half-witted principles that aholes exploit to prey on conscientious minds.


  When I ask someone why they think we shouldn’t name-call,they’ll often say that it’s dehumanizing. Well, is it? When you call someone an American, brunette, athlete, doctor, talent, genius, cancer patient, or woman, you don’t forget that they’re also human. Likewise, when you call someone an ahole, you don’t forget that they’re also human.


  Still, here is a way in which one can dehumanize aholes that we will be avoiding in this book. When I teach psychology, on the first day of class, I tell students that the most popular theory in everyday psychology is something I call “bar room ahole theory,” the intuitive theory, voiced most emphatically in bars, that supplies an answer to any rhetorical question you could ask about the people whose behavior frustrates you.


  Question:Why the hell would people do that?!! Answer: Because they’re aholes. According to this hunch of a theory, aholes are an entirely different species from us. If you mated with an ahole, your offspring would be no more viable than if you coupled with a cow.


  We will not be indulging in bar room ahole theory here. Becoming an ahole is a human potential, and we’re all human. No one is exempt, and to pretend we are is a move I’ll call “exempt by contempt,” in other words, being so disdainful of a trait in others that you assume it would be impossible for you to have it, as in “Moi? An ahole?!! Impossible! I hate aholes!” Exempt by contempt is very popular with aholes and it’s bogus. That we don’t like being roughed up by aholes has no bearing on whether we’re aholes inclined to rough others up. We’ll assume that aholes are human like us. We’re often reminded that we’re all human, but with an emphasis on the vulnerable, decent humanism of us all. It’s a good reminder, but so, too, is its opposite. We are all human with the potential to become total aholes, not something we’ll be forgetting here.


  Here’s a tickling irony on that subject: There are two kinds of people: those who realize we’re all one and those who don’t. Now, which kind of people are psychoproctologists? Both. We recognize that there’s only one kind of people and yet we try to make a careful and clear distinction between aholes and non-aholes.


  Is it ahole or aholery?


  Here’s another common objection to this work: “Don’t call people aholes. Blame the sin, not the sinner!” Let’s say being an ahole is a sin. Is there a difference between calling someone an ahole, calling their behavior aholian, or saying that they do ahole things?


  Yes, there is. Calling someone an ahole is usually more direct and accusatory than saying that they do ahole things. Calling someone an outright ahole, like any description of anything or anyone, is something you’d want to get right. Descriptions have their shadings. You’d want to hold off on diagnosing them as an outright ahole until they exhibited a lot of reliably aholian behavior, and you weren’t getting through by more diplomatic means.


  Now, is there a decisive moral difference between naming the sin vs. the sinner? Is it totally OK to accuse someone of engaging in ahole behavior but never OK to call them an ahole? Let’s start by asking whether that’s a general rule you can apply to all qualities. If your friend is reliably loyal, should you never describe them as your loyal friend because that would be praising the virtuous, not a virtue?


  It seems an arbitrary rule, or more like a rationalization as though you can accuse anyone of anything as recklessly as you want, just so long as you follow this syntactical rule. You can get away with saying that someone is consistently engaged in ahole behavior so long as you never call them an outright ahole.


  Maybe what this is trying to address is not a matter of morality but a matter of strategy. Calling someone an outright ahole is confrontational. They’re bound to push back. Better to be more diplomatic than that. Validate them as a person who has strayed, and they’re more likely to come around. Again, sometimes.


  We’d want that tactful tactic in our repertoire, but we wouldn’t want it to convince us that there are no outright aholes, and here’s why.


  Switching from debating to hassling


  There’s a fundamental gear-switching we’ll have to do once we have made a careful strategic bet that we’re dealing with an outright ahole. We want to give the benefit of the doubt to decent people. We do not want to give the benefit of the doubt to aholes any more than we want to enable psychopaths by assuming they mean what they say. We want to ignore what’s between the lines with people we trust. We want to attend to what’s between the lines with outright aholes.


  Still, I’ll give it this:There’s a saying I like in Buddhism: Drive all blames to one.


  I apply it in lots of situations. For example, rather than assuming all of my frustration with an ex-partner was due to their character flaws or mine, I assume that partnership itself is complicated. In partnership and particularly in marriage, you’re pledging eternal intimacy and enthusiasm, which is a lot to ask of humans. Drive all blames to one. Neither my exes nor I were particularly bad people, nor did we merely engage in bad behavior. Instead, the demands of partnerships explain a lot of what goes wrong in them.


  Likewise, I drive all ahole blame to one condition that comes with the territory of being human and having language. We’ll be getting into that in chapter 5 when we address the natural history of aholes.


  Aholes fancy that they are unique exceptions because of their brilliant breakthrough ideologies. Drive all blames to one — aholes are generic. Becoming an ahole has its advantages, and lots of people fall for them from any angle.


  If we’re all ahole-ish, what 
 distinguishes a real ahole?


  Indeed, we all are ahole-ish from time to time, as we’ll be discussing. When we’re cornered, or we see an opening, we tend to reach for the same last word tactics employed by total aholes. The social science evidence is overwhelming: We all lie. All of us engage in hypocrisy. We’re all at least somewhat selfish.


  We all gaslight too. Any time we try to persuade people of our interpretation because we hope it’s true, we’re engaged in what could be called everyday gaslighting.


  This poses a big challenge for us psychoproctologists. What’s the difference between lying occasionally and being a liar? What’s the difference between occasional hypocrisy or gaslighting and being an outright hypocrite or gaslighter? More generally, what’s the difference between occasionally doing ahole things and being a total ahole? That challenge is critical, and there’s a good solution to it, which we’ll address, but here’s a hint.


  We’ve misremembered the original quote: It wasn’t power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely. It was power TENDS TO corrupt; absolute power corrupts absolutely.


  That’s true of all ahole tactics. For example, lying only tends to corrupt. It doesn’t always. Sometimes lying is just what the doctor ordered. As I mentioned in chapter 1, the world is just too much for any of us. We need some self-soothing, something to blunt the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. People will humor themselves and others. People will hope. People will lie to persuade. All of us will sometimes lean on hope over realism, the likable story over the likely one.


  Again, there’s a moral dilemma posing as a moral principle:Vow to never lie. Such a vow would itself be a lie. The very first thing Trump’s press secretary, Kayleigh McEnany, said to the press was that she would never lie to them, and the joke was that that was her first lie. Her second one came 15 minutes later.


  The question isn’t whether to lie; it’s when. Under what circumstances? It’s implied by Plato’s treatment of the noble lie or our talk about white — meaning good, helpful, or harmless — lies. Again, when is it best to fake it, lying ‘til you make it, and when is it best to face it honestly ‘til you make it?


  Still, being an absolute liar corrupts absolutely. Aholes lie, gaslight and engage in selfish hypocrisy absolutely, indeed proudly. They are shameless about their shamelessness. That’s what makes them so dangerously non-adaptive: Playing God, they ignore reality, which imperils them and those who depend upon them.


  So blame the sin, not the sinner? So never call someone an ahole? No, we can talk about someone chronically engaging in sinful aholery, or we can talk about total sinner aholes. There’s no magic syntax that makes it OK to name the fault but not the faulty.


  Don’t listen to people who use 
 ad hominem arguments?


  People also say that calling people aholes is always wrong because of the ad hominem fallacy. This stems from a common misunderstanding of that fallacy and fallacies in general. A fallacy is a lame argument, a red herring, an argument that has no bearing on the topic at hand. The ad hominem fallacy is the lame argument that someone must be wrong because they are a bad character. For example, if someone said it’s raining, and you said it isn’t, and they said, “You’re an ahole. Therefore, it’s raining.”


  The fallacy points to something obvious though often overlooked. Even if someone is an ahole, it doesn’t mean they’re wrong about everything. A broken clock is right twice a day. Aholes can be very gifted. If you have a choice between sloppy surgery performed by a nice guy and expert surgery performed by an ahole, opt for the ahole. A fallacy or red herring argument is irrelevant to the issue at hand — for example, whether it’s raining or who should perform your surgery. Still, the argument that someone is an ahole could be relevant to something else, and being of low character certainly is relevant to matters of leadership, ethics, fairness, and justice. Consider the vetting process for court justices. It would be absurd to bar all reference to a nominee’s character based on an over-extension of the ad hominem fallacy.


  Aholes often dismiss criticism of their character as merely an ad hominem argument. That is, they attempt to discredit those who discredit them. In so many words, they say,“You used an ad hominem argument, which proves you’re of bad character. Therefore, I don’t have to listen to you.” Hypocritical.


  Here, we’ll be focused on aholery, a fundamentally bad character trait, and no, to focus on bad character traits is not to fall for the ad hominem fallacy. We admit that a total ahole could be right about something. Indeed, they have to be right about something. Lies can’t be false interpretations of absolutely everything. Lies have to mimic truths or they don’t work, so even an absolute liar is likely to tell the truth about some things just to maintain the appearance of credibility.


  Don’t call them aholes. It will convince 
 them they can’t change.


  Those who say blame the sin and not the sinner often suggest that calling someone an ahole implies that we don’t think that they can change. Well, calling someone an alcoholic can imply that you think they can change. That’s what interventions are all about. Aholism is a lot like alcoholism, an intoxicating, toxic, shortsighted escapism. Before recovery, alcoholics and aholes alike are the ones who don’t think they can or should change.


  Aholes have two opposite ways to dismiss someone calling them assholes. They can act like prudes or punks, saints or cynics. To play prudish saint they can scold you for name-calling or meanness. To play punk cynic, they can embrace the accusation like it’s no big deal.“Damned straight, I’m an ahole! Everyone is. I’m a better ahole because I’m more realistic about everyone being an ahole.”


  I’m not going to recommend accusing aholes of being aholes. It’s not a great strategy. They have that accusation covered by saying,“Sure, so what?” But diagnosis is different from accusation, and yes, you want to be able to diagnose aholes carefully so you can respond to them differently from how you respond to normal people.


  Besides, aholes are the ones who assume they can’t, won’t, and shouldn’t change. That’s what their last-word authority is all about, demanding the freedom to never have to adapt to any new evidence ever again.


  To be is the most common verb in English and most other languages — so common we don’t stop to think about what it means. It’s a verb for maintaining a state. States are nouns. To be means, in effect, nouning.


  You are a living being. In more ways than you notice, even when you’re sleeping or resting, you’re hustling to stay alive. You’re not some static, durable object. Rather, you’re like the Red Queen in Alice Through the Looking Glass — running to stay in place, as Darwin described it, struggling for your existence. Moment to moment, you’re nouning yourself.


  “Being an ahole” is thus a useful middle ground between the verb, “doing aholy things” and the noun, “outright ahole.” It takes ongoing effort to remain an ahole, just as it takes ongoing effort to remain a living being, though as we’ll see, being an ahole takes less effort than being a decent human being, if one can get away with it. That’s something we tend to forget in our efforts to discourage people from being aholes. We tend to highlight the costs of being an ahole, much the way we do when we say that crime doesn’t pay. Crime does pay if one can get away with it, as does being an ahole. It’s far easier to play God than be a decent human.


  Criticism never works?


  Moving down the list of objections, here’s one that’s practical, not moral. You shouldn’t call people aholes because criticism never works.


  With aholes, we have to remember not to simply assume that because something doesn’t work, its opposite will work. I’ll call that mistake defaulty logic— since something is wrong, its opposite is right by default.


  Sure, criticism doesn’t work much with aholes, but then neither does kindness nor just walking away. Nothing conventional works with aholes, which is why we need to rethink and expand the common repertoire of responses. To sustain the impression of always getting absolute last words, aholes have to have a way to block all challenges to them. They will have a way to deflect any common challenge to their authority.


  Also, there’s our new test for whether a principle is a principle or a dilemma: Do you hear the self-undermining hypocrisy in saying, “I’m critical of you for calling people aholes because criticism never works.” It’s another variation on shame on you for shaming people. You shouldn’t judge. Just say no to such negativity.


  Again, if a principle is hypocritical, it’s not a principle, it’s a dilemma you’ll deal with lifelong — for example, deciding when to be critical, when to judge or when to shame. Hypocritical principles don’t work as principles, but they do expose life’s tough judgment calls and our need for the wisdom to keep learning when to do what.


  Hypocrisy aside, it’s just not true. I bet you’ve changed your behavior more than once in response to harsh negative feedback. I know I have. We have two basic ways to motivate people: carrots and sticks, positive and negative reinforcement, approval and disapproval. Either can work and either can fail.


  Approval can motivate people or make them complacent. A teacher who grants A+’s to all students on the first day of class might motivate them to do their best or might make them complacent. A teacher who criticizes all students on the first day of class might motivate them to try harder or might make them inhibited, resentful, or paralyzed.


  Sure, there’s what psychologists call the backfire effect. When you attack someone, they’ll tend to get defensive at first. When you make someone eat bitter crow, they’ll tend to spit it back out at you immediately and defensively. Still, chances are, some crow will get in anyway, digested later.


  We may refuse to ingest negative feedback, but we still digest a little, sorting out the nutritious from the waste products. Many’s the time I’ve gotten defensive when criticized and then changed my behavior to accommodate the criticism anyway.


  Spare the rod completely by some half-witted rule like “criticism never works,” and you limit your ability to influence people. There’s a dilemma dressed up as a principle about that one too:When people say, “You can’t change anyone,” they’re saying let me persuade you that people are unpersuadable.


  The underlying dilemma that this hypocritical principle points to is our ever-learning attempts to figure out when to try to change someone and when to regard them as unchangeable. To resolve to the half-witted principle that you can’t change them will stunt your learning on this fundamental dilemma, and you won’t stop trying to change people anyway. No one does. You’ll just pretend you’ve given up on changing people when you haven’t.


  Such half-witted principles are great last-word power grabs. An ahole can gain the last word by saying no one should try to change them. That’s how you get snowflake, PC, theatrical sensitivity dressed up in any cause. “Shame on you for trying to change me! If it’s critical of me, it’s immoral!” By that rule, there can be no criticism ever because criticism never works. Judges should never call anyone a criminal because calling someone a criminal is criminal! See the problem?


  Hate only hurts the hater?


  Here’s another half-witted principle I often hear when I mention psychoproctology: “Hate always hurts you more than it hurts the person you hate.” I do hate aholes, but I hate them the way criminologists hate crime or oncologists hate cancer. I also have empathy and compassion for them.


  I have empathy and compassion for aholes but no sympathy or charity.


  Sympathy and charity for aholes, psychopaths, and narcissists is, as you might have experienced, very dangerous to you and others.


  Psychoproctology is to be practiced like criminology. You don’t see criminologists hand-wringing or throwing tantrums over the existence of criminals. Nor do you see them siding with criminals just because they understand them. Criminologists set aside their outrage and contempt for criminals. Likewise, psychoproctologists calmly assume that there will always be aholes. Therefore they try to be strategic about naming and taming, spotting and stopping them.


  But getting back to that supposed rule that hate hurts you more than it hurts the person you hate. Really? When a judge sentences a serial killer to life imprisonment, it doesn’t hurt the judge more than it hurts the serial killer.


  There are situations in which hating someone hurts you more than them. We should probably forgive all dead aholes because it will hurt us more than it hurts them. They’re dead. One of the great tragedies of life is that good people and aholes all suffer the same fate. If there were a God, heaven and hell would be the least he could do to right the wrongs perpetrated in this world.


  But the idea that we should always forgive everyone because not forgiving hurts us too much is just nonsense-on-stilts, easily exploited by aholes. They’ll shame you for not forgiving them as though failing to forgive them is unforgivable. Lifelong, we’ll face the dilemma: What’s best forgiven and what isn’t? To pretend otherwise as though there’s a last-word formula that it will hurt you more than it will hurt the unforgiven is like pretending you should accommodate everyone always.


  Don’t overthink it


  In response to psychoproctology, people often tell me I overthink it. A word about overthinking: It’s okay for anyone to say that, by their standards, someone thinks too much or too little, but only if we recognize that it’s a subjective not an objective standard. Psychoproctologists have to keep an ear cocked for fake-objectivity, people pretending that they’re the gold standard, the measure of all things. It’s evidence of aholian last-wordism.


  Will Rogers said, “Everybody’s ignorant about something.” The world is full of an overwhelming number of things, far more than any of us can attend to. We each have to ignore lots. We each allocate our finite fuss-budgets, fussing over some things and not others. Our fuss-budget allocations are our biases. Accusing people of thinking too much or having biases is as clueless as laughing at them for having noses. We all have noses and biases. We all think too much about some things and not enough about others by someone’s standards.


  Don’t pretend that you are the last word on what to attend to and what to ignore. Don’t pretend that if it’s not interesting to you it’s irrelevant. That’s fake-objectivity, claiming the neutral last word, which is an ahole pretension.


  I also hear from people who seem to settle comfortably and even proudly into the mystery about aholes. They’ll say, “I’ll never understand aholes! There’s no accounting for their behavior!” The pride flows naturally from the foreignness, like saying, “I’ll never understand pigs,” as a virtue signal that they’re as far as can be from these lowly beasts.


  It’s OK to bow out of an exploration. I do it plenty, often saying, “Sorry, I fuss elsewhere.” However, I happen to think that’s a problem when it comes to exploring aholes. I think understanding them should be general curriculum for all citizens as part of our civic defense.


  But who am I to say what everyone must explore? Maybe psychoproctology should be a required course, but for now it’s an elective. Still, it’s our elective here. Anyone is free to shrug off aholes, saying they’ll never understand them. They can excuse themselves and take other courses in life. But that has no bearing on whether psychoproctology is a worthy field to fuss about.


  OK, so those are some of the reasons I’m told that I shouldn’t be a psychoproctologist and my reasons for why I am one anyway and why I encourage other people to become psychoproctologists too.


  3.   Nope, That Doesn’t Make Someone An Ahole


  Your first encounter with psychoproctology


  Perhaps you first encountered psychoproctology’s questions when parents or teachers told you the formula for dealing with bullies. If your experience was anything like mine, you heard advice given with confidence as though there was a clear solution, and yet you grew up uncertain which solution it was.


  Was it always walk away and the bullies will give up on you? Was it fight back until they slink off? Those two are opposites. Was it make friends with them either to bring them around to your side or to motivate them to invite you to join them? In other words, fight them, escape them or accommodate them?


  Those are the basic options whenever you’re trapped in an uncomfortable situation. They’re three-way opposites: Accept or try to change something are the opposites covered by the serenity prayer and exiting is the opposite of either. Each of these three can work or fail. There isn’t a surefire formula. If there were, you wouldn’t need to quest for the wisdom to know when to do which.


  If you were bullied at school, you might have heard that the solution was to report to higher-ups. Institutions can redirect bullies to safety monitors who will treat the bullying as law-breaking, or to school psychologists who will treat the bullying as a behavioral problem, though either can misinterpret the situation, in effect bullied by the bully into believing you, instead of the bully, were the problem.


  Now you’re an adult out in the big world where you can’t always get reliable institutional help. And here we are still wondering what to do about bullies, though to call them bullies describes what they do rather than explaining why they do it. It also implies that we’re bullyable, which the bullies love. So, for now, we’re calling them aholes, and like bullies, they’ll be quick to say we’re the bullies who started it.


  And maybe we did. It’s harder to tell who started it than we notice. That’s because of an inescapable ambiguity about weapons including verbal ones. The same tools that can be used for defense can be used for attack. At the beginning of Hitler’s rise, he was building up his forces, insisting that his offensive weapons were only for defense.


  Shortly before his death, Hitler said he was only trying to defend Germany against the terror of Judeo-Bolshevism, the Jewish and Soviet threat. It’s evident to most people that it wasn’t only that.


  Again, if there’s anything I hope you’ll take away from this course, it’s our two questions: How to spot and how to stop aholes. Wrestling with these questions is how we can maintain an adaptive society in which diversity and freedom reigns, but we still reign in the real aholes.


  To start, we’re going to engage in the process of elimination, working through the many ways that people think they can distinguish aholes that don’t really work.


  For an overview, here’s a list of the standards we’ll examine and eliminate one by one. I’ll make the case that we can’t distinguish aholes by their causes, their rhetorical style, their personal histories, their motivations, or their demographics. Nor can we distinguish them by their power, their consequences, the range of their aholery, their exploitation of cheap rhetorical tricks, or how they make us feel. I’ll try to make clear why each of these criteria doesn’t work.


  Can’t tell the aholes by their causes


  Can aholes be distinguished by their causes? Again, there are aholes and non-aholes in support of any cause you can imagine. Not all believers in this or that are aholes, and aholes aren’t confined to one or another belief. You don’t even need to have a belief, cause, or doctrine to be an ahole.


  I’ll argue that aholes don’t have beliefs or values despite how much they insist that they do. I’ll argue that “an ahole’s beliefs” is a contradiction in terms. For aholes, beliefs and values are subterfuge, lip service smokescreens, weapons and armor for moralizing to shame others, and nothing more. By the time we get around to how to stop them, this will be clearer. It will also become clear why, to stop them, you’re going to have to ignore their proclaimed ideas.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself here. An ahole isn’t just anyone who opposes our views. To claim that they are is fake-objectivity — that if it’s wrong for you, it’s universally and objectively wrong. For this reason, we can’t even accurately describe aholes as extremists. Extreme is a relative term. To say that someone is an extremist implies that they are far from some established center. Is there an established center, some set point from which extremism can be gauged?


  By the standards people held in the Middle Ages, we’re all extremists because we live so differently from how they did. The term extremist is fake-objectivity like the terms optimist or pessimist. Though they sound like labels we can assign objectively, as though calling a spade a spade, they’re highly subjective. A pessimist is simply someone who thinks things will turn out worse than you think they will. Likewise, an extremist is someone who diverges from your subjective standard. We’ll have to do better than that since, in this world of wildly divergent standards, everyone’s an extremist to someone.


  As mentioned, I’ll be using the term cult as the plural for ahole, as in gaggles of geese and cults of aholes, and I’ll say this, too, as clarification about how I use terms. There is no official definition for a term like ahole or cult, and I’m not claiming one. I can define terms how I want, and people are free to say “that’s not what the word means to me.” I can work with anyone’s definition of anything, but to say “that’s not what the word means” would be fake-objectivity.


  What I can’t do is be inconsistent in my use of a definition, changing my definition midstream to suit my purposes. That’s called equivocation. Equivocation is talking out both sides of our mouths. It’s a way I could draw hard lines that I then move around to suit me, so that I always get the last word.


  It’s a common rhetorical trick. We all use it, but aholes use it absolutely. I call it fluid hard-lining. You draw a hard line, for example between aholes and non-aholes, and then move it around fluidly to serve your changing needs. By the definition I develop in this course, aholes exploit a lot of fluid hard-lining. For example, an ahole might say that they’re absolutely for everyone’s freedom, but when they infringe on yours, they’ll say that’s not a violation of freedom because suddenly freedom means something different to them.


  Aholes are not true believers


  So, are aholes or cult members true believers? They sure act like they want us to think that their beliefs are true, that their utmost concern is whatever cause they’re crusading for and that their cause matters to them so much that it trumps all other considerations. But do they act on their beliefs? If they don’t practice what they preach, instead engaging in unlimited hypocrisy as aholes do, it’s not accurate to describe them as true believers.


  There are some true believers who try to practice what they preach and walk their talk. But there are also fake believers, and they are of two kinds. There are honest and dishonest fake believers. Honest fake believers admit that they don’t practice what they preach.


  For example, I have friends in mainland China who have told me that, of course, they’re communists, not that it made any difference to how they behaved or what they thought. China still calls itself communist, so sure, my friends salute the Marxist flag and wear the communist team jersey. They love their communist community, but no, they don’t believe that stuff, and they don’t think they deserved special treatment because they happened to be on the communist team.


  They’re like sports fans. I have great admiration for such innocuous tribalism. Humans have a tribal streak, and it’s good to have a safe outlet for it. I admire honest fake believers. I think it’s an effective way to vent the tribal impulses that can otherwise turn someone into a cultist.


  In contrast, dishonest fake believers are the most prone to aholery. They don’t practice what they preach or walk their talk. They are not true believers, nor are they honest about their fake beliefs. Instead, they wear their tribal jersey as a badge of exceptionalism authority. They assume that their lip service beliefs entitle them to the last word. And it can be any jersey for any cause, that’s the point. You can’t tell an ahole crook by their cover story about why they deserve the authoritative last word.


  Psychoproctology is fundamentally non-partisan. It doesn’t care what mission an ahole claims to embrace, and it can often side with an ahole in agreeing that their opponents are aholes. A psychoproctologist is content to align with right-wing libertarian aholes like Ayn Rand in diagnosing Stalinists as aholes and vice versa.


  Can’t tell aholes by their intensity or style


  Moving on down the list, can you tell who’s an ahole by their intensity or rhetorical style? Are the aholes the ones who bark the loudest? That’s a popular notion among those who claim calm, rational civility as their top moral priority, people who claim that if everyone would simply adhere to “civilized standards,” no one would be an ahole.


  But think about it. Suppose you’ve got a mighty dictator, inaccessible to the citizens that he treats with unspeakable cruelty. If you were one of those citizens who, for example, had lost your family as casualties in the dictator’s massacre, you’d be pretty passionate and intense about it, and the dictator could stay calm above the fray. Would that make you the ahole?


  Are all aholes aggressive, loud, and brassy? That’s a popular notion among people who have a milder style. Still, it doesn’t hold up. People are creative, and one of our greatest outlets for creativity is in finding ways to say “nope.” Our “noping strategies” are diverse. We can say “nope” as loud as a foghorn, but we can also say it with the subtlest eye twitch or sigh.


  There are plenty of aholes who posture like priests or pedants, talking down to all challengers in measured tones, posing as the authorities on proper behavior and acting like their ability to make a calm logical argument proves that they get the last word. There are also plenty that pout, playing victims forced to suffer fools. Aholes come in many flavors. Assuming that intensity proves someone is the real ahole leads to two problems. First, a calm ahole can always dismiss you as not worth listening to because you’re upset and, therefore, an ahole.


  Second, many people would rather not bother figuring out who is at fault. They’ll blame anyone fighting regardless of whether they’re fighting for their lives or fighting to maintain absolute ahole power. There were Nazi sympathizers who were eager to help the Nazi cause. But there were also Nazi empathizers who simply didn’t like a commotion and thought it was very uncivil of the resistance to become so agitated.


  Aholes want the last word, and they’ll proclaim it no matter how people respond to them. That’s bound to frustrate a lot of people. It gives an ahole an easy way to claim the last word: “Oh look, you’re upset. I hurt your feelings. You must not be acting rationally. I won! I get the last word!”


  So, no, you can’t tell who’s an ahole by who’s most emotionally intense. Sure, intense feelings can make someone an ahole, but dealing with an ahole can also stir intense emotions.


  Can’t tell the aholes by their biographies or motives


  Moving on, can you tell who’s an ahole by their biographies? Did all aholes have tortured childhoods? Or the reverse, were all aholes pampered?


  Not really. Some aholes have a history of trauma; some have a screw loose; some were pampered; some were tortured. Some come from dysfunctional families. Some come from functional, healthy families. Some grew up in a culture undergoing a cult epidemic and didn’t know better. Some broke with their cultures to become aholes. Some are ambitious. Some are lazy. Some never grew up. Some grew up and regressed. Some are highly educated; some are education deprived. Some are paid irresistible amounts of money to be aholes. Some are so desperately poor they have no choice but to join their local ahole cult.


  Some have a chip on their shoulder. Some are so full of themselves that they act like their dogma poop is gold. Some are born aholes; some choose to become aholes; some have aholery thrust upon them. There are many biographical paths to becoming an ahole. Some routes evoke pity; some evoke disgust. None of these biographical markings distinguish aholes. It takes all kinds, and all kinds can take a detour down into aholia.


  Can you tell who’s an ahole by their motivations? Ahole motivations are diverse. Some think nothing but highly of themselves. Some are compensating for a chip on their shoulder the size of a boulder. Some are naive followers; some are con-artist leaders. Some fall backward into the addictive habit of last-word insistence and just can’t, won’t, and think they shouldn’t drag themselves out of it.


  Besides, as any social science researcher can tell you, motivations aren’t objectively accessible. After all, how can we tell what motivates someone? By asking them? There’s motivated self-reporting bias, the way when asked what motivates us, we say what sounds good.


  There’s also unmotivated self-reporting bias. Though we might want to claim that we know ourselves through and through, we can’t. About that, Freud was right:There’s a whole lot more going on under the hood of any of us humans than we each know or can ever know.


  Furthermore, none of us ever do anything for just one reason. We have a molten slurry of motives for our behaviors, and we’re all guessing what motivates us. Even the most honest, probing introspector can’t be aware of everything that motivates them.


  When someone says, “Don’t tell me how I feel!” they’re right. We’re not authorities on what other people feel. But then neither are they. You’ve known people who honestly claimed to have motivations that were unlikely their real motivations, for example, claiming they were angry and outraged when you sensed they were sad or scared. If such self-unawareness is possible, what could ever make anyone exempt from it?


  Not being able to objectively identify an ahole’s motives makes it difficult to know how to stop them. For example, it can be counterproductive to treat a naive ahole, someone just going along with the crowd, as though they have a con-artist’s motivation. You’ll be unduly harsh with them. Conversely, it can be counterproductive to treat a con-artist as though they have a naive ahole’s motivations. You’ll go too easy on them.


  Aholes often play a shell game to keep you guessing about their motivations. As part of their campaign to get the last word, they’ll tell you that you just don’t understand them. They’ll pretend to be things they aren’t in an identity shell game to keep you guessing. One moment they’ll talk like you should be nicer because they’re trying to change. Next moment, they’ll scold you for being biased against them because they’ve already changed. Next moment, they’ll tell you that they shouldn’t have to change. Can’t change, have changed, shouldn’t change — they’ll scorn you for failing to understand their “true” motives as they shift how they present motivations they don’t know anyway. They’ll alternate between these options to keep you guessing, or they’ll throw them all at you at once.“Leave me the hell alone I’m trying to change, and I’ve already succeeded in changing, and besides, why should I have to change?”


  Though it would be a huge strategic advantage to know the true motivations of each ahole we try to stop, we can’t. Their motives are diverse and not completely knowable.


  Ahole-prone demographics?


  OK, so can you tell an ahole by their demographics? For example, their gender, class, or race? No, anyone can become an ahole. Aholery may be more prevalent in a dominant demographic — the rich in plutocracies, whites in a white-dominant culture, men in a male-dominant culture — since they can get away with more. Still, subordinated sub-cultures can end up with ahole epidemics too. The oppressed often do. That’s how we get the endless “changing of the scarred,” yesterday’s have-nots taking their turn becoming the next aholes when they become the haves. Once-victimized aholes often play victim long after they’re in power.


  There’s a notion out there that aholes are people who believe that might makes right. Aholes do when they’re mighty, but when they’re not mighty, they’ll argue that might makes wrong and that they’re the wronged oppressed minority. Whether they claim that they’re heroic victims or heroic victors doesn’t really matter to them so long as they can continue to think of themselves as last-word heroic. And should they ever become oppressed minorities again, they’d switch right back to playing heroic victims, much like the tyrannical spouse who, once dumped, pouts about their victimhood.


  Can’t tell aholes by their power, 
 consequences or range


  So, let’s talk about power next: Does power determine who is an ahole and who isn’t? Not really. There are benevolent and malevolent dictators and billionaires. You may not like some dictator, but some nations have thrived under dictators while other nations have perished. Having power can be unfair, but not all people in power are aholes.


  Can you tell aholes by their consequences? Are total aholes those who make bad things happen? While they do, they aren’t the only ones. Bad things happen in lots of ways. Anyone in power has more to juggle and, therefore, more potential for juggling it badly with catastrophic consequences.


  But not all error proves someone an ahole. Life is iffy. Often unconsciously, we demand that our leaders act as though they have the perfect formula. After all, the more power you get, the more you would want a perfect formula for exercising it.


  But that’s the reverse of reality. The more leverage you get, the harder it is to know how things will go. The future is uncertain for all of us and especially when wielding lots of power. A minor error made by a minor actor is likely to be of less consequence than a minor error made by a major actor.


  That a person with immense power makes big mistakes can’t be how we distinguish aholes. Besides, we need to guess who’s an ahole in advance of outcomes. Sure, someone with a lousy track record is probably a bad bet for leadership, but even that doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re an ahole.


  How about their range? For example, are aholes know-it-alls about everything always? Not necessarily. Few people claim authority about absolutely everything. Most aholes are hobbyists, specializing in claiming the last word with some people, in some contexts or on some topics. Ahole trolls are often civilized company by day. They just moonlight as trolls on their know-it-all topic— politics or religion, for example. They can be normal, decent, OK people otherwise, perfectly capable of give and take in their family relationships or at work. There are some full-time 360 degree, 24/7 aholes — Trump, for example — but not all aholes are wall-to-wall like that.


  Their rhetoric or logic?


  Can you tell who’s an ahole by their use of empty rhetoric? First, a word about empty rhetoric. Rhetoric originally meant the art of speaking, but today it mostly means spin, the art of persuading people to believe what you want them to believe.


  Rhetoric is inherently empty in three senses. It’s empty because it has no bearing on what’s true. It’s empty because it’s lightweight, easy to wield in debate. And it’s empty because it’s generic, devoid of allegiances — the same rhetoric can be allied to opposite interpretations.


  Think of empty rhetoric as like an army of well-armed mercenaries you can hire on the cheap. Their influence is weighty but their allegiance is hollow, as should be their influence on outcomes of a debate. Empty rhetoric weighs in on any side of any debate.


  Or think of it as someone’s thumb on the scale, distorting the true weight of an argument. Everyone has a thumb. Anyone can distort an argument, making it sound more persuasive than is justified. Empty rhetoric is, in effect, a power grab.


  An example might help. Take the slogan, “Make America Great Again” as an argument in support of Trump. What does it mean? At most, that we need to restore good features of past US history. Which features? It could be any. Giving the country back to Native Americans? Reviving slavery? Reviving the New Deal? Whatever. The rhetoric is generic.


  It’s also universal. Every American wants to make America better and can’t think of some past quality of America that they would like to restore. If you decoupled the term from Trump’s use of it and held a referendum on whether to make America great again, it would win unanimous support and mean nothing. Claiming that it means anything Trumpian is like claiming that the slogan “Bring Back the Best of the Past” is an argument exclusively pointing to whatever you want to bring back. As such, MAGA is empty rhetoric.


  Empty rhetoric is not limited to word tricks. Gestures can serve as sell-job thumbs on the scale too. Take a sigh of disappointment when someone delivers bad yet realistic news. That sigh has no bearing on whether the news is true, and anyway, anyone can sigh. It’s a generic, mercenary thumb on the scale, a hollow yet often quite effective way of getting people to spare your feelings.


  We all use empty rhetoric. It’s the likable story prevailing over the likely one when we can get away with it. It would be simpler if only aholes used empty rhetoric, but since we all use it, we can’t claim that anyone who uses empty rhetoric is an ahole.


  Conversely we often hear that critical thinking and logic are the antidote to aholery. One can’t be an ahole if one uses them.


  Critical thinking and logic are the flip sides of rhetoric. If empty rhetoric is our repertoire of ways to spin the truth in ways we like, then critical thinking is our repertoire of ways to unspin the spin, to, in effect, strip thumbs off the scale. Empty rhetoric is the spin doctor’s bag of cheap tricks. Logic or critical thinking are the antidotes. So, if someone uses logic, they can’t be an ahole, right?


  Not really. Aholes can make very subtle, complex, logical arguments for why they get the last word and why everyone is wrong to challenge them. Like the dictator mentioned above who calmly dismisses the emotional outcry of the people he oppresses, a logician can be an ahole. Contrary to popular belief, logic and critical thinking don’t prevent someone from becoming an ahole nor are they the antidote to all aholery.


  This has to do with something we’ll be getting into in more depth in our next session. Logic is not some formula by which you can simply crunch the facts and arrive at absolutely true conclusions. Like math, it’s actually just a syntax for maintaining consistency. If you start with garbage assumptions and run them through a logic mill, you’ll end up with garbage conclusions. No one lives on logic alone, and even if they did, they could still be aholes. Alas, the use of critical thinking or logic cannot help us determine who is or isn’t an ahole.


  These No Asshole Rule definitions don’t work.


  I want to touch on one last standard. Probably the most famous psychoproctologist these days is a Stanford organizational psychology professor named Robert L. Sutton, author of such books as The No Asshole Rule. I’m grateful to him for having opened the way for rigorous research into aholes.


  He has two standards for determining whether you’re dealing with an ahole:


   


  
    	After encountering the person, do people feel oppressed, humiliated, or otherwise worse about themselves?


    	Does the person target people who are less powerful than him/her?

  


   


  Much as I respect Sutton’s work, I don’t think these standards work. If we use that first as a standard, what’s to stop an ahole from playing victim, claiming to feel oppressed, humiliated, and otherwise worse about themselves whenever we challenge them?


  To apply this standard would be another case of fake-objectivity, pretending we’re the measure of all things, the gold standard neutral last-word view on right and wrong, so if someone hurts our feelings, they are an ahole. Any time two people argue, they’re both at risk of feeling oppressed, humiliated, or otherwise worse about themselves. But that doesn’t mean that either or both are aholes.


  I don’t know about you, but in a way I do know about you, because I’m a fellow human. Though I try to stay receptive, it’s not like I can be cheerful when someone tells me the work I think is well developed needs a lot more work. It’s inherently disappointing. I can feel humiliated or otherwise worse about myself. It’s a bit like a general contractor telling me my house foundation needs a big, expensive unexpected repair job. My gut can’t welcome such news. So, though I try to stay receptive, it’s not as though I can’t feel humiliated when told my work is bad.


  So if I happen to feel oppressed, humiliated, or otherwise worse about myself, does that make the messenger of the bad news an ahole? Hardly. The messenger might be right or wrong about my work, but I don’t get to indulge in pretending they’re automatically an ahole because they give me disappointing news.


  As for Sutton’s second criteria, nope again. Think about the disappointed disadvantaged person who turns to aholery to rail against people in power. There are powerless and powerful aholes. Many Trump supporters have become aholes out of frustration with their lack of power.


  If we can’t tell an ahole by their cause, passion, life history, motivations, flavor, demographics, power, consequences, breadth, use of empty rhetoric, failure to use logic, the way they make us feel, or their dominance over subordinates, what’s left? What distinguishes an ahole since none of these standards work?


  PART II
 What Distinguishes Aholes?


  4.   How Do We Even Decide What Distinguishes Aholes?


  The challenge


  Psychoproctology originates with a premise which I’ll expand a bit here:


  Circumstances change. We humans struggle to keep up. We need to stay adaptive, changing with circumstances. Adaptation has always been a trial-and-error process. You try out different things and see what works. Trying different things means we can’t impose some last-word formula on how we all must live. Fundamentalism is hopeless. You can’t say,“Hey, from now on and forever, everybody has to walk this fine line.”


  Look around the world and you’ll see people living lots of different ways that work just fine. Live and let live is great, especially if you don’t have to live with those who rub you wrong, and mostly you don’t. We have some freedom of association. We have some freedom of dissociation too.


  Tolerance of diversity is crucial to our trial-and-error adaptive survival. Diversity is the source of variety, the trials in life’s trial-and-error process, especially for us humans because someone exploring far away might land on a useful adaptation that we can pick up quickly. Life is like a search party searching for adaptive solutions. A search party fans out; it doesn’t walk a fine line.


  Still, we have to figure out how to name and tame, spot and stop, diagnose and humble aholes, or our societies can’t stay adaptive. In other words, we can’t tell everyone how to live, but we still have to prevent people from becoming aholes.


  That flips morality on its head. Instead of telling everyone what they have to do, focus on the one thing that we all shouldn’t do. Stop should-ing and start shouldn’t-ing but carefully, which is why we’re going to all this trouble to distinguish aholes.


  Do your thing. Be what you want to be. Find a life that suits you. Just don’t be an ahole. If you’re becoming an ahole, we’ll try to stop you. This begs the question we’re dealing with here: What distinguishes aholes?


  Now, here I could pull something out of my butt, some standard for diagnosing aholes that feels right to me. I could give you examples that fit that standard. I could ignore examples that don’t fit it, and we’d be done with a beginner’s psychoproctology course. But this is an advanced course for beginners, so I’m not going to do that.


  What’s my alternative? How can we categorize aholes more objectively? What standard should we use to find a more objective standard? Today we’re going to talk about how to best shop among possible categorization standards, how to decide how to decide what makes someone an ahole.


  Remember, categorizing people as aholes is a dangerous business. Some of the worst crimes in history were perpetrated by people who distinguished aholes by gut-intuition, fake-objectivity, massacring millions by some sloppy absolute standard for what makes someone an ahole. Hitler categorized all Jews as aholes. Chinese and Soviet communist leaders categorized all capitalists as aholes, and plenty of libertarians categorize all communists as aholes. Dictators want to suppress all aholes — defined as the people who disagree with them. We must do better than that.


  Categorical slop: False distinctions 
 and false equivalencies


  In defining aholes, we’re looking to categorize as objectively as possible. Ideally, we’d want a standard that encompasses all aholes and excludes all non-aholes. So, to explore methodologically, we’re going to focus first on categorization more generally.


  There’s an old story of a master butcher who never had to sharpen his knife because he always cut carcasses at their proper joints. Playing off this story, scientists and philosophers often talk of “cutting reality at its proper joints,” in other words categorizing accurately. If we don’t know where the real joints are, for example, the joint between aholes and non-aholes, we make a bloody mess cutting through bone the way that knives-out boneheads like Hitler did.


  The undercurrent running through all philosophy and science is an attempt to keep learning where the proper joints are, correcting for two kinds of mistakes: Thinking there’s a joint where there isn’t one and not noticing a joint where there is one.


  To illustrate, suppose we said that aholes are utterly different from us. They’re like another species, monsters as distinct from humans. They lie, and we don’t. That’s an example of thinking there’s a joint where there isn’t one, that humans are one bone, and aholes are another. We call that making a false distinction, saying two things are distinct when they’re one.


  Aholes lie, but so do we all. Someone might therefore conclude that we’re all aholes. Hitler could say,“Sure, I lied to kill millions, but you lie, too, so what’s the difference?”


  There is a difference between an ahole and ordinary people who occasionally do nasty things. To pretend there isn’t a difference is to think there’s no joint where there is one. That error is called a false equivalence.


  So where would we draw the line between aholes and non-aholes so we make neither mistake — neither false distinctions nor false equivalencies? And how would we even know whether we had made one or both of these sloppy moves?


  Here’s a problem that’s been lurking under this book so far. I’ve already made assumptions about who the aholes are. Maybe I worked from popular assumptions. I’ve mentioned Hitler a few times here. I could get away with it because most people think he was an ahole. But in that, I’d be engaging in the ad populum fallacy: It must be true because most people believe it. I keep in mind a piece of graffiti I once saw:“Eat shit. Three gazillion flies can’t be wrong.”


  Of course, flies are right about fly, but not human, diets. In nature’s trial-and-error process, eating shit has worked well for flies. Still, I think you get the point. I’m betting you can think of some things that most people believe that aren’t true or at least something that most people thought was true until we all changed our minds about it.


  So, I’m out on a bit of a limb in assuming that Hitler is an ahole or, as I’ve already snuck in here, my premise that aholes want to get the last word. I can’t escape all assumptions. I never get what philosophers call “the view from nowhere,” the unbiased, assumption-free starting point for all of my assumptions. No one can. Where we stand depends on where we sit and the biases we have as a result.


  Just be logical?


  OK, so can we deduce an objective way to categorize aholes the way that mathematicians deduce logical truths? It’s tempting to think we can and has been since Plato dreamed of deducing the one true, pure and perfect definition of virtue whereby you cut reality at its proper joints, distinguishing between virtuous and non-virtuous acts. We might dream of being able to deduce the proper joint between vice and non-vice, aholes and non-aholes.


  That dream died a few deaths in the last century in both logic and math. Still, people continue to talk as though they’re just working from data, neutrally plugged into the variables in logical formulas, to discover the irrefutable truth. Plugging data into variables is a categorization problem. Which data goes into which categories?


  The dream of plugging data into logic and generating irrefutable truths was kept alive for millennia by the allure of deduction, a logical process that, by itself, is airtight. Deduction is applying a general rule to a particular case. Here’s the classic example used to illustrate deduction:


   


  Man is mortal.


  Socrates is man.


  Therefore, Socrates is mortal.


   


  The general rule is that all men are mortal. The particular case or data point is Socrates who is a man. And yes, if Socrates is snuggly in the category man and man is snuggly in the category mortal, then the conclusion is irrefutable: Socrates is mortal.


   


  On our topic we could try a deduction like this:


  All liberals are aholes.


  Joe is a liberal.


  Therefore, Joe is an ahole.


   


  Now, you might wonder where we get the general rule that all liberals are aholes, and well you should. If you start with a wrong general rule, you’ll end up with incorrect conclusions.


   


  Men are ducks.


  Socrates is man.


  Therefore, Socrates is a duck.


   


  Garbage in, garbage out. So how do we come up with general rules?That’s called induction. It’s deriving general rules from particular cases or data points. Switch the order of those three statements, and you have an induction:


   


  Socrates is man.


  Socrates is mortal.


  Therefore, all men are mortal.


  Or


  Joe is a liberal.


  Joe is an ahole.


  Therefore, all liberals are aholes.


   


  Induction is not airtight. Just because one man is mortal, we can’t conclude that all men are mortal. Just because one liberal is an ahole, we can’t conclude that all are.


  We strengthen inductions by adding more cases. John is a man, and John is mortal. Brad is a man and mortal. Likewise, if you encounter a lot of liberals who you decide are all aholes, you’ll start to assume a general rule that maybe all liberals are aholes.


  But maybe is all you get from induction. Unlike deduction, induction isn’t conclusive, or by the time it is conclusive, it’s not useful to us. We want general rules so we can make confident predictions. We would have to wait for all men to die before we knew for absolute certain that all men are mortal. With all men dead, the general rule that all men are mortal has no predictive utility.


  So, we live with some uncertainty about inductions. As the philosopher Bertrand Russell illustrated it, consider the turkey. Every day the farmer visits, bringing food. By induction, the turkey might draw the general rule that all farmer visits mean the turkey eats. But on Thanksgiving eve, the farmer brings an ax instead of food.


  Deduction is irrefutable, but it rests on general rules that aren’t. And induction is only part of the problem. Induction deals with correlations between categories, for example between the category man and the category mortal, or the category liberal and the category ahole.


  But how do we even decide that something fits in a category? How do we decide that Socrates belongs in the category man? How do we decide that Joe is a liberal?


  Abduction: Categorizing by traits in common


  To understand categorization, we can switch the order on those three statements yet again:


   


  Man is mortal.


  Socrates is mortal.


  Therefore, Socrates is man.


   


  Or for categorizing Joe as a liberal:


   


  All liberals are aholes.


  Joe is an ahole.


  Therefore, Joe is a liberal.


   


  What’s the logical process by which we decide whether something or someone fits a category? It’s not applying a general rule to a case. That’s deduction. It’s not using cases to build toward general rules. That’s induction.


  It’s something else that you know well from watching murder mysteries or finding your car in a parking lot. It’s finding traits in common. If it walks and talks like a duck, you start to assume it’s a duck — that sort of thing. Since men and Socrates both are mortal, we might guess that Socrates belongs in the category man.


  We categorize by finding traits in common between things. It’s called abduction, and like induction, it isn’t airtight. After all, ducks are mortal, and Socrates is mortal; therefore, Socrates is a duck.


  You’re in the parking lot looking for your car. You find a car that has some features in common with yours, and you assume it’s yours. It usually is, but sometimes it isn’t. You try the key. If it works, off you go. If it doesn’t, maybe you notice that unlike yours, this car has a baby seat in the back. This car and your car are the same color, make, and model, but no, wrong car.


  Or you’ve got this murderer, and you’ve got this suspect. You look for traits they have in common so you can categorize them as one and the same. In the mystery novel, the murderer and the butler both had a motive; both have red hair; both were at the scene of the crime, so you conclude that the suspect is the murderer, though as with the baby seat, you could be wrong. Maybe the butler didn’t do it.


  Abduction is categorizing things because they have traits in common, which includes even simply deciding that two things are the same, no joint between them. We employ abduction all the time without thinking about it. You do it when your friend is out of the room for a few minutes and comes back in. Same traits as the friend who left, so you abduce it’s the same friend. And it probably is, unless your friend and their identical twin are playing tricks on you.


  In sum, deduction is airtight. If all men are mortal and Socrates is a man, then Socrates is mortal, no question about it. But there’s no deduction without underlying inductions like all men are mortal, or abductions like Socrates is a man. Induction and abduction are fallible. They can fail. Socrates is not a duck even though he and ducks are mortal. The butler didn’t do it. That’s not your car after all.


  Ahole compared to whom?


  By now, we’re operating on the assumption that there are aholes, but we can’t compare suspected aholes to a set of verified aholes. You have your car to compare to other cars in the lot. Detectives have a murderer to compare to suspects, but we don’t have a prototype for an ahole.


  Now you may think we do in extreme cases like Stalin, Hitler or even Trump, and maybe we do. When asked what distinguishes or defines aholes, lots of people will give you examples. An ahole is someone who acts like Hitler.


  It’s from such extreme examples as Hitler that we can safely assume that aholes exist, but notice how little help those extremes are for practical purposes. To cut reality at its proper joints means focusing in on the gray areas, not the extremes. We can’t find the fine line between aholes and non-aholes by saying aholes are like Hitler and non-aholes are like Saint Francis.


  I’ve said a few times that we’re looking for the most objective distinction possible. What do I mean by objective? I mean accurate but I also mean what scientists call operationalized. An operational definition is one that anyone could apply. You could hire someone to apply it, and they’d succeed in categorizing the way you mean to categorize.


  Imagine hiring some stranger to interact with a bunch of people and sort them out into two categories, aholes and non-aholes. How would you instruct your hire? You can’t say, “You know, people like Hitler over here and people like Saint Francis over there.”Too vague, too subjective, and too extreme from wherever you draw your line of categorical distinction. Like Hitler not like Saint Francis is no help in the gray area in between them.


  We don’t have a perfect model of the ideal ahole, and even if we did, it wouldn’t solve our categorization problem. Suppose Hitler was the ideal ahole. What traits would suspected aholes have to have in common with Hitler such that you could confidently identify suspects as real aholes? That they’re nationalists? German-speaking? Short? Mustached? Jew-killing?


  Not having an ideal ahole to compare to is a problem, but it’s not going to stop us. It does stop us, however, from claiming the last word on categorizing aholes. That’s why I describe psychoproctology as a fruitful exercise in futility. No last words.


  The sequi-disciplinary approach to categorization


  The scientific method has a way of addressing the categorization question that you may not have heard much about, since scientists assume it more than they assert it. You’ve probably heard about multi-disciplinary approaches, mixing and matching across different areas of research.


  Science seeks more than a multi-disciplinary approach. For example, you’re not going to get physicists who explain that the moon pulls on the tides by citing ideas in psychology, as though the moon is motivated to do so for the moon or the tide’s benefit. Science isn’t multi-disciplinary; rather it’s sequi-disciplinary. It assumes a sequence to research disciplines.


  Scientific evidence suggests an order by which things have come into being in our universe. Scientists assume that physical and chemical phenomena existed before biological behavior, which existed before psychological behavior. In other words, there was matter before there was mind. Of course, lots of religions and spiritualities say that mind existed before matter — that God’s mind created the physical universe.


  The evidence doesn’t suggest it. The universe is 14 billion years old. Of all the evidence we’ve found, there’s no phenomena in the first 10 billion years that can’t be explained with physics and chemistry alone, nothing before life that must be explained as a product of things trying to do anything the way we living beings struggle for our existence. For roughly two-thirds of those 14 billion years, all detected phenomena make sense by means of the physical sciences, not biology. And anyway, humans are late to this party — about that much we all agree. There were critters long before there were humans,and therefore biology long before psychology. So, for science, there’s a sequence to phenomena. Chemistry comes before biology. Biology comes before psychology.


  In science, the assumption is that the lower sciences must explain what the higher sciences assume. We must explain a category like human consciousness from biology and explain biology from chemistry. We must get the sciences in the right sequence and make the earlier sciences explain the emergence of the qualities assumed by the later ones. If we don’t do that, we’re categorizing more by impressionistic feel than by science.


  So rather than positing some intuitive definition for aholes that I defend with less care than I gave to attacking those other definitions in chapter 3, I’m going to take a different route forward. I’m going to go backward, way backward, and here’s why.


  Again, in biology, there are plenty of aggressive predators, but, I’ll argue, no aholes. We may be hounded by beasts, persecuted by sharks or cornered by viral pandemics, but that’s different from dealing with aholes and cults. Aholes and cults are human phenomena.


  So, in the next chapter, I’m going to start with a little about the origins of life’s struggle for existence and from there get into what makes humans so radically different from other organisms. I’m going to come at the question of what distinguishes an ahole by explaining rather than assuming categories. To categorize aholes accurately, I have to explain their emergence and evolution.


  I mentioned that half my time is devoted to research into two big scientific questions, the origin of life and the difference between the rest of life and us humans. I’ve been doing this research for 25 years with a former Harvard professor of biology now at UC Berkeley. We have careful scientific guesses about the origins of life and how language makes us humans a different kind of critter, adapting to reality differently in all the obvious ways if you compare your life to that of your dog or a potato bug, fish, lily or bacterium.


  Our research team has bets about the origins of life and the evolution of humans that lead me to bets about what makes aholes. I’ve got an explanation for aholes that starts with chemistry, which explains life, which explains language, which explains human minds, which explains aholes.


  Now our explanation could well be wrong. You don’t have to believe me just because I work with a Harvard/Berkeley scientist. There are lots of them, and many probably wouldn’t agree with us. One can’t work in science without the possibility that you’ll end up spending your whole life barking up the wrong trees.


  While there are plenty of confident, even arrogant scientists, in the long run and overall science itself offers them no safe harbor. There are no sacred texts in science. There are revered texts, but any text can be overthrown by next texts.


  Every theory in science is provisional,to be beaten by a better theory if one comes along. Science is fallible. Our best guesses today could prove wrong. Science is adaptive to new situations and new insights.


  Fallibilism vs. infallibilism


  We call science fallibilist, and I’m a fallibilist too. Fallibilism is going to be necessary to our whole approach here, and, as I’ve hinted already, I’ll argue that aholes are absolute fake-infallibilists. They play God — eternally right, righteous, and mighty.


  I think the biggest, longest culture war, and not just its current manifestations, is the battle between fallibilists and fake-infallibilists. It’s a war between people who make confident bets that they know could be wrong and people who insist for whatever reason that their bets are not bets but are absolute certainties. They don’t have to believe that they’re certainties. They just have to act like they are, which is why we call them know-it-alls or aholes.


  While an ahole’s disrespect for the guesswork of life may strike you as immoral and wrongheaded, I’ll also argue that being an ahole is natural, understandable, and not some rare pathology. Who among us wouldn’t like to feel invulnerable to challenges? Who doesn’t resist self-doubt? Who doesn’t like having to trudge slowly up some learning curve to better bets?


  On top of that, pretending you’re infallible can be very successful. Look at Trump, Hitler, and Stalin. They all ran the gauntlet through society, climbed up to an ivory tower of absolute self-certainty and did well for themselves.


  There’s a philosopher named Karl Popper, who is famous for having pointed the way to fallibilism. It’s ironic because he was famously stubborn and confident. Still, his theory was about how there are no last words.


  He argued that science can only deal with what he called falsifiable theories, theories that can be tested against evidence such that they can be proven wrong. He said you could never prove a theory right. Science works by a process of elimination, much like what we did in chapter 3 with popular standards for distinguishing aholes. You try out theories by trial and error, and the eliminated theories are demoted or rejected. For that to work, argued Popper, theories have to be vulnerable, or in his terminology, falsifiable.


  A non-falsifiable theory has no place in science. If you have a theory that can’t fail no matter what evidence you throw at it, it’s not subject to trial and error, and therefore has no place in science’s trial-and-error process.


  Popper was inspired to his approach by his frustration reading Freud, who had an explanation for everything. No matter what a person did, Freud could explain it as consistent with his theory. As such, Freud’s theories were non-falsifiable. No matter what evidence you threw at Freud, he could always say, “Exactly! That affirms my theory!” A non-falsifiable theory is a know-it-all theory but also an explain-it-all theory.


  Craving invulnerable, invincible answers


  While such theories have no place in science, they have a big place in the human heart. Take a popular religious theory like “It’s all God’s infallible plan,” or variations on it in spirituality like “Everything happens for a reason,” “It’s all good,” or “Everything that happens to us is the universe trying to teach us something.” These theories have phenomenal resonance with people. And are they testable? Can you subject them to a trial-and-error process to determine whether they’re errors?


  Not really. No matter what examples you posed to someone who claims that it’s all God’s plan, they would say, “Exactly. That proves it’s all God’s plan too.” Challenge a religious fundamentalist on the evidence of extinct organisms. If it’s all God’s infallible plan, why are there fossils? They can say that those fossils are evidence of God’s plan. God buried those fossils to trick us, to test our faith in God’s infallible plan. They’re fake, put here by God as part of his plan.“Yup, that affirms my theory!”


  This appetite for infallible theories isn’t just religious or spiritual, though there are advantages to relying on the supernatural as a source of invulnerable, non-falsifiable explanations since the supernatural is permanently off-limits to the trial-and-error process. By definition, it’s not natural and, therefore, never testable against any natural evidence. And it’s super — above the natural. You can believe anything you want about it.


  But you’ll notice, too, that Trump and Stalin didn’t have to rely on religion’s non-falsifiable theories and Freud didn’t either. There are secular non-falsifiable theories also.“Make America Great Again” is a non-falsifiable theory.


  Everything Trump does makes America great again. And everything his opponents do keeps him from making America great again. It’s all part of Trump’s non-falsifiable plan.


  Suppose I had a theory that all Muslims are terrorists, a general rule that I wanted to treat as non-falsifiable. I can apply it to particular cases. I’m introduced to Ali, and, by deduction, I assume he’s a terrorist.


   


  All Muslims are terrorists.


  Ali is a Muslim.


  Therefore, Ali is a terrorist.


   


  Suppose I’m told that Ali is not a terrorist. If I assume my general rule is infallible, I have two choices. I can claim that Ali must not be a Muslim or that it’s a lie, that Ali really is a terrorist.


  It’s far easier to recategorize than to change general rules. If you change general rules, you may have to recategorize all past cases. You may have to deal with subtler categorizations, for example, between ISIS members and Sufi Muslims. Above all, you have to deal with probabilities, which is more of a fuss than black-and-white thinking. You’ll have to deal with doubt. With enough doubt, you’ll have to deal with self-doubt, too, doubt about whether you have what it takes to deal with all of the doubts you’re dealt.


  What to see is what they get


  If we can’t distinguish aholes by all the criteria listed in chapter 3, what else is there? I’ll be making the case that we can distinguish aholes by what they get for being aholes: Freedom from doubt, freedom from self-doubt, and often, substantial power advantages for minimal effort.


  Non-falsifiability is how aholes can give the false yet alluring impression of an unbroken winning streak. The appetite for such non-falsifiable, untestable theories is strong, not just in religion and spirituality, and as we’ll see, it’s no mystery why.


  People say that crime doesn’t pay. We hope it doesn’t pay, but people don’t say we hope it doesn’t pay. We say it doesn’t. Is that wishful thinking or a realistic description — a likable story, or a likely one?


  Is there some natural law that prevents crime from paying? Do chickens always come home to roost? Does every criminal get their karmuppance? If so, how long does it take? A week? A year? A lifetime?


  The evidence suggests crime often pays, and so does being an ahole. We have to make an ongoing effort to prevent crime and aholery from paying. Being an ahole often rewards aholes, sometimes with benefits sustained right up to death. Stalin, who killed more people than even Hitler, died a normal death. Again, if there were a God, heaven and hell would be the least She could do to redress the injustices of earthly life.


  The law is how we try to keep crime from paying, but we don’t have the equivalent for aholery. If we did, we wouldn’t have had an ahole like Trump rising above the law. We have education and social services to prevent the rise of aholery, but apparently, they’re not keeping up.


  5.   Aholes: A Natural History


  Natural selection doesn’t explain life


  Contrary to popular opinion, Darwin didn’t explain the origins of life and he knew it. He assumed an origin and admitted he didn’t know what it was. He closed his masterpiece, On the Origin of the Species, with a line about how life’s struggle for existence “was breathed into a few forms or into one.”


  “Breathed” is, at best, metaphorical, probably to accommodate religiosity inVictorian England. Only the living breathe, so to say that life starts when it’s breathed into a few forms is self-contradictory, like saying that the first life began when God, a prior being, breathed life into matter.


  Other scientists of Darwin’s day urged him to drop the other boot. He had made God unnecessary for explaining the variety of species. They thought he should go a step further to deny God’s responsibility for life’s origins. But Darwin was too rigorous a scientist to claim he had explained what he hadn’t.


  Since Darwin, many scientists have been less disciplined about it. Though they admit that we don’t have an explanation for the origin of life yet, it doesn’t seem to bother them much that they haven’t solved this most fundamental problem. In this, they seem to relax the sequi-disciplinary standard, that the lower sciences must explain what the higher sciences assume. In other words, we don’t yet have an explanation for the emergence and nature of life any more than we have an explanation for the emergence and nature of aholes.


  Non-living things — molecules, galaxies, fried eggs, supercomputers — are passive, not proactive. They last as long as they last. In contrast, all organisms struggle for existence — we try to stay alive. We make an effort.


  The current hot theory for the origins of life is that RNA molecules started replicating by catalysis, a kind of chain reaction. Well, many types of molecules replicate by catalysis. Molecules and chain reactions aren’t struggling for their own existence.


  Sure, we can imagine that they’re trying, but then we can imagine anything is trying, a river trying to get to the sea, a rock trying to fall to the ground. Such imagining makes for good poetry but lousy science. Only living things struggle for their own existence.


  Trying to not melt


  Struggling against what? Most fundamentally, against the universal tendency for order to degenerate, for things to get all mixed up and randomized. You see it everywhere — segregations desegregating, milk dispersing in coffee, heat dissipating, ice melting, pressure equalizing, sandcastles eroding.


  Remember the Wicked Witch of the West screeching, “I’m melting! I’m melting!”? We organisms try not to melt. We’ve got our internal order to maintain. Our struggle for existence is, most fundamentally, a struggle to maintain that order against degeneration.


  Durable things degenerate slowly. Rock erosion takes eons. We living beings aren’t durable but soft, squishy, vulnerable — readily degenerated. Observe a decaying corpse to appreciate what our struggle for existence keeps at bay. Since organisms are not durable, we have to do more than passively endure like rocks.


  Life must have started as a chance chemical process that regenerated what degenerates. In other words, self-repair or self-healing. Self-healing is even more primary to life than self-reproduction. After all, you can’t produce offspring if you’ve already degenerated.


  We do have to be somewhat durable. Organisms are self-contained in selectively permeable surfaces that also need to be regenerated. We all have surfaces protecting us against the elements.


  Day and night, we humans are regenerating skin, sloughing off dead skin cells and regenerating new cells to maintain our protection against the elements that would degenerate us. And that’s just skin. On even your slouchiest day, you regenerate 240 billion cells throughout your body. That’s an example of the necessary self-regeneration you have to keep doing in real time to replace what degenerates. It’s like running to stay in place, to keep decay at bay.


  The two top priorities for all living beings are sealing and healing— sealing ourselves to protect against degeneration and healing what degenerates, including healing our sealings.


  You know what healing and sealing is like from everyday life. You’ve got your protection from the elements, your clothes and a roof over your head. In time, your roof leaks and your clothes wear out, so you work for income to stay housed and clothed, and for that, you need energy, so you also work to keep food on your table. You hustle to regenerate your degeneratable protection from the elements. All organisms do that, working not only to keep their self-protection intact but to repair everything about them that degenerates despite their self-protection.


  Even with our effort to self-regenerate and self-protect, to heal and seal, we eventually degenerate and die, but often not before regenerating offspring that, in turn, protect against degeneration and regenerate what degenerates.


  The universal tendency for everything to degenerate is called the second law of thermodynamics, which is not a great name for several reasons. For one, it’s not the second it’s the first. Ask any scientist. The second law tendency for order to degenerate is the most reliable tendency in our universe.


  For another, it’s not a law. No one’s enforcing it. Why order degenerates is simple and obvious. Spill a box of toothpicks. What are the odds that they’ll all land in anywhere near perfect alignment? Low, right? Really, really low. There are vastly more disordered, irregular configurations than ordered, regularized configurations.


  So, what do you get when you take things regularized like a box of toothpicks and let them loose? You get the degeneration of order not by some imposed law and order regulation but by the opposite, by the freedom to interact any which way like spilled toothpicks — way more likely to end up disordered than all lined up. Laws are imposed, keeping things from falling as they will, but the second law is about how things fall as they will.


  It’s also not a great name because although it explains thermal dynamics, it’s not just about heat or even just about energy. The toothpicks falling from ordered to disordered doesn’t make an energetic difference, and yet the explanation for the mess on your floor, the melting away of the toothpicks’ alignment, is the same statistical inevitability:There are just far more mixed up than ordered states.


  We eat energy, which eats away at us


  Still, the energy implications are important. Energy is simply the second law playing out; in other words, segregation or order degenerating. Energy is not a thing, though we talk about it as though it is. We might say that when cooking a frozen pizza, we’re pumping energy into it, but no, it’s just a degenerated segregation. At first, the frozen pizza is isolated, segregated from the hot oven.


  Then you allow them to interact, and the segregation degenerates — the oven cooler, the pizza warmer, molecular speeds all mixed up.


  Scientists used to think that heat was a substance that moves from one body to another. They gave it a name, “caloric,” but once they had an explanation for how heating happens, they replaced “caloric” with the concept of an energy gradient, in effect, a slope down which order falls toward disorder. For example, segregated hot and cold becoming desegregated, all mixed up.


  What scientists did in replacing the concept of caloric with the concept of energy gradients is like what we’ll be doing here with the term ahole. Once we have an explanation for how people become aholes, we’ll be able to coin a more accurate, descriptive name.


  Engineers are wranglers running energy gradients through mazes, channels made out of durable materials like pipes or insulated wire. Why durable? Because energy tends to degenerate anything in its path, like the damage a hurricane does to a town.


  Selective interaction


  OK, so here’s life’s challenge: It takes energy gradients to do the work to regenerate ourselves, but energy gradients are also what degenerate us. That’s a problem from the beginning of life. To regenerate, organisms have to interact selectively, using energy gradients that enable them to regenerate while protecting against energy gradients that would degenerate them. You have to keep toxins out while you let nutrients in. Eat burgers, not rat poison. Drink water, not bleach. Breathe oxygen, not mustard gas.


  That’s selective interaction, and it’s going to be important to our explanation for the evolution of aholes. All organisms have to be picky about their interactions. We could even say that a serenity prayer emerges at the origins of life:


  Grant me protection against the energy gradients that will degenerate me, interaction with the energy gradients that will regenerate me, and the wisdom to notice the difference.


  Biological wisdom isn’t like human wisdom. Still, there’s what could be called adaptive know-how. In most organisms, it’s unfelt and unconscious. It’s the know-how to interact selectively with the energy gradients that regenerate more than they degenerate the organism. That unfelt, unconscious know-how continues in us humans, too, in all the self-repair and healing that goes on under the hood while you go about your feeling, thinking business.


  Most organisms don’t know or feel their adaptive know-how. By weight, 99% of life — for example, all the single-celled organisms and plants — are as unaware of their struggle for existence as you are of your cell regeneration.


  By trial and error over natural history, organisms have accumulated adaptive know-how. That trial-and-error process is called natural selection, not that it’s doing any active selecting. Natural selection is not like farmers picking the best seeds to replant, Noah picking animals for the ark, or God choosing people to go to heaven. Natural selection is simply the second law applied to the organisms’ struggle for existence. It’s the inevitable degeneration of those organisms that don’t have the necessary know-how to heal and seal themselves given their circumstances.


  That adaptive know-how includes a whole lot of selective interaction, an organism’s ability to interact with what helps and not with what harms them in their struggle for existence. An organism’s adapted fittedness is its ability to exploit opportunities to regenerate itself while protecting against threats that would degenerate it. All organisms have to have that adaptive know-how, or they degenerate and die.


  Within each organism,selective interaction is like a ratchet. You take in energy; you regenerate. You lock down what regeneration you’ve accomplished. Regeneration and protection against degeneration are a ratchet, sort of like a car jack.


  Over natural history, organisms have accumulated more reliable ways to prevent their degeneration. As organisms evolve better adaptive know-how, including better selective interaction for exploiting opportunities and avoiding threats, they get more robust and resilient, more likely to keep regenerating than degenerating, less fragile, more likely to continue proliferating, not that there are any certainties.


  Life’s ratcheting is also different from a car jack’s. The car jack is designed to be durable and reliable, and it’s not trying to do anything. In contrast, we’re self-ratcheting, fragile, neither designed nor reliable. The tiniest miscalculation could get you killed. A meteor could wipe us all out. One meteor wiped out 90% of all species about 250 million years ago or as late as December 10 if you scrunched all of the universe’s history into one year.


  Life’s an iffy business. Our at-risk, trial-and-error process of self-regeneration could be wiped out by a pandemic, meteor, climate change, or nuclear war, like a game board tossed in the air, pieces flying everywhere, game over. We are all fallible.


  On a side note, people wonder whether we have free will or are determined, hoping that we’re free. But really, we don’t just want freedom. We want a successful combination of freedom and determinism. We want the freedom to rise to greater fitness and the determinism to keep us from falling, no ceiling but a solid floor that follows us up as we climb, nothing holding us back but plenty keeping us from dropping. In other words, we want a heal and seal ratchet.


  Now it may seem like I’m far adrift from aholes, but notice a parallel that I’ll be getting to soon. Listening to anything that challenges us feels like drinking bleach. It degenerates our confidence.


  The takeaway for psychoproctology is trial-and-error selective interaction. We’re all at risk of dying. To prevent our deaths, we need to protect against degeneration and regenerate what degenerates, interacting with the energy gradients that help us regenerate while safeguarding against the energy gradients that would degenerate us.


  With language, selective interaction 
 becomes confirmation bias


  Most organisms are trying to stay alive, but they’re not trying to adapt. By weight, only 1% of all organisms on earth are animals, which do try to adapt. They’re late to the party, evolving in the last 20% of life’s history, or in early November if you scrunched that history down to a year.


  Animals are mobile and have nervous systems to guide them around, a kind of internal representation of what’s good and bad for them. With nervous systems, animals have a second way to ratchet by trial and error, learning the wisdom to notice the differences that make a difference throughout their lifetimes. Nervous systems give them a visceral yum attraction to what’s likely to regenerate them and a visceral yuck avoidance in response to what’s likely to degenerate them. Animals don’t just evolve. They also learn by pleasure and pain, yum and yuck, trial and error.


  Of course, you do that too. You’d spit out bleach because it tastes bad, and you’d seek water, sugar, fat, and sex because they feel good and are likely to regenerate you, not that our feelings are a perfect guide. Lots of yummy tasting things are terrible for self-regeneration. Heroin, for example. And lots of yucky tasting things are good for self-regeneration. Kale tends to be less tasty than fried Oreos, but it’s better for your self-regeneration.


  Humans are animals that don’t just selectively interact the way plants do — through unfelt and unconscious adaptive know-how accumulated over eons of trial-and-error natural selection. And we don’t just add feelings and emotions to the mix the way other animals do, interacting with what feels good and not interacting with what feels bad.


  We do both, but not just. We have evolved another trial-and-error process of selective interaction made possible by language — words or, technically, symbols. We have evolved a capacity to give names to things, and not just proper names but categorical names for everything real or imagined. We can combine these names in infinite variety to generate concepts and ideas.


  To illustrate, picture this: A mouse in a pink tutu dancing and singing “Mary Had a Little Lamb” atop the entire universe, under a firework show made of glowing sugar with a backup band of neon rhinoceroses.


  That may be difficult to imagine, but you sort of get the picture. Could the most intelligent chimp, dolphin or dog get the picture? Of course not, and not just because they don’t understand English.


  Adapting under the intoxicating influence of language.


  Other organisms communicate, but not in symbols. They communicate in what are called indexes, behaviors and sounds that point like index fingers. For example,vervet monkeys have three distinct warning calls that index to different approaching threats to their troop.


  Indexes lack the combinatory potential of language, which is not just pointing but a whole system of tokens of types — letters combined into words and words combined into sentences — a system integrated through grammars or syntax.


  Words don’t just point to this or that. They can point to each other, for example, my use of “they” in this very sentence.


  If we’re sitting together and out of the blue, you said “hard,” I would have no idea what you were saying. If instead, you said it while pointing to the table, I’d understand you. This table is hard — boring but clear. Your index finger is like a physical pronoun, or rather a pronoun is like a verbal index finger that can point not only to objects but also to other words.


  In the next room over, you could say,“that table is hard,” without pointing. That’s the power of syntax, the ability to combine words such that they point to each other, weaving networks of reference, words referring to relationships between things and their properties without the objects having to be present or even real. The mouse is dancing atop the universe. It’s the relationship between these words, the syntax that makes it possible for things not present or even real to come to mind. Language gives us a “mind’s eye.”


  To learn a language, a child points at present things and, by trial and error learns indexical associations — the word ball for balls present in the room — but the child doesn’t stop there. Language is more than a glossary of names corresponding to objects.


  By trial and error, the child learns to string words together for successful reference, not perhaps with perfect grammar, but sentences that work well enough that the child gets what they need and want. Eventually, the child can pocket their index finger and extend communication beyond what’s immediately present, referring to anything real or imagined.


  Humans are the only earthly species to have an unlimited mix-and-match syntax and vocabulary by which to refer to infinite possibilities and relationships. This capacity has far-reaching implications for how we humans behave and adapt. Other organisms have no option but to stay grounded in the present, but humans have another option in our word-infested imaginations. This other option is both overwhelming and liberating.


  In some contexts, we’re under practical pressures to refer with precision to what’s real, for example, in science, medicine, and law. In other contexts, we’re under practical pressures to be vague, evasive, and unrealistic, for example, when we are expressing wishful thinking or trying to encourage ourselves and others in difficult times.


  Language is only optionally grounded in reality. That makes for a huge difference between us and other organisms. They live in one world; we live in two, the real world and the wordy, virtual world of our imaginations, which can become quite detached from reality.


  To survive, organisms have always had to be adapted to opportunities and threats in their real world. We have to do that, too, but adapting under the influence of language, we have an escape hatch. When life gets tough, we can close our eyes, visit the language-fueled virtual and conceptual realm, and become legends in our own minds. When we have trouble treading water, we can imagine ourselves so lofty that we can walk on it instead, or at least that we’re best friends on a name-dropping basis with someone who lived a long time ago and supposedly could walk on water.


  Animals don’t pick their calls the way we choose our words. Emotions stir their call responses. Humans have a few remaining involuntary,emotion-driven calls — crying,shrieking in terror,gasping in horror, sighing, laughing, and moaning in pain or during sex. We can fake these sounds but, at root, they’re involuntary, as with a baby’s cry or laugh. Involuntary indexical communication also finds its way into the emotional shadings of our tone of voice. It’s called prosody, the musical pitch, volume, and rhythm carrier-wave of speech.


  Our concepts are a blend of emotions and words — the music of our emotions and the lyrics of our concepts. There’s a yum and yuck attraction and repulsion to different concepts. We like some concepts more than others.


  People tend to overlook what a radical difference language makes to humans.


  Though biologically we’re just another midsized mammal, with language we’re a wholly different beast. Language-fluency or, more generally, symbol-fluency is what differentiates us. It makes possible our complicated cultures and technologies and it makes us vastly more visionary and delusional than any other organisms.


  Trudging through an eroding 
 sandstorm of possibilities


  With language, humans opened the floodgates to an unlimited range of ways of interpreting our circumstances. That can sound like a good thing, as though we get to be kids in the candy shop, and yes, it’s often a lot of fun, but not always. It’s also overwhelming, a real challenge to our powers of selective interaction. With every advance in communication technology, the flood of possibilities becomes still more overwhelming, the internet being the most recent and arguably the biggest floodgate-opening of them all.


  Consider the possibilities an animal contends with, for instance, the threats and opportunities to which a dog can respond. Contrast those with the possibilities language exposes to us humans, all of the past and future, real and imaginary, near and far hopes and fears that could come to mind.


  Contrast a dog falling asleep, mulling its possible cares and concerns, to you falling asleep just feet away from a computer or cell phone on which you can access a vast universe of possibilities — all those threats and opportunities. As you nod off, you fear missing out, not noticing a threat or opportunity in time. We trudge and squint lifelong through a sandstorm of possibilities, many of them concepts that, if taken in, would degenerate our feelings of self-confidence.


  This squinting is critical. It’s our selective interaction played out in the conceptual language realm, like a shutter that turns off the real world as we escape into the virtual world of our imaginations.


  Again, an organism’s selective interaction evolves to let in the energy and resources they can use to regenerate themselves, running to stay in place, but to seal out the energy and resources that would degenerate them. We do that with language, too, taking in the ideas that motivate us and sealing out the ideas that demotivate us.


  When the possibilities become too much, we shut our eyes and enter the realm where we edit reality for self-affirmation.


  Animals try to skirt what hurts. They try to maintain their bubble of comfort, protecting themselves from the elements. Exposed to the elements as they are, they may seem more at risk of degeneration. Naked, outdoors all day and night, parasites and predators near, many animals live their short lives on alert for present danger.


  We humans have less of that exposure. Our symbol-fueled technology feathers and insulates our comfort zones. But with language, we’re alert to far more dangers than are other animals. Animals are alert to present dangers. Language alerts us humans to absent and imaginary dangers. With language, we can signify anything, present or non-present, real or imagined, confirming concepts or worrying ones. We can relive past dangers and anticipate future dangers.


  The language-fueled realm of concepts is overwhelming, and we manage it through virtual selective interaction. Selective interaction in the human, language-fueled conceptual realm is like being the customs manager at the universe’s busiest spaceport, while on a massive dose of some hallucinogen like LSD. Which possibilities do we allow to enter?


  It’s like being a corrupt customs manager, too, because we tend to let through the friendly ideas that regenerate self-confidence, not the unfriendly ideas that degenerate it. In a pinch, we’ll let through an imaginary concept we like over a realistic concept we don’t like. We’d rather an encouraging likable story than a discouraging likely one. We’d rather be spin doctors than scientific doctors.


  In Kafka’s famous novel, Metamorphosis, Gregor Samsa wakes up one morning to discover that he had been turned into a beetle overnight. That’s terrifying for sure, but not as terrifying as it would be for a beetle to be turned into Gregor Samsa overnight, suddenly exposed to all the possibilities with which humans contend.


  No wonder we give children a few decades to grow up. The erosive language-generated sandstorm of possibilities takes some getting used to. No wonder so many adolescents pay attention to the wrong threats and opportunities. And no wonder they can be so cocky about it. The obvious way to handle such overwhelm is through an intensified “My way or the highway. I’m in charge here!” ahole attitude.


  Confirmation bias is an escape hatch from the trap that language creates


  Language doesn’t only overexpose us to possible threats and opportunities; it also gives us easy ways to deflect any that we don’t want to consider. Corrupt, hallucinating customs officers that we are, we’ve got at the tip of our fingers and the tip of our tongues a button that opens a trap door to dispose of any discouraging words. We can rationalize anything in ways no other creature can.


  What do you get when you cross yum-or-yuck emotions with language?You get prosody,but you also get language that can rationalize any emotion. With language, we can give ourselves fictional pep talks, confidence-regenerating wishful thinking that enables us to dismiss and deflect confidence-degenerating realities.


  We can duck out of reality, close our eyes and live in cognitive-dissonance-free bubbles where never is heard a discouraging word, or if it’s heard, it’s quickly dismissed or trivialized.


  Language frees us to compress big threats down to compact concepts. For example, we can compact all of the daily suffering of millions of people down to three syllables as “world hunger” or the threat to all life as “climate change.”


  Thus, to name it is to tame it cuts both ways. We can manage threats once we’ve named them, but we can also make them sound tamer than they are. Language gives us the power to distort proportions, making bigger threats seem smaller and smaller threats seem bigger. That’s very handy for threat displacement. Just as we can pinch ourselves when getting a shot so we don’t feel the pain, we can blow trivial threats up into existential crises, to distract from real crises.


  The selective interaction that all living beings do becomes, in humans, the selective interaction of confirmation bias, interacting with the concepts that regenerate our motivations while protecting against the concepts that threaten to degenerate them.


  In short, language imposes way too many emotion-stirring concepts and affords us easy ways to rationalize ignoring any we don’t like. That’s the human condition, and if anything will end us as a species, that’s it — pretending we can ignore reality if it threatens to degenerate our motivations.


  We’re like a species scramble-ratcheting up vines on a steep and deadly cliffside, trying to grab the stronger vines, ones that we can safely grip for the next ratchet up. Around us, people are falling to their deaths, having seized the wrong vine. We’d like to think that can’t happen to us, but something in us knows it can. We yearn to stop climbing. We dream of reaching some plateau atop the cliff where we can rest, absolutely safe and free. But which vine? So many possibilities to choose from!


  And then we hear someone shouting from down the way that they’ve found the One True Vine, sturdy enough to carry anyone up to the most glorious plateau where we would be absolutely safe and free, free even to laugh at others down below, still climbing, and to even toss rocks down on them because the more unsafe we can make them, the safer we’ll feel. That shouting voice is a charismatic and convincing siren call. We see people flocking to grab that vine, all of them confident, too, once they catch it.


  For 3.8 billion years, life has been adapting to reality through the school of hard knocks. Then along came humans who, with symbols, can rationalize playing hooky, skipping out of reality’s school of hard knocks. We are an inherently anxious species and, in compensation with language, an inherently evasive species.


  We all cower or cozy ourselves up a bit through confirmation bias. We all filter, selectively interacting, preferring affirming ideas over threatening ones. But aholes go all-in on confirmation bias. Their selective interaction within the conceptual realm knows no bounds.


  While confirmation bias is a problem that we all have to manage, aholes exploit confirmation bias as the answer to all of their problems — absolute, virtual, language-driven selective interaction with everything that motivates them and nothing that demotivates them. Being an ahole is carte-blanche confirmation bias, granting oneself unlimited self-affirmation with no risk of disaffirmation.


  In all of us humans, there is a temptation to be an ahole because that sin may be the original one, one that comes with the pressures and temptations of having language as we humans do.


  In the beginning was the word, not God’s word but human words, not at the beginning of the universe or the beginning of life but the beginning of human life. With words came both the temptation and the capacity to claim the last word even though there are no last words, no words about which other words can’t be said.


  Any declared last word can be challenged by subsequent words. I’ll call that the last-word paradox: Having words compels us to claim last words that words prevent us from getting. In the beginning was the word, but there is no end to potential words. There were first words, but there are no last words.


  6.   Spin Dominance: Getting The Last Word By Ignoring What Words Mean


  Torn between the likely, liked and likable


  Spin dominance means getting the last word even when our last word keeps shifting. Absolute spin dominance is how aholes use the interplay of emotions and words to interpret reality in ways that make them act as though they’re invincible. Building on the previous chapter’s natural history, here we’ll explore how aholes use spin dominance.


  Unlike other organisms, humans experience two worlds — the real one common to all organisms, and the world of our emotion-and word-fueled imaginations. In our imaginations, concepts diverge and converge, conflicting and uniting, yielding our perspectives. Our perspectives are our filters — shaping what we attend to and ignore, what we welcome and resist — in a word, our worldviews.


  Like all organisms, we have to interact selectively with the real world, taking in what regenerates us and protecting against what degenerates us. Like all animals, we also filter for what feels good, not bad. With language, we humans also filter within the conceptual realm, our blend of emotions and symbols, feelings and words.


  In the previous chapter, I emphasized how selective interaction in the conceptual realm manifests as confirmation bias. That’s true, but not the whole story. Simplifying, we could say we filter for what’s realistically likely, personally likable, and socially liked. We screen for truth, comfort in our own skins, and in between, for social conformity.


  Filtering for likeliness is filtering for what’s realistic over what isn’t. We must do that or we die. Like all organisms, to survive we must attend to reality. Filtering for truth is the adaptive alignment between our concepts and the real threats and opportunities we face in our ongoing struggle for existence.


  “Reality” or “truth” are the names we give to the category containing all such threats and opportunities. Though we can never know all of reality and no one gets the last word on what it contains, there’s little debate about the container itself. We agree that what’s real is what matters, the threats and opportunities we must keep our eyes on to survive and thrive. Cliffs are real threats. Toss yourself over one and you’ll die. Food, air, and water are real opportunities. Rely on them for self-regeneration.


  Some people say that really, there’s no reality. That’s hypocritical, but more to the point, people only say that. Everyone acts like there is a reality, even those who say there isn’t. Some people talk as though there’s no knowing reality, as though it’s anyone’s guess. It’s anyone’s guess, but some guesses are better than others, as are some methods for guessing. Science’s heavy bias against confirmation bias makes for far better guessing. If you want to filter for reality, you can’t let yourself be whipsawed around by your emotions.


  Scientists probe and prod reality for direct and indirect threats and opportunities, which, in turn, guide engineers in their pursuit of tools for a better fit between us and reality. Still, in a way, we’re all scientists, probing for threats and opportunities, living and learning how to live more efficiently and productively within the real world.


  As with all organisms struggling for their survival within the real world, our highest long-term priority remains filtering for truth, learning what’s likely from reality checks in the school of hard knocks. But the most immediate and visceral priority is filtering for likability, in other words, comfort in our own skins.


  That’s where our confirmation bias resides. It’s an alliance between our concepts and our immediate emotions. Since doubt and self-doubt are strong negative emotions, we’re inclined to filter out discouraging concepts in our preference for encouraging ones.


  Have you ever sped-read a negative evaluation, lousy review, or poison pen letter? Have you ever pulled the phone away from your ear or hung up when someone is cursing you? That’s the feeling of confirmation bias surging in to rescue us from discouraging words.


  Between filtering for what’s likely and what’s likable, we get the tension I introduced in our first session, our inner scientist vs. our inner spin doctor. We filter concepts for both realism and self-affirmation. In the long run, reality matters most, but in the short run, feeling good about ourselves feels like it matters more. The instinct to survive is strong; the instinct to avoid discomfort is stronger.


  Society tugs us toward realism and/or escapism


  Mediating that tension, there’s filtering for what’s socially liked, in other words, for social conformity, embracing the concepts that make us accepted and popular in our interpersonal exchanges, family, workplace, friendships, and the broader community. Such social pressures are an ambiguous arbitrator between fitting reality and feeling good about ourselves.


  Our social circles can motivate us to be more realistic, more self-affirming, or both in ambiguous ways. A local society can sober us up about reality or flatter us, encouraging us to feel like we’re among the lucky few in some exceptional tribal clique.


  You might remember this three-way tug from your high school years. Above all, you wanted to feel comfortable in your own skin, which meant being a good student of reality but also being popular by whatever standards the cool social circles represented.


  At the extreme, tribal exceptionalism can become a cult of self-affirmation, a mutual admiration society divorced from reality, not that all mutual admiration societies are cults. Team spirit doesn’t necessarily make one a cultist.


  Spectator sports and churches, for example, provide lovely bubbles of social conformity and likable personal affirmation — nice, healthy places to visit, not that those bubbles are safe to live in permanently.


  So here we are, each of us in a tug of war between realism and comfort in our own skin, and filtering for both within societies tugging at us from either side. It would be nice if the likely story were always likable, but of course, it isn’t.


  Sometimes reality is disappointing,and sometimes we must choose between feeling good about ourselves and conforming to some local standard. Sometimes we have to trust our society as a guide to reality, and sometimes we have to reject it as unrealistic.


  Prosody: The mood music of language


  You’ll remember prosody from the last chapter, the involuntary yet fakable emotional music that accompanies our words when we speak. Prosody affords us clues into the three tugs we feel, the tight-throated seething of someone uncomfortable in their own skin as they strain to conform to some social standard, or the embarrassed sing-song of someone trying to deflect some shaming reality check.


  Prosody is an expression of emotions but also a way to evoke emotional responses from others — the seductive whispering tone of sweet talk, the shouting tone of intimidation, and the whole palette of other tonal shadings.


  For evoking emotions, we aren’t limited to voice tone. We can also gesture with body language and facial expressions. We don’t just say words or share facts; we send all sorts of coloring signals to evoke emotions in others. We’re filtering ourselves to meet social standards, but we’re also eliciting agreement from others.


  To express and evoke emotions, we also have at our disposal spun or loaded terms, which will be our focus here. To understand loading and how aholes use it, I’ll distinguish between denotation and connotation. I’ll define denotation as the meaning of a word, what it refers to, for example,“ball,” meaning a spherical object. I’ll define connotation as the emotional content, simplified to positive or negative, good or bad, yummy or yucky.


  Not all words have connotations. A ball is a ball, neither good nor bad but neutral. But plenty of words are loaded, spun with positive or negative connotations. Take a term like open-minded. It denotes a kind of behavior, being receptive to any possibility. Its connotation is positive in current culture. If someone called you open-minded, you would feel complimented, not insulted.


  In the Middle Ages, to be open-minded was to be a heretic — it was an insult, not a compliment. If you were labeled a heretic, you were stripped of your rights. When Martin Luther was called to stand trial by the Catholic church on charges of heresy, he agreed to come on the condition that if found guilty, he would be granted safe passage on his horse ride home. Back then, the open-minded were murdered with impunity. He worried for his life.


  Loaded terms imply bogus rules


  When you combine denotations and connotations, you get implicit rules. For example, since, for us, open-minded has positive connotations, and closed-minded has negative connotations, either term implies a moral principle:Always be receptive to all possibilities.


  Is there really a moral principle that one should always be open-minded and never closed-minded? Of course not. Selective interaction means being open to some possibilities and closed to others. We filter. All organisms do, and humans do about concepts. We each have limited attention. More open-minded, we spread our attention thinner; more closed-minded, we focus it. We can’t, won’t, and shouldn’t be receptive to everything. We’d never be able to focus or get anything done.


  Closed-minded devoutness had positive connotations in the Middle Ages and still does but by different names. When we like that someone isn’t receptive to competing interpretations, we use terms that denote closed-mindedness but with positive connotations. We call them faithful, orthodox, conservative, laser-focused, dedicated, committed, loyal, devout—same denotation: not being receptive to any possibility. Opposite connotation: Committed makes it sound positive. Likewise, we can make open-mindedness sound bad. We can call it being wishy-washy, impressionable, easily distracted, ADHD, gullible, or spineless.


  We’ll need to pay attention to such pairings of terms that denote the same thing but with opposite connotations. There are a lot of them, and they’re critical to the ahole’s arsenal, their arsinine assenal (Sorry). Surprisingly, there’s no linguistic term for such pairings, so I’ll call them counterspun pairs.


  Having a vocabulary rich in such counterspun pairs is liberating. It frees us to imply opposite moral principles as needed when we want to rationalize our choices. We can pretend we’re always following strict exclusive rules while following them selectively, claiming consistency without having to be consistent. We can cite whatever absolute moral rule justifies our motivations moment to moment. We can feel like we’re living by the book while living however we want.


  Having vocabularies rich in counterspun pairs is like claiming you’ll lose weight by adopting not one but all of the strict diets at once. They’re diverse. You can usually find at least one that endorses eating anything you might want to eat.


  So be selective in their application. When you want to eat bacon, claim that you’re on the keto diet. When you want to eat bread, claim you’re on the low-fat diet. When you want to eat sugar, claim to be on some pop-sugar diet. You’re always on some strict diet; indeed, you’re on all of them, just selectively. The only thing you’re not trying is consistency, and the only thing consistent about you is your pretense of consistency. You claim to be absolutely consistent in applying moral absolutes, all the while cherry-picking the rules that endorse whatever you want to do in the moment.


  Aholes are moral spendthrifts. They collect counterspun rules with no prioritization, no triage. They’ll interrupt you to say, “Don’t interrupt!” to shut you up as if not interrupting is the highest moral principle always and forever, but a moment later they’ll say “I’m not interrupting; I’m correcting your false claims.”


  Any moralizing scold at you is the ahole’s absolute top-priority moral rule, but just for the moment they need it. They ignore it otherwise. Aholes act like the more morals you can spout selectively, the more righteous you are. They collect moral rules the way Imelda Marcos collected shoes — more shoes, more status.


  Aholes rely on an assumption I’ll call moral maxing. There are virtues and there are vices. The moral object of the game of life is to maximize the virtues and eliminate the vices. It’s a popular assumption. For example, many people believe that one can never have too much love or too little hate. Likewise, that we should always maximize honesty and should eliminate all dishonesty.


  These are unachievable and undesirable goals. What’s moral is context dependent. Honesty is the best policy in some contexts and the worst policy in other contexts. Life is a winding road. We have to be wary of falling off either side of the road as it winds. Moral maximizers are like backseat drivers scolding you for not turning your steering wheel all the way to one side and keeping it there.


  Fluid hard-lining


  We tend to think of the Bible as guiding us on the straight and narrow path to righteousness. It’s interesting, then, how many diverse behaviors have been justified by citing this supposedly sacred and perfectly integrated text. Between its history and close reading, it’s evident that it’s less a guide to the straight and narrow than a catalog of stories and precepts that one can employ selectively to justify a wide range of behaviors while pretending that one is citing a guide to an orthodox doctrine.


  The behaviors the Bible endorses tend to fall on two sides of a double standard, the behavior appropriate for responding to the orthodox and likeminded vs. the heretics. With heretics, it’s holy war. It’s your orthodox duty to neglect, fight, and kill the devil’s spawn. With your fellow believers and prospective members, you are to be kind, generous, and loving. Many sects claim to embrace forgiveness, though with an emphasis on forgiving members of the sect. Right-wing Evangelicals are all about forgiveness…for right-wing Evangelicals.


  All supposedly sacred texts have that insider/outsider quality yet give the impression of being fundamentally open-minded. Christ and Muhammad were inclusive, not exclusive. And if you aren’t open-minded to their sacred texts’ all-encompassing doctrines, you are closed-minded and a heretic, too, confused though that is. Be closed-minded to the closed-minded. Be intolerant of the intolerant.


  The Tao Te Ching is ironic about its mix of open-mindedness and closed-mindedness. The term Tao is itself ambiguous. It means “the way” or path but the term totters ambiguously between the way things are, the all-inclusive flow of possibilities, and the way to be with the way things are. It contains inclusive lines like “The Tao gives birth to both good and evil,” but also exclusive lines about “complying with the Tao.” It teases at the tension between accepting everything as it is or according with some but not other phenomena.


  Sacred texts aside, I’m suggesting that everyday loaded language has the same ambiguous quality that can make you feel like you’re consistent without having to be consistent. Earlier, I called this fluid hard-lining. You draw a very hard line between good and evil, ally or enemy behavior, while maintaining the flexibility to move that hard line around anywhere you like.


  Such fluid hard-lining makes confirmation bias easy. We can flatter ourselves as open-minded for embracing the concepts we like, and pride ourselves as devoted for rejecting the concepts we don’t like. We’re not closed-minded; we’re loyal. We’re open-minded, not wishy-washy. We can flatter ourselves as always living by moral principles while we change them as needed through loaded terms.


  Fluid hard-lining comes naturally to all of us. We aren’t born with a commitment to integrity. We’re born with emotions, and we learn words that we use foremost to rationalize them. It’s one reason we don’t make 10-year-olds Supreme Court justices.


  We can evoke other people’s emotions by wielding connotations aggressively. People who aren’t receptive to us are just closed-minded. Shame on them. They’re not living by the moral principle that one should always be open-minded. Scorn them. Make them feel guilty for being unreceptive to us.


  That’s how one can gain spin dominance, dominating people with the false appearance of consistency and absolute moral rectitude at least to the extent they take you as meaning the words you say.


  People are surprisingly gullible to such spin dominance. We tend to wince and back off when people moralize at us. The more conscientious we are the more it’s like a reflex. The conscientious have trained themselves to manage their confirmation bias. They try not to lash out defensively when accused of something. This conscientious reflex gives aholes a huge advantage.


  To illustrate, take a word like quitter. It denotes leaving something but its connotation is negative. As such, it implies a ridiculous rule — never leave anything. You know that’s a ridiculous, half-witted rule. Still, if you decide to leave something and someone calls you a quitter you might well wince, pause and wonder if you’re making a mistake.


  The person who calls you a quitter doesn’t have to believe the bogus rule that one should never leave anything. They just don’t want you to leave so they lean on the negative connotation and play loose with the denotation, calling you a quitter as though they’re merely calling a spade a spade. They might even say “You’re just a quitter,” where just means “ignore all other possible interpretations.”


  To the extent you take them at their word, you might actually stay because of the spin-dominance spell they cast on you. Many people have lived to regret staying with something merely out of fear of being labeled a quitter.


  Quitting and freeing are a counterspun pair. You could say,“I’m not a quitter. I’m just freeing myself!” as if those two terms are apples and oranges. They are, but only with respect to their connotations. Being a quitter sounds bad; freeing oneself sounds good. But their denotations are not apples and oranges. They both denote leaving something.


  Counterspun pairs


  There are plenty of other counterspun pairs. Love denotes a focused commitment to maintaining something or someone, but then so does addiction. What, then, is the difference between them? Mostly connotation. If you think someone’s romantic partnership will go well, you might say,“That’s love.” If you think it will go badly, you might say,“It’s just an addiction.” Always love; never be addicted. That isn’t really a moral principle. You can wield it subjectively any way you want. People sometimes say, “Same difference.” With these counterspun pairs, it’s more like “different sameness”: the same denotation, different connotations.


  Another example: The serenity prayer corners us with a tough judgment call but fudges a little with the terms serenity and courage, which both have positive connotations as if to imply that one should always be serene and courageous.


  If you could always be both, you wouldn’t need the wisdom to know or notice the difference between situations that call for one or the other. We can replace either term with their counterspun partner. Serenity denotes tolerance, which can be expressed with negative connotations such as spinelessness. In the serenity prayer, courage denotes assertive insistence, which we can express with negative connotations like pigheadedness. It doesn’t have the same sweet ring to it, but: Grant me the spinelessness to accept what I can’t change, the pigheadedness to change what I can change, and the wisdom to know the difference.


  The use of loaded terms is a kind of everyday gaslighting,the selective citing of principles to sway people to our interpretations. Gaslighting is another spun or loaded term. It has very negative connotations. There are other negative terms for it, for example, manipulation. We also have positive terms for gaslighting. We call it the art of persuasion, influencing, shaping debates, promoting, selling, (though that one’s on the edge. Call it a sell-job, and it goes negative again).


  Anytime you’ve decided something, you’ll want to spin it as the right decision, the best interpretation in contrast to all the wrong alternatives. You’ll pull out all the positive ways to describe your selected option, and all the negative ways to describe your rejected options. That’s a promotional thumb on the scale, tipping a choice your way. We all spin and gaslight, persuading even if only ourselves, saying what we need to hear, giving ourselves pep talks.


  That’s rhetoric, a term that has at times meant the art of speaking but currently, and here, means coloring our words with evocative, emotional connotations, positive and negative. A debate, conflict, argument or fight is a spin war, dueling filters on where to focus — what’s important or unimportant and what outweighs what. Opponents use rhetoric to try to tip the scale their way, two people coloring the circumstances differently.


  Absolute spin dominance


  If we all do it, what distinguishes an ahole? That remains an important question here, and given everyone’s use of spin and counterspin, we can’t solve it by saying that aholes are biased, that they gaslight, manipulate or filter. We all do.


  Again, though we all do it, aholes do it absolutely. That’s the difference. Aholes tighten their grip on connotations to where connotations are all that matters to them. They give denotation as little attention as they can get away with.


  Aholes might cite some supposedly sacred catalog of optional behaviors — the Bible, Koran or Das Kapital as the source of their absolute authority. Still such citing isn’t necessary. They can simply wield the loaded terms of rhetoric any way they want, to win debates with no consistency or attention to their term’s denotations.


  Aholes can declare themselves patriots, Christian, loyal, honest, truth-seeking, loving, whatever. Why? Because those terms have positive connotations. Never mind what these words mean.


  Aholes ignore denotations as absolutely as they can get away with. If it’s positive-sounding, it’s about them. If it’s negative, it’s about anyone who challenges them. Their rivals are closed-minded, mean, nasty, unkind, weak, spineless, wishy-washy, whatever. It doesn’t matter to them so long as the connotations are negative.


  Black-hat and white-hat symbols


  Taken to the absolute ahole extreme,this approach makes for a very simple recipe for spin dominance. First, pick a word or symbol that has absolutely positive connotations. I’ll call this a white-hat symbol. Your white-hat symbol could be anything, whatever’s popular in your local culture: a cross, a flag, the word God or Allah, Jesus, or mindful, MAGA, open-minded, cool or truth. Then ignore its denotation, and just focus on the fact that anything associated with it is reliably and eternally good.


  Next, pick a black-hat symbol with absolutely negative connotations. It could be the devil, sin, ahole, socialist, libtard, closed-minded, alt-right, the number 666 or the swastika — whatever is locally understood as bad.


  Next, ally yourself to the white-hat symbol against the black-hat symbol. Be melodramatic about it. Make a big commitment to the white-hat symbol. You’re born again with Jesus against the devil, you’re with MAGA against the libtards, or you’re with kindness against unkindness.


  Having embraced the white-hat symbol against the black-hat symbol, you’ll feel like you’re one with it, like a soldier in the holy war of good against evil. Since you’re an ally of the white hat, anything that attacks you attacks it and is, by definition, allied with the black hat. Anyone who threatens you is a socialist, threatening goodness itself. Anyone who challenges you is with the devil against God. It is your holy war duty to defeat them.


  So long as you ignore denotations, you can do that with any pair of absolutely white-hat positive and absolutely black-hat negative terms. You’re Christian. Anyone who challenges you is unchristian. You’re a patriot; anyone who disagrees with you is a traitor. You’re open-minded; anyone who bugs you is closed-minded. You’re a libertarian; anyone who gives you a hard time is a liberal.


  This trick works best with symbols that have reached high cultural saturation, most people knowing the terms and their strong connotations. For example, in the US, most people hear the term Christian as having strong positive connotations and communist as having strong negative connotations. People need not be clear on what they denote.


  Conscience kryptonite


  The word ahole is a black-hat symbol. It has very negative connotations, but what does it mean? That’s what we’re trying to find out here. We’re trying to give some clarity to the term’s denotation.


  But even if people have never given any thought to what distinguishes aholes, if they’re called one, they’ll probably feel put on notice that they’re out of line. They’ll back off the way a dog will when you shout, “No, bad dog! No pooping in the living room!” The dog doesn’t know what those word denote and it’s not going to quibble over semantics with you. But the dog will respond to the negative connotations, and to a remarkable extent, we do, too, especially conscientious people. By temperament or training, the conscientious try not to escalate conflicts. They try to stay open-minded, which means not lashing out in retaliation against attacks.


  This affords aholes a huge advantage, like kryptonite in the hands of Superman’s enemies. Spin dominance is easy when rivals are trying to stay conscientious, respectful and listening.


  It even works with people who don’t subscribe to the popular sense of the term. For example, someone who finds socialism interesting will be put on the defensive when accused of being a communist. They may not know why they’re not communist in the technical sense, but still they’ll respond to the pejorative connotation.


  With white-hat and black-hat symbols in hand, aholes use them with absolute performative confidence as though they know and care exactly what the terms mean. They can shower themselves in glory and glower their rivals to shame. They can get people to cower like a dog just by shouting “traitor!”


  Being an ahole is easy. Just insist with confidence that your opponents are traitors and that you’re a patriot. Chances are good it will slow your opponents down, and even get them to back off because they assume the words have denotations and they hear the connotations loud and clear. The words mean nothing to you other than that you represent everything good and anyone who disagrees with you represents everything bad.


  Trump held sway for years through forceful,confident,performative, melodramatic, absolute spin dominance. While it appalled a majority of Americans, we couldn’t put our finger on exactly what he was doing. Meanwhile it wooed a large minority of Americans who started wielding their white-hat and black-hat symbols with Trump-like authority.


  That minority had so much sway over the majority because of our dog-like reaction. We winced for way too long when they accused us of being communists, PC, or not making America great again. Reporters didn’t try, let alone succeed, in cornering the MAGA cult with defining those terms, making their denotations explicit. We let them take over the country, insistent on the MAGA vision, without them actually having one. MAGA just meant hella good like us, and we would back off reflexively when accused of being commies or whatever other black-hat epithet they spun at us.


  If we had tried to corner them with a definition,they couldn’t have provided one. Their spun terms were all mutually defining. MAGA is against communism and PC. One can weave a whole spinplex of undefined terms pointing to each other. It’s just a giant hat rack of denotation-free, connotation-heavy black hats and white hats.


  If you try to corner a spin dominator, chances are they’ll just spin that too. For example, they’ll accuse you of being abstract (bad), intellectualizing (bad), getting lost in semantics (bad), and not sticking to the facts (bad) as though they are heroes of scientific realism (good) or critical thinking (good). If you read the Trump trolls you’ll find them preening about what critical thinkers (good) they are, unlike libtards who are dumb hypocrites (bad) for not agreeing with them.


  But if you asked them what critical thinking denotes, they wouldn’t know other than that by proudly claiming they are critical thinkers, they win. Critical thinking is what good people like them have, and anyone who disagrees with them is not a critical thinker.


  De-meaning


  Ignoring denotations is a liberation that makes it ever easier to rest confidently that one is right and righteous. It’s what we mean by weaponizing. It means ignoring denotations and wielding connotations as shields and weapons.


  On the flattering side, take a word like nice. Nice means good and it also means kind, implying a rule that it is always good to be kind. Is that a rule? Being kind to psychopaths and aholes is dangerous and enabling.


  People often say “be nice” as though that’s a moral principle, but if you asked them to define nice, they probably wouldn’t have given it much thought if any.


  What they mean is “be nice to me and mine.”That’s not a moral principle; it’s a subjective way to dog people into backing off, again because its connotations are positive and its denotation is at best ambiguous.


  If you wanted to use “be nice” as a moral principle, you would have to specify an object. “Be nice to infants” works. But be nice always to everyone? It’s vacuous and dangerous. Plenty of people assume that since they demand that others be nice to them, they must be experts on niceness, just as someone who demands fairness to themselves can come to assume that they’re fair-minded.


  What people call a post-truth society is a society in which aholes are rampant, ignoring denotations and focusing only on connotations. Aholes are denotation-deaf, systematically inattentive to what their spun words mean.


  Denotation-deafness is why aholes can so readily label as “fake” anything that challenges their authority. Stripping “fake” of its grounding in denotation, an ahole can act as the ruler, declaring fake anything they don’t like. With denotations ignored, aholes can pose as the measure of all things, the Roman emperor thumbing up and down by his subjective, yet god-posturing standard so long as people let them get away with it.


  Non-aholes let them get away with it by not distinguishing carefully between denotations and connotations. When dealing with ordinary people, we recognize the potential for spin, but we assume they mean what they say enough to tether their words to their grounded meaning in reality. If you’re talking about patriots, you’re talking about people who show their care for their country’s future by trying to figure out the best path forward. It’s not just some free-floating flattery as it is when weaponized by aholes.


  Imagine a lookup table programmed into a computer. It would be easy to program the computer to act like an ahole — a douchebot robotically flattering itself with positive terms and flinging negative terms at any human rival interacting with it. If the rival said,“You’re closed-minded,” the douchebot would spit out “No, you’re closed-minded, I’m loyal. I’m the most open-minded person ever.” If the human said, “You’re pigheaded.” The douchebot would say, “No, you’re pigheaded. I’m steadfast. I’m the most serene person ever.”


  Consistency and denotations would mean nothing to the douchebot. It would simply have to be programmed with some basic grammar and the ability to pick positive terms for itself and negative terms for anyone talking to it.


  Still,anyone talking to it would hear words,terms with denotations that they understood. When the douchebot claimed to be a scientist or a critical thinker merely because those are attributes with positive connotations, the human would be bewildered, confused and disoriented. To the normal human, those words mean something. A human would be more literal-minded. They wouldn’t know that they were talking to a mindless douchebot.


  If an ahole accused you of being unpatriotic, uncaring, stubborn, closed-minded, fake, whatever, you’ll be thinking about those term’s denotations and they won’t be. The more you care about being a good person, the more receptive you’ll be to an ahole’s shaming, scolding, dogging and scorning. You’ll wince at accusations that are just weaponized sounds to the ahole.


  Liberating themselves from denotations, aholes discover that confirmation bias can be the solution to all of their problems. Comfort in their own skin becomes all that matters, and they can wield society consistently in their favor by carving it to their liking, praising with loaded terms anyone who agrees with them and cursing with loaded terms anyone who doesn’t. They no longer have to wonder about carving the world at its proper joints. They carve it any way that pleases them and can re-carve it on an amnesic whim. They gain total mobility and total authority. They can do no wrong and do anything they want.


  Aholery as method acting


  It’s not only the terms ahole use, but the way they weave them into narratives and dress them up with passionate prosody and gestures. Trump’s former fixer, Michael Cohen, described the state of mind he entered in his fixer role as like method acting, fully embodying the fictional part one is playing, mustering authentic, vivid, body-quaking feelings merely for theatrical effect. He described knowing that something was a lie but feeling real rage when defending it as true.


  Truth is a casualty of this expedient use of method acting. Yes, aholes feel it. It’s not difficult. Like method actors, they just have to forget what they know about reality to submerge fully into whatever role they’re playing. They swap out honor for method acting success as their core identity. It’s a game. Life’s a game. Integrity, heart, and mind are burdens easily shed for the victory gained by believing their own lies. Once success becomes reliable, one can shift from lying to bullshitting.


  Lying is knowing you’re not telling the truth. Bullshitting, as defined in philosopher Harry Frankfurt’s bestseller, On Bullshit, is not caring what’s true. The transition to an exclusive focus on connotation, not denotation, helps explain how smoothly one can slide from lying into bullshitting. Bullshitting is the power of connotation unchained, words as shields and weapons in a simple crusade for spin dominance.


  It’s as easy to ask the wrong question about aholes as it is about animals. Does Trump really feel his outrage when he’s defending lies and bullshit? Did Hitler really believe the Jews were an evil menace? Are they dumb or dumb like a fox?


  Are they passionate about their causes or just obsessed with getting their way?


  That’s like asking whether a chicken thinks you’re laughing at it or with it. Wrong question.


  Aholes simply behave as though the rules don’t apply to them. They are not like normal people. We put ourselves at significant risk by assuming they mean anything they say. That’s exactly what they want. They speak with intense method-acting passion, as though they mean what they say, caring about it so much that their passions override all other considerations. Consciously or unconsciously, they work to keep you thinking that they’re thinking when they’re not. They’re feeling.


  That’s why we need to think of them as a different kind of critter, not that they aren’t human or can’t change, but nonetheless they are operating by different rules. Our confusion about what’s going on with aholes can make them seem more complicated than they are, which is like deciding that a chicken’s thinking must be complicated because it’s foreign to us. Cunning is the impression aholes give, but it may be gained mindlessly, by not attending to denotations, fleet-footed hopping from one high horse to another.


  We all tend to spin our interpretations of circumstances to our emotional advantage to the extent that we can get away with it, and we can get away with it a lot easier if we ignore denotations. Aholes use spin dominance absolutely. Trump got away with spinning himself as a patriot and his enemies as traitors so long as enough conscientious people were dogged into submission by the connotations.


  We have a higher high horse to visit next. To reign supreme as an ahole, you can’t just get the last word through spin dominance; you must also get the last word on who gets the last word. That’s frame dominance, the subject of our next session.


  7.   Frame Dominance: Getting The Last Word On Getting The Last Word


  Status dominance


  If the absolute last word is one’s goal, spin dominance isn’t enough. Spin dominance is insisting on one’s interpretation as the last word. Frame dominance is insisting on being the one who gets to decide who gets the last word.


  Despite our human uniqueness, we remain a dominance-hierarchy mammal, all of us pursuing status in diverse social domains. You probably know the feeling. Say you’re at a party, and someone shows up sporting an advantage on some asset you aim to possess— for example, looks, charm, talent, prestige, power, or wealth.


  Unconsciously and within seconds your intuition makes a beat-em-or-join-em assessment. Will your status rise by association with them or are you better off finding some way to discount their advantages, reasons why they aren’t a threat to your status: Sure, they have that advantage, but they don’t have some other advantage you have. One way or the other or both, kowtowing or catty and sometimes both, we’ll reckon with the competition by seeking ways to keep our status aloft if only in our minds.


  Dominance is a conscious and unconscious metric for our well-being. It’s good news when the numbers ranking beneath us in status grow and the numbers above us in status shrink. As long as we aren’t sinking in status, we’re likely to continue doing what we’re doing. We therefore welcome even marginally credible ways to outrank others in bulk, discounting a large swath of humanity.


  The evidence is in, and it’s clear: racial, gender, and spiritual differences in ability are at most cultural, not inherent. Why then, do racism, sexism, and religious bigotry persist? Because once we have embraced a way to bulk-demote other potential competitors, it’s hard to give it up. Relinquish your caste-system pretense of superiority, and your social stock plummets. It’s like that party suddenly flooding with competitors you can no longer discount.


  Trumpiring


  Dominance doesn’t necessarily go to the spin winner, but goes to the one who gets to decide who won. Frame dominance is central to understanding aholes. I’ll call it trumpiring — trumping a competitor in a debate by posing as the neutral umpire overseeing the debate. Umpiring is to sports much like judging is to courts, deciding, for example, what’s fair or foul play, what’s in bounds or out.


  Trumpiring is like an advocate entering the courtroom to argue a case but sneaking up onto the bench to preside over the case as the judge, deciding, for example, what is and isn’t admissible evidence.


  Someone playing trumpire doesn’t just play the presiding judge but plays all the higher-court judges, too, up to the supreme court. That is, if you challenge a trumpire’s trumpiring, they’ll play judge dismissing your challenge as inadmissible. If you challenge their dismissal, they’ll summon a higher authority still: Themselves again. No matter how you challenge their pretense of authority, they’ll claim still higher authority and reject your challenge. They’re going to set the terms for the debate, posing as impartial, but always deciding in their favor, not just about the evidence but about the rules of procedure.


  To understand aholes, you have to understand frame dominance or trumpiring. For that, we’re going to have to zoom out from psychoproctology for a moment to a topic that it’s nested within:Nested topics, or more technically, recursion — folding something back into itself, like thinking about thinking or deciding about deciding, feeling about feeling or getting the last word on who gets the last word.


  Supposedly, someone once asked Einstein what he thought was the most extraordinary phenomenon in the universe. His answer was “compound interest.” Compound interest is recursion, folding money back into money, income into capital. A nuclear chain reaction is recursion, too, a population explosion of reactions, each reaction sparking many more, which in turn spark still more. The rich get richer, and the poor get poorer by recursion, the rich by money’s compound interest, the poor by compounded complications, each setback sparking other setbacks.


  Anything you can do I can do meta


  To understand recursion, you’ll find the prefix meta handy, as in meta-cognition, thinking about thinking. Think of meta as“something about itself.” That’s recursion. Your meta-feelings are your feelings about your feelings. Meta-angst is your angst about having angst, and meta-doubt is doubting yourself because you doubt so much. And meta-fighting — fighting about fighting. And meta-deciding, deciding how to decide.


  If you ever worked on some ad hoc committee or even just decided what movie to go to with your friends, you probably dealt with a little meta-deciding. Sometimes you have an established formula for deciding, some bylaws or rules of order. But if not, you have to decide how to decide.


  In chapter 4, we engaged in meta-deciding, deciding how to decide how to categorize aholes. In particular, we were meta-categorizing, categorizing better versus worse ways to categorize.


  Though recursion is disorienting, like trying to eat our own mouths or trying to orient in a hall of mirrors, it’s also familiar. Try this multi-layered meta-argument:


   


  MOM: You kids, stop fighting!
 BOY: But she started it!
 GIRL: I didn’t! You did!
 MOM: I don’t care who started it. I want it to stop!
 DAD: Oh, let them fight. It’s good for them.
 MOM: I don’t like it. I think it’s terrible.
 GRANDMA: You two shouldn’t argue in front of the kids.
 GRANDPA: Dear, don’t tell them how to raise our grandkids.


   


  That’s easy enough to track, right? And what is the argument? Well, there’s the children’s fight, the children’s argument about who started it, the mother’s attempts to stop them, the father’s attempt to stop her from stopping them, and then each of the grandparent’s interventions. The grandpa’s argument is a meta-meta-meta-meta-meta argument, and the meta could have gone on from there, for example, someone saying they should all just stop talking. That would be an attempt at the last word, not that it would work. Someone else could enter and insist that they should all keep arguing or that they need to settle on one argument.


  Recursion, or as it’s called, going meta, opens a chain reaction can of worms. Researchers tease that “Anything you can do, I can do meta,” and it’s true. No matter your framing, someone can always step out, going meta to talk about your framing.


  Recursion or going meta is the source of plenty of humor. It’s funny two ways at least, first because the layers of recursion are potentially infinite since “Everything we can do, we can do meta.” Shaggy dog stories, for example, or the classic Monte Python Argument Clinic comedy routine in which two characters end up in an argument about whether it’s futile to argue about whether they’re having an argument.


  Second, it’s funny because it’s disorienting, like a kind of verbal slapstick in which you can’t tell what the topic is. For example, are you deciding, or are you deciding how to decide? Are you inside the topic or outside it, talking about the topic? The in-and-outness tickles us.


  Lacking language,animals can’t go meta the way we can. It requires words, even simple words like this and it. If you’re fighting, you can say,“This is terrible, and you’re to blame for it.”Without language, we can’t mark a debate as “this” to step out of it to debate about it.


  Having symbols makes us able to go meta ad infinitum and ad nauseam, for example, a brat who robotically asks, “Yeah, but why?” to every answer they get. Who has time or energy for that? Our brains peter out quickly on recursion. For example, you understand the sentence,“I think she knows she’s lying,” but try,“He told me that they think you’re aware that I think she knows she’s lying.”That one makes us balk and bonk out from exhaustion.


  We’re busy. We don’t have time to go down recursion’s endless rabbit holes within rabbit holes. So, of course, we want last words, like the family members in the dialog above, not that they got them.


  Again, I’ve called this the last-word paradox:With words, we seek last words that we can never get because no matter what you claim is the last word, someone can always chime in with some words about your words.


  Second-guessing vs. second-yessing


  In chapter 5, I said that we humans are trudging through an erosive sandstorm of possibilities. The sandstorm is recursive, for instance lying in bed at night, thinking about what the heck you could have been thinking when you said what you said that made your partner step out to wonder what they are doing with you, wondering, for the first time, whether they belong with you.


  And on top of that you feel terrible about feeling terrible and how it’s ruining your sleep. That’s meta-angst. Angst about having angst. It’s also meta-doubt, doubts about having so many doubts. Ruminating in the dark, you totter between in and out on multiple meta-levels. That’s the cost you pay for being a fallibilist who can hear themselves think. Fallibilists zoom in and out, trying to figure out the right level of analysis for their circumstances, reading between the lines within the lines, the text within the context.


  Meta-doubt is perhaps the best definition of self-doubt, not thinking you’re up to the challenge of all the doubts you experience in the sandstorm of possibilities. No wonder aholes want to shut the window once and for all, keeping all doubt away.


  Introspection is a recursive hall of mirrors. It’s not accurate to describe it as looking inside to discover our true authentic self. Rather, with language, we can imagine being an outsider interpreting ourselves. A self-interpretation like “I’m a good person” is a simple recursive interpretation. We could call that first-guessing ourselves, a first recursion. Second-guessing ourselves would be another recursive step, for example saying “I like to think I’m a good person.” That’s like observing the observer, and it can go on from there, ad infinitum and ad nauseum. Brain-fry apart, there’s no reason one couldn’t say,“I believe that I think that I like to say that I think I’m a good person.” With recursion, for every story we tell about ourselves, another story could be told about the storyteller.


  Second-guessing is where doubt kicks in. If you say, “I’m a good person” and leave it at that, you’re introspecting as though stating a fact. But if you say, “I like to think I’m a good person,” you expose that thinking you’re a good person is just your interpretation.


  Aholes don’t second-guess themselves; they second-yes themselves as if to say, “Yes, I have proof that I’m a good person because I’ve checked with myself about it and, yup, I agree that I am, no evidence to the contrary necessary or even admissible.” I call this talkiswalkism, the assumption that what we say about ourselves must be true, as though we’re the judge presiding over our own case and declaring ourselves innocent on the assumption that everyone should believe us. Second-yessing is claiming the last word on one’s own good character and therefore authority to claim the last word. You might have heard this loopy quip about the Bible: How do we know that the Bible is the inerrant word of God? Because it says so right there in the Bible, which is the inerrant word of God. Second-yessing is like that about playing God.“How do I know I’m as inerrant as a God? Because I checked with myself over and over and every time, I agreed with myself. That’s proof!”


  Recursion and fallibilist irony


  Recursion is how we exposed all of those moral dilemmas posing as moral principles — negativity is a no-no, be intolerant of intolerance, never be a name-caller, you shouldn’t be judgmental, shame on those who shame. In each case, we folded the principle back into itself and found that the principle contradicts itself.


  In chapter 2 I mentioned that these self-contradictory moral principles might tempt us to decide morality is bogus. That’s the hypocritical response to recursion, a liberation into anarchy, a moral free-for-all in which those who moralize best win. That is the ahole response,“So what? You do it too,” taken as license to treat morality as nothing but an arsenal. Since no one can get the last word, just pretend to have it and dominate everyone.


  Just fake infallibility, pretend you’ve got the last word and exploit trumpiring to prevent anyone from ever one-upping you with a word about your last word.


  Contrast that with the fallibilist approach I’m encouraging as the harder-yet-healthier response to recursion, more in keeping with life’s trial-and-error iffy effort. When fallibilists find that a moral principle contradicts itself, they don’t dismiss the moral in question as bogus; they get more attentive to it. A contradiction compels a fallibilist to go meta to embrace a dilemma to manage.


  In contrast, aholes have found the way to pretend that they have escaped the guess work. It’s simple. If, given recursion we end up in a hall of mirrors, just become the hall of mirrors for other people. Claim that you get the last word on who gets the last word. No matter what anyone says, just pose as the authority on whether they can say it, throwing out as inadmissible anything you don’t want people to say. In a recursive conflict, an ahole just has to keep playing the next higher judge. They just have to out-meta all meta moves. And if you challenge them on always playing judge, they’ll play judge about that too. Here’s an example to illustrate how recursively loopy it can get when you’re dealing with someone who trumpires, always claiming the last word, always controlling the frame for the conflict:


   


  YOU: Could you stop waving that knife at me?
 AHOLE: Why should I? It’s a free country.
 YOU: Because I’d like to deescalate our conflict before someone gets hurt.
 AHOLE: You’re a snowflake. I don’t have to listen to you.
 YOU: OK. I don’t want to but I guess I have to get a knife too.
 AHOLE: Ha! You’re such a hypocrite! A minute ago, you were telling me to put down the knife and now you’re grabbing one. See that’s why I don’t have to listen to anything you say.
 YOU: OK, sorry. I’ll put down the knife if you will.
 AHOLE: I won’t.
 YOU: Then I guess I have to pick up a knife too.
 AHOLE: Again. Such hypocrisy!
 YOU: Sorry. I don’t mean to be a hypocrite. But I’ve got to be able to defend myself.
 AHOLE: You don’t mean to be a hypocrite but you are one. I don’t listen to hypocrites.


   


  That’s trumpiring — trumping by umping. It’s not complicated. All it requires is an air of unflappable self-confidence and a list of clichés that anyone can parrot with an air of supreme authority.


  Safe and free


  Donald Trump trumpires with an uncommon flourish. It doesn’t matter what he says or does. He can lie, contradict himself, or oversee the unnecessary deaths of hundreds of thousands. His interviews can be total flops. So long as he swaggers with the air of the supreme adjudicator deciding what counts as real and fake, nice and nasty, and gives himself the highest marks with an air of confident, fake-objective authority, he has the support of millions who misinterpret his swagger as evidence of an uninterrupted winning streak. That’s frame dominance. It’s what’s meant by calling the shots or setting the terms or frames of the debate.


  One can trumpire for any cause or no cause at all, just to remain the framer-in-chief, the dominant person who gets to set the context for debate.


  There are game-like qualities to life. Tables turn. A defensive advantage or disadvantage can flip to become an offensive advantage or disadvantage. Aholes are playing the game of life on two levels at once. They’re trying to dominate within the game through spin dominance, but they’re also changing the rules to their advantage by frame dominance. They’re in it to win it, but also outside it to rig it so they can continue to win it.


  We see frame dominance in the way aholes claim to win fair and square by cheating, rigging the rules to favor themselves. They’ll gloat both about winning fair and square and about being shifty enough to shift the rules so they can continue to win.


  Are they playing the game,or are they gaming the play? Hard to say, and they don’t have to. They will be the supreme judges adjudicating what’s fair in a debate with you, and they’ll attack you for any attempt to do the same. They’ll declare contempt of court when you don’t stay on topic of whatever topic they want to talk about. If you make any attempt to frame the debate, they’ll call foul. And why? Because frame dominance is their advantage. They’ll do anything to keep you from sharing that advantage.


  There’s a lot to be gained by trumpiring — money, power and sex. There’s also simply the satisfaction. Language-using dominance-hierarchy mammals like us feel safer when we can sway others to our decisions, and we feel safest when we can sway others to our way of deciding, which is what aholes achieve by trumpiring. They’re sado-narcissistic, offloading all doubt onto others. The more doubt they can get you to carry, the less doubt they bear. They blare their trumpiring police sirens so loud at others, it drowns out the sound of their own doubts. As a result, they feel absolutely safe and free.


  An ahole is a master of frame dominance and is vigilant against any threats to that mastery. When their vigilance fails, it’s evidence of what they dread the most: losing frame dominance. Occasionally, con artists get conned. Stalin, for example, reveled in his non-aggression pact with Hitler. When, by surprise attack, Hitler reneged on the agreement not to attack the Soviet Union, Stalin was out-conned and shaken. Some historians argue that he had a nervous breakdown, and not only because he had to go to war with Germany but because he was outwitted. In chapter 14, I’ll show how we can exploit an ahole’s obsession with frame dominance to undermine them.


  Sidebar: De-meaning 
 Clichés To Trumpire By


  Here’s a collection of common frame-dominance or trumpiring clichés. They don’t just voice an advocated or spun opinion; they claim to decide what are and aren’t permissible opinions.


  I’ve given names to some of these — to name it is to tame it. Many end with - ize, which can mean deliberately faking, as in rationalize, psychologize or moralize.


  These are trumpiring clichés that we all might use in a pinch or when feeling sloppy or sleepy or just whenever we can get away with it. Aholes use them non-stop in their winner-takes-all infallibility deathmatches for frame dominance.


  It’s quite a list and not even complete! Also add to it all of those hypocritical statements we’ve already discussed, like don’t be negative, you shouldn’t be judgmental, you should be more open-minded, and shame on you for shaming.


  These frame-dominance moves can be overwhelming to hear as one long list. Still, I bet most if not all of these are moves you’ve encountered and probably even used. You may not remember using them. We often don’t. They flow from our mouths more readily than we notice. They feel like the right things to say at the time. They’re much easier to dish out than to take in from someone we’re already finding frustrating.


   


  
    	“You think that?!You don’t know anything, do you?” Infallibility-baiting: Turning a debate into a winner-takes-all deathmatch to prove we’re right about everything and our opponents are wrong about everything.


    	“This is not the time or place to bring that up.” Inadmissing: Posing as the gatekeeper concerned about what’s appropriate in order to block whatever challenges our authority.


    	“You’re in no position to bring that up.” Disqualifizing: Posing as the gatekeeper who disqualifies challengers based on their lack of legal standing.


    	“Don’t be defensive.” Gumbabying (more on this in chapter 13). Diagnosing our opponents in ways they can’t respond to without confirming our diagnosis. For example, if they say “I’m not defensive!” it proves our point.


    	“Hey now, you don’t know that for sure.” Going uncertain: Posing as the neutral, scientifically skeptical authority by casting doubt on any challenge to our opinions as though the fallibility of their argument proves that our argument is infallible: e.g., climate change skepticism.


    	“No fair! You won fair and square! If this were a fair contest, I’d win too!” Tie-tying: When losing, pretending that an equal opportunity contest would end in a tie.


    	“You’re wrong, which proves I’m right.” Defaulty logic: Assuming that if we can find even one thing wrong with a challenger’s arguments, we’re automatically right by default.


    	“Don’t challenge me! It’s a free country. I have a right to talk!” Libertizing: Pretending that challenges to our authority are threats to our right to say anything without pushback. Pretending that defending our dominance proves that we’re crusaders for free speech.


    	“Moi? How dare you say I have that trait?! Inadmissable! I hate that trait.” Exempt by contempt: Pretending that hating a behavior when others do it to us proves that we don’t do it to others.


    	“Don’t tell me about justice! I hate when people are unjust to me!” Justicizing: Pretending that our obsession with injustices to us proves that we’re authorities on justice.


    	“Why can’t we all just get along by doing things my way?” Pacifizing: Pretending that because we want compromise from others, we’re crusaders for compromise.


    	“Don’t shout. You are out of line.” Ettiquettizing: Pretending to be the authority on proper etiquette, adjudicating foul play, or sentencing people for contempt of court as though it’s ours.


    	“Ha! I see that the truth upsets you.” Psychologizing: Pretending that an emotional response disqualifies anyone who challenges us. This one is especially handy late in a debate. After having frustrated our opponents with our absolute unreceptivity, we can pull this one out as a sucker-punch coup de grace.


    	“If you’re not as passionate about it as I am, you must not care about it at all.” Out-freaking: Pretending that anyone who doesn’t match our outrage is callous, as though there are only two possibilities: freaked-out or indifferent.


    	“If you’re upset, maybe we’ll talk about this later. You need a time out.” Pocket veto: A unilateral decision to postpone a challenge indefinitely.


    	“I pity you; you’re so stupid. Sad. I’ll pray for you.” Crocodile tears: A put-down dressed up as sympathy.


    	“Wow, I’m disappointed. I expected more from a professional like you.” Snobbifying: Pretending to be an upholder of high standards.


    	“Hey, be nice! Shame on you for shaming me.” Nicessism: The narcissistic use of “that’s not nice!” as though anything that disappoints us is automatically inconsiderate and immoral.


    	“You didn’t say that exactly right so you’re disqualified.”Marming: Playing the prissy, prudish school marm.


    	“Let’s get back to the core issue.” Fake-objective grounding: Claiming authority on what’s the core issue in a multi-level debate.


    	“You’re disrespectful, so you’re wrong.” Killing the messenger: Disqualifying challenges to our authority because they weren’t delivered by the exacting standards we hold only for others, not for ourselves.


    	“Shame on you for shaming me. I won’t listen to anyone who’s of such low character as to accuse me of low character.” Ad hominizing: Killing the messenger for killing the messenger as the though ad hominem fallacy means it’s always illogical to attack character.


    	“You’re not being objective. I’m only interested in facts.” Fake-objectivity: Pretending to be the unbiased bloodhound snooping out bias.


    	“I’m honest. I’ve got integrity. I’m not into game playing.” Talkiswalkism: Assuming that the compliments we give ourselves are conclusive proof of how we are, as though we couldn’t possibly fail to practice what we preach.


    	“I’m only interested in truth, facts, and proof. I know logic. I’m mathematical. I’m an expert on critical thinking.” Self-credentializing: Pretending that self-certifying ourselves as authorities means everyone should defer to us.


    	“In debate, people are entitled to their own opinions.” Superfluous ground-ruling: Rather than debating, stating the obvious to pose as the judicious authority.


    	“Since I’m totally honest, I speak truth.” Gut-truthing: Confusing honesty with truth, conveniently forgetting that plenty of people honestly believe falsehoods.


    	“You question my intentions? My intentions are pure! Don’t they count for everything?” Intentionalizing: Pretending we’re not responsible for our behavior’s consequences, only our intentions.


    	“Stop complaining. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Side-swiping: Ignoring our potential for doing collateral damage as though the only question is whether we made a deliberate priority effort to harm: e.g.,“Yes, I’m having an affair but you should be OK with it because I wasn’t deliberately trying to hurt you. Hurting you was just a side effect of me scoring.”


    	“I don’t mean to be critical, but you’re an idiot.” Fake-caveating: A variation on talkiswalkism. Pretending that, because we’re authorities, when we say we’re not doing something, we’re not doing it.


    	“Me not listen? I’m the best listener!” Robo-besting: Automatically refuting an accusation by robotically claiming to be the best at anything that sounds good.


    	“Yeah, blah blah blah. Whatever. But answer me this…” Playing interrogator: Filling the air with challenges and questions. Taking control of the conversation by flooding it with our demands as though all burden of proof falls on those who challenge us.


    	“I’m right because many people agree with me.” Massifying: Selectively pretending that popular opinion decides the truth.


    	“I’m winning, which proves I’m right.” Top-dogging: Pretending that our local victories prove us right and righteous, conveniently forgetting that Hitler was victorious for a while.


    	“Game over. I won once — once and for all.” Perma-gloating: Claiming eternal authority based on a past and passing victory.


    	“Aw hell no! I’ve been oppressed, so from now on, I’m right about everything.” Post-traumatic ass syndrome: Pretending a past disadvantage entitles us to eternal dominance.


    	“I’m right because I’m struggling. That proves I’m a victim martyr hero.” Under-dogging: Pretending that because we have an outlying underdog position, we must be right and righteous — ignoring all the underdogs who proved wrong and bad.


    	“I’m right because someone ancient agreed with me.” Toga-cred: Pretending that old means true.


    	“I’m right because someone famous for something entirely different said it.” Cred-spread: Pretending that if someone was right about one thing, they’re the last word on everything.


    	“I’m right because the truth was revealed to me or someone.” Revelation: Pretending we have special access to the last-word truth channeled directly to us, our guru or sacred text, conveniently forgetting all the other revelations people have had that counter ours.


    	“I’m right because it was or would have been right in this one situation.” Insight overreach: Treating a sometimes-effective solution as the universal solution.


    	“Nope. Nothing could change my mind about this!” Proud blind faith: Pretending that a blanket refusal to consider other possibilities is a badge of honor.


    	“That’s boring, confusing, or difficult; therefore, it’s irrelevant.” Impulse chopping: Pretending that if something isn’t intuitive to us, it’s dismissible as unimportant.


    	“My ideas are simpler (or more complicated), so I’m right.” Mind-fitting: Pretending the merits of an idea can be judged by its length or complexity, ours being the proper length.


    	“I don’t know about that, so it’s impermissible evidence.” Blank-blocking: Pleading ignorance not as an admission of our limitations but as evidence of our authority. If it’s not on our radar, it doesn’t matter.


    	“You don’t believe me? You’ve got no imagination.” Magical thinking: Conveniently confusing hope for realism, as though the truth is always nice.


    	“You just can’t handle the truth.” Dreadful thinking: Conveniently confusing dread for realism as though the truth is always unwelcome.


    	“You aren’t absolute on my side about it? You must be absolute for its opposite!” Polarizing: Pretending choices are black and white. Either we’re absolutely for one thing or its opposite.


    	“It just is.” Literal unreasonableness: Not giving reasons. For example, employing the word just or only, as though it proves we get the last word and that everyone must ignore all other possibilities.


    	“Wow! I’m just shocked by your reaction!” Estrangement: Overreacting to someone’s reaction as a way to dismiss them for their perverse abnormality.


    	“I win because I’m more hysterical than you.” Out-fierceing: Pretending that truth is discovered not by realism but by intensity, as though if we exaggerate most wildly, our insistence trumps all other considerations.


    	“You spilled your milk? You should be more careful.” Monday morning quarterbacking: Claiming authority by stating the obvious warning after the fact.


    	“I survived it just fine. See,I knew it wouldn’t be a problem.” Hindsight bias: Claiming authority by pretending the possibility we bet on was a certainty. Like a child saying,“Because I wasn’t hit by a car one time, I never have to look both ways.”


    	“Don’t tell me how I feel! I’m the authority on how I feel! You just want to put me down.” Claiming mind-reading rights: Pretending we believe that people always know what they feel as a way to keep people from psychologizing us while we psychologize them.


    	“Your kind always stereotypes us.” Hypocritical generalizing: Pretending that an unflattering generalization is wrong because, in general, no one should ever generalize.


    	“Don’t jump to conclusions.” Hypocritical jumping: Jumping to the conclusion that someone has jumped to a conclusion.


    	“Calm down you idiot. I just want peace.” Sucker-punching: Attacking while calling a truce.


    	“How would I do it? By succeeding!” Gumming: Pretending that fanatical passion to reach a goal is all it takes to achieve it. Substituting a toothless goal for a plan with some teeth.


    	“That’s just talk, words, theory, hypothesizing, abstraction or semantics.” Anti-theory theorizing: Rejecting an argument because it is made with words or is in any way abstract.


    	“You’re crazy! Why would I feel that!? It’s illogical!” Logicizing: Assuming that our feelings are strictly logical. Other people have irrational feelings, but we don’t.


    	“Ha! Gotcha!You’re just playing gotcha! I blame you for playing the blame game.” Blame gaming: Blaming someone for playing the blame game.


    	“Ha! If I were in your situation, I’d know exactly what to do.” Skinless gaming: Pretending we’re authorities because with no skin in the game, we can solve, like it’s an easy puzzle, the problems of those who have skin in the game.


    	“I’m committed; you’re pigheaded. They’re totally different!” Apple ’n oranging: Pretending a double standard isn’t one by declaring an unexplained difference.


    	“Oh, so you’re saying everyone should shut their eyes and be stupid?” Discrediting distortion: Exaggerating and distorting our opponents’ arguments to dismiss them.


    	“You can’t cry wolf when there is a wolf because you told us not to cry wolf when there wasn’t one.” Preemptive wolf crying: Exaggerating to get our opponents to tell us not to exaggerate so we can tell them not to later.


    	“Ha! What a hypocrite! That’s why I don’t have to listen to you. You asked me to put down my weapons and when I didn’t, you picked up yours.” Anti-conditionalism: Pretending that different responses under different conditions is proof of hypocrisy. Like saying, “You’re a hypocrite! You think adults should drive but toddlers shouldn’t.”


    	“You want to say something? Fine, I’ll shut up forever so you can dominate.” Discrediting process misinterpretation: Trying to shame away an opponent’s process suggestions by misinterpretation.


    	“You question my argument? Fine. I’ll start all over again.” Insistent replay: Punishing all interruptions and challenges to our rant by replaying it from the beginning,as though if they understood what we were saying, they would automatically agree with it.


    	“Shame on you for violating whatever absolute moral principle my behavior demonstrates I don’t care about at all except when it comes in handy for guilt-tripping people into submission.” Moralizing: Blaring our police siren so loud it drowns out the sound of our violations.


    	“Shame on you for being so insensitive as to trespass on my unchallengeable safe space.” Performative hypersensitivity or political correctness: Acting offended to shut people up.


    	“Shame on you for being so sensitive as to infringe on my unchallengeable freedom to trespass. Performative hyper-insensitivity or anti-PC: Barking at people for not tolerating our barking.


    	“Never mind. I don’t have a right to say anything.” Performative passive-aggressiveness: Pretending to be oppressed to shame someone who isn’t actually oppressing us.


    	“I wouldn’t have said that! You must have heard wrong.” Ear-blaming: Rather than admitting to our inconsistencies, making the challenger wrong for misinterpreting. Accusing challengers of being bad listeners rather than admitting we’re contradicting ourselves.


    	“Sounds like you have biases.” Blind self-exemption: Treating universal human traits as rare pathologies of the weak and maladjusted.


    	“You’re projecting. Criticizing me only exposes what you don’t like about yourself.” Teflon-gloating: A popular spiritual or new age way of saying “I know you are but what am I?”


    	“So what? Everybody does it!” False equivalenting: Ignoring questions of degree to distract from our absolute excesses. Since everyone lies sometimes, we can lie constantly.


    	“If you’re not absolutely pure, your challenges mean nothing.” Puritanizing: Harping on the tiniest fault, real or imagined, in our challengers as if their humanness proves our saintliness.


    	“Oh, you’re just playing politics.” Ulteriorizing: Pretending that if we can imagine even one dirty ulterior motive, we don’t have to listen to challengers.


    	“Look, I’m just calling it like it is. I’m just being honest; you’re just being insulting.” Loading: Using spin or loaded terms to achieve frame dominance.


    	“I’m proud to demand more, stand my ground, speak up for myself, uphold my principles and additionally, to hold high standards, whereas you, you’re just being pushy, attached, demanding, obnoxious, and, not only that, pigheaded.” Spinplex pile-on: Redundancy disguised as reasoning. Employing loaded synonyms to make our argument appear stronger and an opponent’s argument appear weaker.


    	“You disagree with me about how to achieve the goal? You must not want to achieve the goal.” Ends blackmailing: Pretending to disagree about ends because of a disagreement about the means for achieving them.


    	“The only admissible evidence is mine, and it all points to me being right.” Cherry-picking: Ignoring counter-evidence.


    	“Because my argument is plausible, no other arguments ever could be.” Self-fertilizing: Pretending that a single plausible argument ends debate, much like a single sperm making an egg unreceptive to other sperm.


    	“You’re not qualified to speak on this subject until you’ve read all the texts that support my opinion.” Url-ing: Hurling up a pile of urls, the reading list prerequisite for entry into debate with us.


    	“You’re confusing, hurting, insulting and disappointing me.” You-ing: Assuming that if there’s a problem, it must be them, not us.


    	“You think too much” Fake-objective mind-measuring: Pretending we’re the measure of how much people should think.


    	“I’m disappointed, which proves you must have violated a moral imperative.” Ouch-moralizing: Assuming that moral laws protect us from all disappointment. Also, “Because I want, you owe.”


    	“There’s no reality anyway so I can believe whatever I want and there’s nothing you can do about it.” The doctrine of foregone inconclusion: Pretending that really there’s no reality so we don’t have to listen to anyone about anything.


    	“Wow, you’re really obsessed with this!” War on attrition: Pretending that tenacity proves someone wrong.


    	“(Sigh, eye-roll) whatever.” Remoticonning: An ambiguous fake-surrender, meaning we give up on you but you’ll pay for this.


    	“…” Wall-playing: Saying nothing as though our opponent isn’t trying to get through to us.


    	“You’re giving up? See? That proves I’m right about everything!You just can’t admit you lost.” Attritioning: Claiming victory whenever someone is fed up with dealing with our stubbornness.

  


  8.   Ideological Detours To Aholia


  All paths have detours


  Aholia is a fantasyland where residents of all kinds feel always free and always best. In aholia, one can do no wrong and yet can do anything. Aholia would be a dream destination for an appetite that resides in any of us, no matter where we come from or where we aim to go.


  Paths to any destination have down-sloping detours that lead to aholia. People converge on aholia from every direction because it’s so much easier to live there as a pretend god than to live anywhere in reality as a mere human.


  Most people who start down one of the detours to aholia get thwarted or turned back by circumstances. Teens often stray onto the detours, but parents, teachers, friends, the law, and society intervene and redirect them back toward more realistic destinations.


  Even when these human impediments fail, reality is enough to turn back most detourists. Driving drunk, we can feel totally free and totally powerful, but reality is not impressed. We might end up wrapped around a tree. If we survive, we might cut back on drunk driving. So, too, with detours to aholia. Reality usually sees to it that things don’t end well for detourists, and some people learn it in time.


  Some detours are narrow; some are wide and welcoming. A healthy society narrows the detours. It represents reality well enough to be a bulwark against the natural human tendency to slip down into aholia.


  When societies go wrong, they dismantle the obstacles and guiderails and widen the detours inviting everyone down them. Ultimately, the society becomes a cult, basically a district of aholia, a reality-denying mutual admiration society. The Trump cult is an example. If you tried to be realistic within that cult,you’d be ostracized.


  An ahole’s power stems largely from their ability to confuse people. We might get the impression that they’re playing three-dimensional chess. No matter where we move, they have us in check.


  That’s on us. We mistake them for playing by the rules and caring about the meaning of what they say. Between spin and frame dominance, they’ve freed themselves from meanings.


  All of those moves listed in the previous chapter are on the edge of being justified and unjustified responses in a debate. For example, there are times when it makes sense to say,“Don’t shout.”What, then, makes those frame-dominance moves is when they are used merely to demean. Then they’re parroted, weaponized sounds used to offload all doubt, self-doubt and burden of proof onto others.


  Aholes are parrotsites, parasites by parroting, mindlessly wielding exploitable clichés to exploit others. Aholia is parrot-dise, a paradise for parrotsites. Sorry. Too much wordplay, but these double-entendres make a point, or rather combine points: Parroting is the ahole parasite’s ticket to aholia paradise. To name it is to tame it.


  Doctrine as an aholia gateway drug


  Here’s an example of how simple it would be to fall into the Trump cult— that particular detour into aholia — as voiced by an imagined Trump cult member:


   


  I dunno, I guess I was surfing radio channels ‘cause I was bored. Don’t remember when, but I get Rush Limbaugh’s show. I liked it — don’t know why. Just fun I guess.


  Entertaining. Felt like I could say that stuff. Actually, couldn’t but I’d wanna. People I know said they were listening too. We’d talk about the parts we liked. I could say that stuff with those guys. We’d laugh about it.


  Then someone — my wife’s sister maybe, I don’t remember — she’d hear me saying it and get all irritated. That was fun too. So I’d repeat it. I could really get her going.


  I know two kinds of people, the ones that like it and the ones that don’t. It’s fun with 
 both. We’re laughing together or I’m laughing at the ones who don’t get it. Either way,


  it’s good harmless fun. I don’t see what the big deal is.


  Do I believe it? Sure. I’ve given it a lot of thought, ya know. The more I listen, not just to Rush but to all those guys, the more I think why doesn’t everybody get it? They tell me I’m a realist for listening to them and that feels right to me. Some people just have their heads up their asses I guess. Love to irritate the hell out of them. Wake them up. We


  have to Make America Great and all that stuff.


  What do I mean make America great again? What d’ya mean what do I mean? I mean make America great! Jeez, are you one of them?


   


  While many of us are infuriated by the Trump cultist’s casual slide into aholia, remember, there are many detours. Being an ahole is a default state for humans. Aholes are literally uncivilized or even non-civilized. Unconstrained by a healthy civilization, any of us might become aholes to the extent that we can get away with it.


  By nature,we are inclined to learn a language,but it takes persistent effort to attend to the meaning of the things we say. The default state for humans is to talk out both sides of our mouths, ignoring our inconsistencies. The connection between our emotions and words is stronger than the connection between our words and reality.


  Now let’s take a deeper dive down one kind of detour into aholia. This one is a two-step process. The first step is into a doctrine, spinning our interpretations in ways that feed our confirmation bias. That’s like the guy who picked up on the Limbaugh doctrine and found it resonant, a spin he liked because he could dominate with it. The second step is the transition from the doctrine to generic aholery.


  From normal human to true believer


  To emphasize how anyone can detour into aholia, I’ll describe it in the first person — a fictional rendition of how I would make the transition:


  So here I am, dealing with my human vulnerability. Like all organisms, I’ve got to selectively interact with my real circumstances to stay alive. It’s iffy trial and error that can fail. Like all other animals, I’ve got feelings, too, so the risk of failing makes me anxious.


  But unlike all other organisms, I’m human. I have language, which exposes me to many more possibilities. That makes me still more anxious. But language also gives me easy ways to rationalize dismissing whatever makes me anxious. I can selectively interact in the virtual realm of language, checking out of reality. In other words, I’m prone to confirmation bias.


  But I’m also hemmed in by my conscience. Sure, I might lash out at people who say disappointing things to me, but I’ll tend to feel guilty about it and even apologize eventually because something in me knows that I have to be brave enough to face disappointments and learn from them. I realize that confirmation bias is a problem I need to manage.


  I hear lots of possibilities in the course of my days, but one really smacks me between the eyes,an opportunity,a breakthrough,a moment of woke enlightenment, a life-altering epiphany. Encountering this insight is like love at first sight, and I want to marry it. It feels like the last epiphany I’ll ever need.


  I follow it into a doctrine that strikes me as wise, enlightened, true, woke and all-encompassing. I’m enthralled by it. I experience great relief on having discovered it. I attribute that relief to the quality of the doctrine. It really tells it like it is, like I’ve always suspected it was. It makes me feel like a genius!


  Armed with this doctrine, I’d feel like I have the big picture. I’d have my instructions for living, my meaning of life, my infallible mission, my crusade. I’d know what the real priorities are, which possibilities are and aren’t significant, what to embrace and what to ignore. And I wouldn’t have to wince about dismissing discouraging ideas because this new doctrine supplies me with reasons why I don’t have to attend to them.


  No more doubts, no more self-doubt, no more rubbernecking and squinting into the sandstorm of possibilities, no more guilt about anything except failing to live up to this new doctrine. I could continue to struggle with lifelong self-doubt or embrace this doctrine as the infallible antidote to it.


  To embrace it, I have to learn more about it. So I study this one doctrine in greater depth. I make friends within the community of people who embrace it. I memorize its talking points, all the reasons it’s right and other ideas are wrong.


  Outsourcing confirmation bias


  Some education is broadening, like learning to see things from conflicting perspectives, rubbernecking and squinting our way deeper into the sandstorm of possibilities. But this is different, a narrowing kind of study. It will make me an expert on the One True Way. I’m motivated to learn, more motivated than I’ve ever been!


  And why? Because unbeknownst to me, I’m motivated to outsource my confirmation bias. I want a gated community for my mind that lets in only friendly ideas, not unfriendly ones, as shelter from the sandstorm of possibilities. But I don’t want to believe that I live in that gated community of the mind. I want to feel more worldly, like I’ve got the big picture.


  I’m learning ever more reasons why I don’t have to consider alternative possibilities. My learning narrows me down to what feels like an infallible laser-like point that I don’t have to think of as a point but can instead claim is the floodlight illuminating everything.


  I’ve already outsourced a lot of my body’s selective interaction. For example, I live in a shelter that lets the air in but keeps the rain out. I wear clothes that leave me free to move but keep out the cold. To grocery stores, I outsource interaction with food, not poison. I have lots of outsourced filters in place to prevent interaction with threats while facilitating interaction with opportunities.


  But outsourcing in the conceptual realm is different. It’s harder to tell whether the filter fits me better to reality or just better to myself, enabling me to feel more comfortable in my own skin within my ideological community.


  I could outsource my conceptual filtering to a reliable fact-checker or spam filter to not waste my time interacting with imaginary threats and opportunities. But I could also embrace a cult that filters out my interaction with real threats and only lets me interact with concepts that affirm me, and I might not be able to tell the difference…or want to.


  Between the fact-checker and the cult, the cult gives me more comfort. A fact-checker can filter in disappointing ways. That news story that affirmed me turned out to be fake. The news story that discouraged me turned out to be true. Who wants to hear that? I don’t.


  I’d know if my roof leaks, but I won’t know if my doctrine leaks, at least not until long after I’ve dedicated myself to it. My doctrine does not fit me to reality but fits me to me. It gives me the confidence I’ve always wanted. It filters for me, and it frees me to swagger like I’m not filtering, like I’ve got the big picture, which emboldens me.


  I could have become an alcoholic because alcohol filters out my negative experiences. On alcohol, I feel grand, like I’ve got the big picture. I can become a know-it-all crowing about all of my success. It’s not good for my body. It’s making my liver leak, but I don’t notice. When drunk, I feel great, on top of the world, omniscient. I can focus on my here-and-now happiness, and not see that I no longer have money to fix my leaky roof. From my alcoholic perspective, alcohol woke me up to reality.


  Likewise, I could get addicted to a doctrine with the same benefits as the alcohol. I could become a cultaholic. My doctrine is an external filter I can cozy up inside, a gated community of the mind that I can pretend isn’t gated but lets in the whole big picture.


  Examples of such external doctrine filters include religions, spirituality, philosophies, political movements, congregations, or news sources. I might join for their doctrine but I stay for the external filter that doesn’t feel like a filter. I’m unlikely to notice that I’ve contracted with an external filter that poses as presenting the all-inclusive big picture while keeping the sandstorm of discouraging real possibilities out. I falsely think I’ve been shopping for the right beliefs, and that I’ve found them.


  Embracing my new doctrine might impose some ritual sacrifice on me, not enough to discourage me from nestling up inside it but enough to put my conscience at ease. I might say, “I was skeptical. I didn’t want to believe this doctrine,” or “It’s hard learning from this doctrine, but it’s worth it because it helps me understand everything. With them, I can become a master of everything that matters.”


  Trouble in paradise


  Still, turning true belief in an infallible woke doctrine into real action is a challenge because it claims the last word that none of us can have. I’ll feel triumphant for finding the ideal way to live, but real-world living is never ideal.


  Having embraced this doctrine, I’ll start to cut corners and slide. It will trouble me that I have. Once committed, I start saying things like “Hey, nobody’s perfect,” or “I’m getting to the enlightened woke state, but it takes time. I have to be patient with myself.”


  Having embraced the doctrine, I’ll be out there calling attention to myself because some of the fun of having found it is showing it off. I fancy that it will make me the envy of all for having found the One True Way. I expect some mic-drop satisfaction for sharing my doctrine, but I only get that from people inside the circle. Outside, people respond to me like I’m a Jehovah’s Witness knocking on their door. I thought I donned the cloak of authority, but to outsiders, it’s more like I pinned a “kick me” sign to my butt.


  Outside I’ve become a target of challenges and ridicule. If I’m going to feign infallibility, others are going to kick the tires on it. So, there I am, nestled within my outsourced doctrinal filter, but in some ways, I’m more exposed than before.


  What do I do? I’ve gained many advantages from my feigned infallibility, but I’m also catching a lot of flak for it. I’m more powerful and more popular within my circle, yet less credible to people outside it.


  Should I give up my claim to have found the infallible doctrine and reenter the degrading sandstorm of possibilities? Or should I redouble my effort to live by the One True Infallible way and show people that this doctrine is the infallible woke floodlight on all reality? Is there an alternative?


  From true believer to generic holy warrior


  Sure, there is. I can become an ahole. Here’s how:


  In my studies to become a better believer in my infallible doctrine, I’ve learned less about being rational and more about rationalizing. I had to in order to make the infallible doctrine fit my fallible life.


  Though I thought I was in it for the enlightened doctrine, that wasn’t the point. I was in it to win it permanently, to gain a reliable sense of my infallibility. My epiphany was that feeling of infallibility, not the doctrine that supplied it. By now, I’m far more addicted to feeling infallible than I am to anything about the doctrine.


  Well, I can get that feeling more directly if I can just rationalize my rationalizations, be shameless about my shamelessness and turn my faith in the doctrine into proud blind faith in myself.


  Faith in a doctrine is one thing. Proud blind faith in myself is another and it’s better protection, the ultimate invulnerability in the sandstorm of possibilities, which is what I really wanted when I got hooked on my doctrine.


  Proud blind faith in myself isn’t about ideas. Instead, it’s a product of my ability to deploy relentlessly the spin-and frame-dominance tricks. So long as those tricks are working reliably enough, I no longer have to worry, wonder, or even think. That’s my ultimate release from conscience, no more wincing when people scorn and mock me.


  To take this easy alternative to either giving up or doubling down on my doctrine, all I have to do is declare holy war. Holy war is an oxymoron. It’s holy because I’m an infallible saint, but all’s fair in war. No deed too dirty for a saint like me.


  I declare holy war in the name of my doctrine, but by now that’s just a front, a cover, the jersey I wear. For example it’s not really an America-first doctrine, it’s me first, me and whoever else says me first by my side without challenging me.


  Strength in numbers even though it’s really all about me.


  My holy war declaration makes me feel absolutely free and absolutely safe from all challenges to my self-proclaimed authority, dignity, and honor. My glass house is no longer glass; it’s a capacious fortress high above everyone, sheathed in titanium and armed with an infinite arsenal of demeaning stones I don’t mean, but can shower down on all those inferior humans still living beneath me in constricting glasshouses.


  Declaring holy war is my keystone hypocrisy, the ever-tolerant mother of all of my other hypocrisies. I can shame people for their hypocrisy, always with an excuse for my own. I can play moral police to the world, and if anyone retaliates, I can switch to warrior cynicism: “So what? This is war! You fight too!”


  For example, suppose I’m called a hypocrite for not living up to my doctrine’s standards. Well, so what if I’m a hypocrite? If it’s war, me heroically battling against the world of devilish fools, all is fair. If I’m infallible and holy, what’s wrong with hypocrisy anyway? Saints, popes, kings, and billionaires are hypocrites. That’s the reward they’ve earned for their excellence.


  Instead of wincing when people accuse me of hypocrisy, I can wear hypocrisy as a badge of honor, a status symbol. To be a blatant hypocrite proves I’m like a king. It’s bling, like owning a fleet of Ferraris. Not everyone deserves to be a hypocrite like me.


  By declaring holy war, I become a shapeshifter with a simple way to organize my shapes. I’m a shape toggler, switching fluidly between two identities. I’m a holy saint, the upholder of all morality, chastising people for not living up to my high moral standards, and I’m a ruthless warrior, the marauder who mocks my challengers for caring about moral standards. I get to be both prude and brat, pope and punk, saint and cynic, nun and anarchist, defender of the status quo and cultural wrecking ball, upholder of moral decency and rabid insurrectionist, high-horse parent and petulant child.


  I can scold down at my rivals as though they’re children, or I can tantrum up at my rivals as though they’re tedious parents. Switching between these two postures, never again do I have to have an eye-level adult debate with other adults. My enemies are either children to be tutored or overbearing parents. Either way, they’re the problem; I’m the hero.


  I get the best of both worlds, I can gloat about my parental moral power, my might proving me right, and I can pretend I’m an oppressed, browbeaten child, the suffering martyr. Shifting between dominating from above or revolting from below, I can avoid meeting my challengers eye-to-eye.


  “No deed too dirty for a saint like me”


  Aholes don’t just go low, they alternate between low and high horse. It’s no mystery at all that the Trump cult is the pairing of Evangelical prudes and hooligan thugs nor is it a mystery that their white-hat symbol is Jesus the oppressed martyr king of kings. Aholes will get you second-coming and going. If they’re winning it proves they’re right; if they’re losing it proves you’re wrong.


  I don’t have to be dumb to become one of these shape-toggling cultists fluidly shifting between playing saint and prick. I just have to be a little hungry, desperate, lazy, cornered with the inadequacy of my embraced doctrine, or swept up in some supposedly holy war.


  The dumbness comes readily with time. Thinking about my rhetorical inconsistency would only get in the way. Conscience is a burden I don’t have to bear so long as I simply declare myself to be of the highest possible moral character and conscience. That’s lip service, a way to sound convincing without needing to even think about what I’m saying. So long as people let me get away with it, I’m safe and free. And they do let me get away with it when I act like I really mean it. Especially all those suckers for civility who try to always be tolerant.


  I discover this shape-toggling trick and my mind and heart atrophy. I’ve found a more efficient way to thrive: Ignore denotations. Listen only for connotations. If I hear threats to my authority, I parrot saintly high-horse moral condemnation. If I hear concern and care, I parrot ridicule and contempt. That’s all — a toggle between two pre-recorded stances. I find I no longer need a mind or a heart. They only get in my way, snagging me when I’m out swaggering.


  Freed from conscience and meanings and safely mounted atop my high horse and armed with my arsenal of spin-and frame-dominance clichés, I’ve got safe mobility I never had before. I thought I’d get it from my doctrine, but it didn’t work as well as I hoped, what with that “kick me” sign on my butt.


  I commit to non-falsifiability, a can’t-fail stance maintained by absolute reliance on spin and frame dominance. From now on, it’s heads I win; tails you lose, and if you don’t like that, it’s tails I win; heads you lose. No matter what, I win.


  Self-winding


  This is the ultimate ratchet made possible by human language, confirmation bias to solve all of my problems. I become like a virtual version of the ratcheting device used in self-winding wristwatches, designed so that no matter how people shake me, I get wound up, motivated, and self-affirmed. If you agree with me, it proves I’m right. If you disagree with me, it proves I’m right.


  Though I could become self-winding by myself, I can also find comfort in my allegiance to a self-winding movement, a cult that no matter how you shake it, it gets wounds up. Everything proves us right.


  I don’t just filter out all challenges; I filter out the experience of them as challenges. I don’t just have blind faith; I have proud blind faith. I don’t just rationalize; I rationalize my rationalization. I don’t just become shameless; I become shameless about my shamelessness so that when people say “shame on you,” I just laugh. I stop studying anything but the clichés that I can use to feel right about everything.


  I used to dread challenges to my authority, but no more. Now that I’m self-winding, I like to get a reaction out of people. I feel brave enough to go out and face the world as a holy war exhibitionist. I sidle up as if for conversation and debate, and when I get someone’s attention, I open my trench coat and flash them my stiff little arsenal of spin-and frame-dominance clichés.


  However they respond to me, I’ve got a way to retaliate that makes me feel triumphant. If they scold me, I make them wrong for oppressing me. If they laugh at me, I make them wrong for not taking me seriously. If they try to reason with me, I make them wrong for taking me seriously. If they get angry at me, I make them wrong for being uncivil. If they’re hurt, I laugh at them for being weak. If they walk away, I make them wrong for quitting.


  No matter how they respond, I’m vindicated. It’s as thrilling as the first time I realized I could self-pleasure. I can’t keep my hands off my holy warrior status. That’s the relief and joy I get having slid down my detour into aholia.


  Though they loathe me, that cost is more than compensated by my highly efficient and successful power. They’re just jealous fools. They’re just not smart, cunning, or moral enough to beat a hero like me. All of their scorn proves I’m right.


  Nothing else matters but my aholy war formula. Sure, I still wear my woke doctrine as a badge of honor, but it’s just for show. It gives me and others the impression I stand for something, and I do, though I wouldn’t admit it to myself: I stand for my proud blind faith in myself, my shameless shamelessness, my loyalty to my gut. I stand for me!


  My trench coat still has my doctrine’s team’s name on it, but just for show. I no longer have to worry about living up to that doctrine. My holy warrior crusade works so reliably I no longer have to wonder, feel, or think. I can play with myself on automatic, like an addictive habit.


  My mind and heart have retired. I can become a mindless heartless robot. I get people’s attention (a triumph); I confuse people (a triumph); I have enemies, but they can no longer make me feel vulnerable (a triumph). I frustrate people (a triumph). It’s such a relief that I’ll take every experience of that buzz I can get. I’m looking for trouble because no matter what it is, I can handle it now. I no longer squint in the sandstorm. I shut my eyes as I blaze through it.


  Plato’s cavemen


  My migration through a doctrine into aholery has much in common with the romantic idealization of the holy warrior in two popular fables. One is Plato’s allegory of the cave; the other is that allegory remade as The Matrix, a popular movie in the 1980s.


  In Plato’s allegory, we are all chained down inside a cave with manipulators holding up objects that make shadowy illusions on the cave walls — Plato’s foreshadowing of the movies. The illusions are all that any of us know. But one of us, a hero, breaks free, escapes the cave, and is blinded by the bright, enlightening truth — reality itself. Having discovered the truth, the hero is launched on a holy warrior mission back into the cave. Once lost, now found, the hero is duty-bound to rescue the unenlightened and smite the illusionists.


  In The Matrix, Neo, the hero, is offered two pills — one red, one blue. The red pill reveals that what we think of as reality is merely an illusion. Taking it is like escaping Plato’s cave and realizing that the illusionists are your enemies. Neo takes the red pill, sees through the illusion and gains superhuman powers by which to defeat the illusionists.


  A more realistic interpretation of either story is that having discovered that you were fooled, you realize that you are foolable. You accept your gullibility and fallibility. I once was lost and now I’m found out to be someone who can get lost.


  But that’s no fun. The more satisfying option is to proclaim oneself found and on a mission to save others.“I once was lost, but now I’m found” becomes I once was lost, but now I’m blind — blinded by my visions of my own absolute heroism. That way, I can fight blindly, and everyone who gets in my way is just an evil illusionist.


  Some Trump trolls made a thing of claiming they’ve ingested the red pill. That’s what justifies them acting like pills, tedious and annoying to anyone who doesn’t see the world their way. To them, everyone who disagrees with them is blue-pill deluded.


  In review, my cult detour into aholery was a two-step process. For protection from the sandstorm of possibilities, I first tried to shelter myself within some bedrock infallible doctrine, but the bedrock said it had no hiding place. Whatever doctrine I embraced, I couldn’t walk my talk, and people ridiculed me for my hypocrisy. People could still get through to me, shaming me for not practicing what I preached.


  Meta-shamelessness


  So, I took the second step that made me an absolute ahole. I slipped into shamelessness about my shamelessness. If I wasn’t living up to my beliefs, I didn’t care anymore. I had two ways to feel heroic: by claiming moral standards and by shaming moral standards.


  I stopped caring about living up to the doctrine. I became what earlier I called a dishonest false believer, someone who doesn’t walk the talk but still feels entitled to all the high-horse exceptionalist perks that come from claiming to believe. I wear my cult’s jersey as an exhibitionist’s trench coat and think it entitles me to absolute authority, but I no longer feel at all obligated to practice what I preach.


  I took a leap of faith into an infallible doctrine. I wanted it to make me invincible, but that didn’t work. Infallible doctrines don’t. I ended up failing, not walking my talk out in the open, exposed as a representative of the doctrine. I had expectations of elevation, not demotion. But when people noticed my failings, I wasn’t going to give up, and it turned out I didn’t have to. I could just mix and match generic rhetoric for spin and frame dominance, so no matter what anyone said, I’d have a triumphant answer for everything. It turns out I didn’t need a doctrine; I just needed to strut and swagger as if I’ve got one.


  A supposedly infallible doctrine or ideology is a gateway drug to aholery. It sets expectations of reward and affirmation way higher than can be accommodated by reality. Like a gateway drug, it’s a taste of something you don’t want to give up. We see this with the Trump cultists. They can’t afford to either give up or live up to their doctrine’s standards, so they just became self-affirming demeaning aholes. Everything proves them right. The more they’re hated, the more it proves to them that they’re righteous, holy warriors entitled to use any dirty trick they want.


  Again, it’s not limited to the Trump cult or the right wing. Why would it be?The doctrine is merely the gateway drug. Its sweet, empty calorie Kool-Aid comes in any flavor you can imagine. Any doctrine will do. And so far, no doctrine has ever successfully barred access to the ahole Kool-Aid. It’s always available, the punch bowl within reach to all who come. Besides, what doctrine would remove the punch bowl? It’s the best recruitment tool ever: galvanize the people with branded, flavored holy war.


  Parroting the oppressed


  This is why total aholes all sound the same, even sworn enemies from violently opposing cults. They all end up sheltering within aholia’s commitment to absolute confirmation bias via spin dominance and frame dominance. Absolute confirmation bias power doesn’t just corrupt absolutely; it also corrupts generically.


  Historians wonder: Do ideas ever change history? Of course they do, when they translate into efficient, productive technologies, but what about abstract philosophical ideas? One answer is that the ideas that change history tend to do so by means of the Kool-Aid effect of galvanizing people with the holy warrior war cry,“We deserve more!”


  Sometimes movements do deserve more — not more than others but equality, fairness, and justice, for example, the civil, labor, women’s, and gay rights movements. But with legitimate holy war cries come the potential for illegitimate ones. Anyone can play holy war victim, including the oppressors. Cults all cry a proud,“We deserve more!”


  We often associate rhetorical moves or attitudes with the branding that employs them first and most prominently in our culture. A few decades ago we associated punk defiance with leftists and were thus surprised when it was exploited by Trumpists, Trump as the Sid Vicious of the far right.


  As a rule, any gesture employed for what you consider a good cause can be employed just as readily for a cause you consider bad. If you think that claiming a supernatural spirit endorses your humanistic aims, what’s to stop ISIS from claiming that it endorses their absolute dominance? That it endorses only good goals? That you’re using that spirit for a good cause? ISIS thinks the same about its causes.


  Any movement can parrot the “we deserve more” of those who do deserve more. The more a society associates a gesture with virtue, the more tempting it will be to those who want to exploit it for vice. A few decades ago, the far right got the idea to exploit Christianity for their cause by watching Martin Luther


  King gain traction with it.


  Woke goes for broke and breaks


  Though we associate wokeness with its current liberal, leftist variety, I suggest that like all rhetorical moves, wokeness can be branded to any cause. Wokeness is the sense of having seen the light or taken the red pill. It’s another name for revelation, the big truth revealed, like stepping out of Plato’s cave and waking up to blinding last-word truths. Wokeness is that love-at-first-sight embrace of some doctrine. We can have woke epiphanies that feel great but turn us into evil addicts. Many people got woke through some Trump rally, proud thereafter to declare that there was nothing he could ever do that would lose him their vote.


  One can wake up to anything, including horrible supposed revelations that turn people into blind absolutist cultists. Who said all epiphanies make us wiser? They can make us blinder too.


  By this definition of wokeness as generic, there have been woke movements throughout history. Christianity, Protestantism, Islam too, the French and Russian revolutions and even Nazism were woke movements, as is Q’s and Trumpism. Despite their radically different doctrines, what these movements have in common is the sense that one can gain some sudden insight last-word infallibility, the grand aha to end all ahas.


  Those who declare themselves woke perceived their transformation as permanent. I once was lost but now I’m found and not just until I nod off again, but found forever more. Woke isn’t, “Hey I have an idea that might work in our situation”; it’s rather “I have the idea that will solve all problems forever,” which makes awakening a peculiar metaphor. When awakening from slumber it’s never forever. People wake up daily and fall back asleep nightly.


  Woke movements tend to ignore the huge difference between embracing a doctrine in principle and living it in practice. It’s like declaring yourself open-minded because being open-minded sounds to you like a good idea, or because it’s popular. All the cool kids are wearing that bling so you’ll wear it too.


  Wokeness is a gateway to talkiswalkism: I’m open-minded because I say I am. There’s a big difference between wanting to have implemented an idea and actually implementing it. Ideologies tend to conflate the two, often making that conflation part of the teachings, for example becoming born again, getting enlightened, choosing love, or joining the communist party, as though changing our behavior is a matter of deciding we should, as though changing our habits is as simple as flipping a switch.


  Wokeness is what Buddhists call sudden school, as if when we’re in the right frame of mind to receive eternal truths, they’re revealed to us with a sudden jolt of insight, liberating us forever from our base human nature so we can rise automatically into some transcendent state. With wokeness we enter the earthly equivalent of purgatory. We’ve found the truth, we’re destined to live by that truth the way that Catholics enter purgatory, God’s waiting room before inevitable entrance into heaven.


  As with leaving Plato’s cave of illusions or Neo taking the red pill, the woke feel as though they’ve found their calling, the thrilling missionary work of teaching the deluded. They tend to assume that their students will be as excited as they were to discover the infallible truth, forgetting how much of their excitement is about getting to be the teacher. Alas, students don’t share in the pleasure of pedantry, the thrill of ideas merely because they’re ours.


  When the world isn’t awakened as fast as the impatient, expectant woke would hope, the woke provoke, trying to shake the world out of its slumber. They can’t plant seeds on the hardened soil of the status quo, so they foment chaos, tearing things down, loosening the soil to forest the world with the woke alternative.


  From seeing the light to blinded by the dark


  Only a few woke movements succeed in gaining power. When they do, the woke go for broke and end up broke, either fizzling out or becoming just another district of aholery, as the Trump cult is now doing. The pattern of woken-to-broken decay is so reliable, and yet is never foreseen by the woke movement. The woke paradox is this:The naivete necessary to foment a woke movement is the same naivete that dooms it. This woke paradox is the last-word paradox at the mass movement level:Words tempt us to claim last words that later words make unattainable. Last-word or woke movements claim naive last words that fail to foresee subsequent words.


  Once in power, woke movements get slammed by realities for which they’re unprepared. It turns out they haven’t transcended human nature as they dreamed they would. If anything, power and practical pressures make them more expediently human and their vague woke abstractions and platitudes provide rationalizing cover for the expedience. The woke reach up with one hand to hold fast to their lofty doctrine as a rationalization for reaching down with their other hand to grab whatever they want. Communism became just the next power grab.


  The chaos they sow becomes the chaos they reap. A loosened status quo is anyone’s to exploit. Once in power, woke prophets are swarmed by copycat prophets. Everyone’s got a different vision of how things should go and plenty will leap at the loosened soil to implement their new vision. When Luther broke the Catholic Church’s stranglehold on Europe, Protestantism splintered into so many different sects that Luther became a bloodthirsty tyrant, encouraging the slaughter of all of these alternative sectarians.


  In promoting their great transformation, woke movements focus only on the moment of initial victory over the status quo and the happily ever after they assume will follow from it. They always fail to foresee the inevitable backlash. The powers that were don’t just surrender; they plot and retaliate. Soon the woke movement is under siege, as the French and Russian revolutions were. Indeed, as the counterculture movement was, declaring the dawning of the Age of Aquarius and totally blind-sided by the right-wing resurgence. The Soviet communists didn’t suddenly attain the bread and peace they campaigned on. Rather, they were besieged inside and out.


  The naivete that wakes it breaks it


  In practice, the woke ideology is no help. It only feels like a directive. It’s vague, too open to interpretation. The woke bicker and backbite, attacking each other for not living up to the mission. Meanwhile, the woke movement followers are impatient for improvement. They bought into the dream of sudden improvement and that’s not being delivered. Naive, they thought being against the status quo was enough, as though if you tear down the old, the new and improved would naturally follow. It doesn’t, of course. People remain people, not the gods they wish to be.


  When cornered with this onslaught of unforeseen problems, woke movements tend to elevate aholes, psychopaths and sado-narcissists, the most ruthless dishonest false believers. Once in power, Lenin headed a bickering government of abstract Marxist theorists nitpicking and jockeying for authority while society collapsed. Lenin elevated Joseph Stalin, a psychopath, Marxist in name only. The right-wing woke cult culminating in Trump followed a similar pattern.


  The pattern is so reliable that I suspect that no woke or revolutionary doctrine can ever be put into practice, neither the ones you might favor nor the ones you oppose. We’ll never see true communism or libertarianism, St. Augustine’s City of God, a truly Islamic state, or even a hippy paradise of love and happiness. No sooner have the woke cleared a path to their woke destination, than the aholes and cultists cut in and take over. No sooner are they tried then they become districts of aholia.


  The path to woke virtue becomes a wide slide detour to aholia and the ideology becomes a branding,a rationalization for the same fake infallible absolutism tempting to all of us word-slinging humans. What’s the difference between Islamic fundamentalism, Christian fundamentalism, communist fundamentalism or libertarian fundamentalism?


  The branding. It’s all the same empty-calorie cult Kool-Aid, just in different flavors.


  9.   Aholes Without A Cause


  “My just cause? Just ‘cause!”


  Now let’s explore doctrine-free detours — people becoming aholes with no ideological gateway drug. Let’s start with another illustration, a fictitious ahole without a cause who I’ll call James.


  I just couldn’t catch a break. Everything I tried went nowhere or south. I’d have these plans — nothing fancy, just me fitting in and getting by. Day after day, I’d get my hopes up and then dashed. I’d feel like shit, but I couldn’t just resign to being a loser. I’d have to stay hopeful no matter what, which meant relaxing my standards for success, giving myself pep talks and trying to ignore the big picture, trying to live one day at a time, like holing up in the moment because my past and my future — well, they sucked and I don’t have time for that!


  I’d get pissed when people looked at me like I’m a loser. I’d want to lash out, and yeah, sometimes I did. It wasn’t hard. They were just being cruel. They’d talk like I wasn’t keeping up when, dammit, I was keeping up. I was succeeding better than them, which they refused to see ‘cause they’re just jealous and like to pick on me for no reason.


  They’d talk like I should try harder. But I was trying. It’s not easy for a guy in my situation — not my fault I wasn’t succeeding. They wouldn’t cut me any slack, coldhearted bastards. And they’d act like succeeding was a big deal. Well, not to me. I don’t care about succeeding at all. I march to my own drummer. I’m my own person, keeping it real, keeping my head up high, which ain’t easy with everyone giving me crap.


  People’d get confused by all that. Was I saying I was already succeeding, trying but not succeeding, or done trying?


  You know what? Confusing them was a kind of succeeding for me. So was lashing out. I could get folks to back off. They’d give up on me, which in a way was a success since I could tell they just liked picking on me for no reason.


  Eventually, I got more faith in myself. I realized that I don’t have to be right or do right. I didn’t have to prove anything to anyone. I just have to feel good about myself is all. Anyone who doesn’t like me is an asshole. I’m not taking anyone’s crap. I’m keeping my head up no matter what.


  I don’t have many friends — any, really. I’m barely scraping by, but fuckit, I’m happy, and anyway, people are all just assholes. My family? All assholes. My exes? Total assholes. They’d just nag me like shit was my fault. When they talk to me, I say whatever to get them out of my face. It doesn’t matter what I say so long as it gets them and their ugly noise gone. I don’t even think about it — or them anymore. Losers, all of them. Dead to me.


  Is this really working for me? There’s that damned question again! I’m not answering it. Of course it is, and fuck you for even questioning me, asshole. Leave me alone.


  Robo-envy


  James is intransigent and incorrigible — literally uncorrectable. He can’t, won’t, and/or assumes he shouldn’t budge. He is in a rut that with ahole insistence, he claims is a groove. James has no mission other than making sure he doesn’t have to change. We could distill his crusade down to a mantra: “Get out of my way.” Absolute intransigence is his lifestyle, his sustained habit of interaction with all challenges.


  Intransigence comes naturally to us all. We’d all prefer that circumstances adjust to us rather than us having to adjust to circumstances. We’ve got our habits and momentum and get frustrated when we’re impeded. We’d rather the other car let us through first. We’d rather be proven right than have to rethink things. It’s easier on us.


  People can become fluid holy warriors over nothing through what could be called a virtue-vicious cycle:The more vicious we get at others, the more virtuous we feel; the more virtuous we feel, the more vicious we are to others. All it takes to fall into such a causeless aholy war is getting a taste of righteousness-fueled indignation. When we’re angry at others, all self-doubt vanishes. We feel pure when we’re on the attack, and feeling pure we feel duty-bound to attack. Our virtue and our rival’s vice become increasingly divergent until we perceive anyone who challenges us for whatever reason as evil and ours to vanquish at whatever cost. It’s no deed too dirty for a saint like me, whereby the more saintly we feel, the more dirt we feel is our enemy’s due. The further we’ve fallen into this kind of aholy warrior lifestyle, the harder it is to snap out of it. The intransigence that results is addictively convenient.


  Intransigence is a significant economic driver. Convenience sells. The economy runs on businesses tailoring the world to people, so people don’t have to tailor themselves to the world. Think Amazon, a company that dominates the market by removing every inconvenience from the process of purchasing conveniences. Consumers get used to expecting more and paying less, and they get irritated and lash out when forced to expect less or pay more.


  Today, people of even modest means spend lots of time interacting with reliable, efficient, convenient technology. We deal with occasional technical glitches but they’re fixable, problem solved and solved for good. We come to expect such efficient, user-friendly treatment not just from our technology but from people. We’re annoyed when people aren’t tailored to our whims like our appliances. We wish we could update people’s operating system so they’d work for us as efficiently as our technology does. Call it robo-envy, wishing that other people were readily reprogrammable robots.


  Though we worry about what technology is doing to our jobs and our minds, we also have come to expect people to become as compliant as our technology. When humans don’t deliver what we want the way our machines do, we demand to talk to the manager.


  Our expectations ratchet. When we’ve had an advantage, we take it for granted and get frustrated when it’s threatened or removed. We expect to be maintained in the manner to which we’re accustomed. I like the slang term mojo for the momentum or inertia in each of us moving through the world, threading our way through openings where we find them and expecting those openings to stay open for us, like not wanting to give up our lucky privileges to others. I think of the mo as a combination of momentum and M.O. or modus operandi, our mode of being, and the jo as sort of like juice, the energy we channel into our work. I’ll use mojo to mean our habitual motivational juice, our inertia, basically the part of any of us that, when blocked, says,“Coming through, dammit get out of my way.”


  Pathologies of least resistance


  Though we often talk as though we choose our habits consciously, relatively few of our habits are developed that way. Rather we accumulate habits by intuition — as a pertinent example, our habits for distinguishing aholes. Even if we’ve never given any thought to what distinguishes them, our guts just decide: A butthead is anyone we butt heads with.


  People say, “Where there’s a will there’s a way,” as though we consciously decide to will something and then find a way to do it. Often, it’s the reverse: Where there’s a way there’s a will. We happen upon a way to get something we need or want, so that’s the way we get it. We mostly take paths of least resistance, threading our way through life the way we thread through traffic, avoiding congestion, finding our way by feel, mostly the feeling of comfort in our own skin.


  We can always find a reason why we consciously decided to take the path we’ve taken, but it’s mostly an afterthought. It’s as though we pray to the god of self-explanation: “Grant me one plausible reason for what I just did or want to do.”The god of self-explanation always provides.


  James doesn’t have what it takes to find his way through life’s congestion. He’s impeded, so he snarls and honks at people until that snarling becomes a new pathway for him. Being an ahole is his path of least resistance. He gets in the habit of snarling to get people to back off, and it works.


  James has no rationalizing doctrine for being an ahole to people. Still, he’s like I was in the last chapter when people started making fun of me for my doctrine as if I had a “kick me” sign on my butt. In that illustration, I found the path of least resistance to feeling good about myself by declaring holy war on anyone who challenged me. My mojo found a detour into aholia. I didn’t consciously decide to become an ahole. It was the path of least resistance — an opening — and I took it.


  Not saying, braying


  When the going gets tough, our unconscious mojo tends to plow through any opening it can find. In the unlikely case that you forget the feeling of having your mojo thwarted, consider a toddler refusing to leave the playground, or a mouthy preteen I’ll call Don:


  Don is playing video games in his room when his mom calls to him that it’s time to do chores. His head is in the game, a first-person shooter that has him in a tank mowing down the traffic in his path. Don is good at it. His habits are well adapted to the game’s habits. He’s in the zone, on a roll, in his groove within the groove of the game. In other words, he fits it, and so no, he doesn’t want to quit to do chores. He’ll throw a fit instead.


  Still playing, he brays at his mom through his bedroom door, spouting whatever to get her to back off. He pouts, whimpers, moans, whines, bleats, blasts, snarls, barks, scolds, screams, preaches, moralizes, condemns, threatens and fumes. It’s all just cliché noise to keep his pathway clear — just his hot airhorn of intransigence. He blares it with theatrical earnestness to give the false impression that his substantive arguments trump all other considerations, but really, all the braying means is,“I’m not budging.” It’s animal, like a dog snarling at anyone approaching its food dish.


  His mom is trying to teach reasonableness by example. Don’s fake earnestness tugs at her. She’s devoted to him, so she takes his rants literally as though he means what he brays.


  Don likes that she is reading meaning into the words he’s just braying. While she tries to reason with him, he gets to keep on playing. So long as Don gets away with it, he has no reason to stop braying.


  They’ve been through this before, pretty much daily. It’s becoming a habit for both of them. His braying intransigence is a rough rut for her, but for him, it’s becoming an ever-smoother groove, an extension of his video-game groove — tank-blasting through obstacles in the virtual game while bray-blasting at his mom to keep playing.


  James and Don are different. James may be intransigent because he has no choice — he can’t succeed even if he tried. You might feel some compassion for him, as for a bird with broken wings.


  For James, intransigence has already become a lifestyle, a deeply entrenched groove. It isn’t yet a lifestyle for Don, though if it goes unchecked, it will become one.


  What James and Don have in common is that mindless scornful braying that mindful people easily misinterpret as meaning more than,“Get out of my face! Leave me the hell alone!”


  Braying can become a lifestyle for any of us. It’s the most efficient way to alleviate mojo-eroding cognitive dissonance. Nothing vaporizes our sense of complicity as effectively as righteous indignation.


  Channeling our outrage at others for getting in our way purges our sense that we may be contributing to the congestion. Just because we’re thwarted, it doesn’t necessarily mean that other people are thwarting us. Just because we’re frustrated, it doesn’t necessarily mean that other people are out to frustrate us.


  Still, it’s understandable that we automatically project and blame. Indignance-fueled self-righteousness girds our loins for holy war. A holy warrior can’t afford to be thinking about their own unholiness. It would make them too conciliatory. You can’t seethe a convincing “how dare you do that!” if you’re busy thinking about times when you dared do the same. Righteous indignation vaporizes all sense of personal responsibility. When you’re attacking someone for lying, you’ll have no recollection of having ever lied. Thus, the warring makes us feel holy and that feeling of holiness girds our loins for war.


  Chances are, you’ve dealt with someone like James or Don, maybe a deadbeat ex, a relative, associate, or horrible boss. Chances are, too, that you’ve been like them from time to time. No one is exempt.


  They don’t care about consequences to you or even to themselves. For them it’s all about buying time, moment to moment. They’re myopic, short-sighted in both space and time, not caring about their effect on others, not caring about their futures. If they can get away with such short-sightedness, they get addicted to it. Call it myopium, the painkilling opiate of short-sightedness, living one bray at a time.


  Bullshitdozing


  In his bestseller, On Bullshit, philosopher Harry Frankfurt made an important distinction: Lying is knowing you’re not telling the truth. Bullshitting is not caring what’s true.


  Let’s call James or Don’s braying,“bullshitdozing,” bullshitting to bulldoze through anything that thwarts us.


  Theterm bulldoze originatedinthe 1860sas bull-dosing,intimidating by violence, whipping “with a dose fit for a bull.” Bulldozer meant heavy-handed intransigence sixty years before it became the name for a piece of heavy roadwork equipment.


  Bullshitdozing is getting the last word, and with frame dominance, the last word about who gets the last word, neither of which requires any interest in whether one’s words are meaningful or realistic, so long as they’re the last. A bullshitdozer is an ass braying away, mindlessly vocalizing any sounds that might get other people to back off. An ahole without a cause is bullshitdozing, but so is an ahole with a cause in that the crusader’s declared cause is just a fake front for their gut-level intransigence.


  As with the term ahole, we’d need a child-safe term for bullshitdozing. We could call it bullshutdozing, which implies being shut or unreceptive to the people who are obstacles in our way as we doze off, our habits running on autopilot. Here I’ll stick with bullshitdozing. Bullshitdozing is to intransigence what sleepwalking is to walking, a mindless habit of trudging forward, obstacles be damned.


  The Trump cult is committed to absolute bullshitdozing, deeply stuck in its ways of being deeply stuck in its ways. The cult claims that freedom is its existential mission, its holy grail, but in practice, the only freedom that matters to the cult is its freedom — the sole theme of the movement, rarely exposed as the bullshitdozing it is. The cult demands absolute uncompromised freedom for itself at the expense of freedom for anyone else. The freedom the Trump cult demands and proudly cherishes is their freedom from ever again having to accommodate, change, grow, learn, think, wonder, or doubt.


  The Trump cult grounds its intransigence in a cherry-picked reading of US history as nothing but “Give me liberty or give me death” and “Don’t tread on me.” They reinterpret “We the people,” as “Me, the people.”The cult members act as though all the US ever stood for was their personal freedom. It’s not America first; it’s me first, not based on any political theory even though the members preen like they’re the foremost political scientists. That’s bullshitdozing.


  Freedom from reality


  A cult like Trump’s is a collective bullshitdozer for an arbitrarily designated demographic. The arbitrariness makes collective bullshitdozing generically exclusive, and yes, generically exclusive is an oxymoron.


  All cults have the same generic formula of exclusive entitlement: “We’re the chosen. We’re the elect. We’re owed exclusive right of way, and why? Because we have these arbitrary traits. Our [gender, race, views, or whatever] makes us the indomitable authorities. Stand back. We’re plowing through and taking over.”


  To become an absolute bullshitdozer is to become unreasonable and incorrigible — literally without reasons and never correctable. If you listen to Trump’s rhetoric, it’s all circular. Means justify ends, which justify means. It’s the tightest circularity possible, no reasons necessary, as tight as “Why? Because!”


  It would be easy to interpret bullshitdozing as unbridled egomania, but the root motivation may be simpler than that. It’s how we can get our way without having to give way. It’s confirmation bias as the solution to all problems, but it’s not just our selective interaction with ideas. Ideas are hardly the point. It’s more practical than that, more visceral than ideas. With bullshitdozing, we bulldoze through everything that would block us — ideas, people, obstacles, even reality itself.


  Again, bullshitdozing comes naturally to any of us. Our default habit is to persist in our default habits, so we tend to assume that the impediments to our persistence are the other guy’s fault. We get fed up with accommodating, so head down we bulldoze through. We have our coping strategies but also our “noping strategies,” our many ways of saying “nope” to anything and anyone harshing our buzz. The noping strategy palate is broad. We can nope loudly or softly, angrily or gently. We can sound calm and logical or vicious — whatever works to get folks to back off.


  Silence is an efficient noping strategy because it’s so ambiguous, leaving the other guy guessing what we mean by it. Silence implies that you’ve already gotten the last word. All later words are inadmissible, falling on deaf ears as indicated by our mute mouths.


  Don’t look up; don’t respond to whoever asks you to tuck in your elbows to make room for them. Instead, look down and jut your elbows out as though other people don’t exist. Imitate a wall. Force others to walk around you. Be unflinching, unresponsive. People will complain that talking to you is like talking to a wall. Like a wall, ignore their complaints.


  If we get away with it, we don’t learn to do otherwise. When we’re unchecked by others or by reality itself, our habits get reinforced and we don’t have to learn or adapt. That’s how braying becomes a way of life, the ahole lifestyle. If we get away with getting our way, getting our way becomes absolute, and we become aholes. We become mindlessly, heartlessly, robotically oblivious.


  Bullshitdozing will appear narcissistic, but in a way, it’s the opposite. A bullshitdozer is like a headless swellhead. Playing God would be like that, incorporeal yet omnipotent. Aholes take up so much space, and yet there’s nobody home to hear our frustration at being jerked and rammed out of their way. The term deadbeat originates as an unbeatable deadweight, a mindless indomitable zombie. It’s not that the deadbeat, ahole emperor has no clothes, but that the emperor is nothing but an empty suit of armor, a hollow hardened fortress.


  Many detours


  Driving a windy ridge road is an apt metaphor for life even from its origins in the physics of constraints and currents briefly touched upon in chapter 5. It’s a ridge road. Fallibilists know that if they err too far to the left or the right they risk tumbling over the edge. In serenity prayer terms, they seek the wisdom to know how to stay centered between dangerous extremes, for example too serene or too courageous.


  To stay centered on the winding road of life they can’t just keep their steering wheel centered. They have to steer and even veer. When the road takes a sharp turn, so does the driver.


  Fallibilists mind both sides of the road, knowing that to avoid danger on one side puts them at risk of danger on the other. Since the road is winding it requires minding, trying to stay centered, which, in context, can mean veering.


  Such winding roads — and there are as many of them as there are people and destinations — are the roads from which people take detours to aholia, bullshitdozers plowing mindlessly through everything in their path.


  Applying this metaphor, it’s easy to imagine reasons people take detours to aholia.


   


  
    	They get tired of road-minding, so they shut their eyes and crash into everything in their path with myopic, bullshitdozing, self-liberation: The spouse who has had it up to here with marriage’s give and take and turns into an intransigent ahole. The employee who can’t take the pressure and goes postal.


    	They thought they’d have a straight path ahead but have run into congestion: The optimistic venturer whose overly romanticexpectations aren’t being met and starts thrashing about, deaf and in denial. The spouse who expected an eternal honeymoon. The drug addict who didn’t foresee the complications.


    	Having discovered that the competition is getting ahead, they’re provoked into road rage: The ex who stalks and menaces their now-thriving ex. The sore loser who said “let the best plan win!” until it turned out not to be theirs.


    	Long barred from driving, they hijack a vehicle and go marauding: Those thwarted by poverty and oppression, or misfits like James who couldn’t catch a break and have nothing more to lose. Rioters and looters.


    	Congestion gets so frustrating or the roads get so safe that many drivers turn to anarchy, riding up on the curbs, breaking through barriers. Nihilistic fatalism gets trendy so they join in: Copycat posers joining some liberation movement not for the message but for the cool anarchy, busting loose simply because it’s more exciting than minding the road.


    	They live where everyone drives like a bullshitdozing maniac: People born and stuck in any anarchistic district of aholia where if they tried to be a decent human being, they’d be eaten alive. Eat or be eaten anarchists living in a war zone. Gang members.


    	After slogging through congestion, their pathway clears: The formerly oppressed, once emancipated, milking their former victimhood and being an ahole about it. The “nuevo douche” nuevo riche, who struggled with self-doubt and then lucked out, proving to themselves that they were destined for greatness all along.


    	The road having given out in a void, they miss the structure that they assumed they didn’t need: They’re post-breakup, recently unemployed or booted out of the nest, at unexpected loose ends and therefore easily triggered. In the void and in a panic, they self-assert with bullshitdozing caprice.


    	Accustomed to having the right of way on a straightaway and assuming it’s their due: The rich, famous, smart, talented and powerful who can do no wrong, doing lots of wrong and getting away with it.


    	Exiting a straightaway for the winding roads, but not wanting to give up the easy driving: They’ve abandoned some cult’s doctrine but not its pretenses of absolute self-certainty. A fallen Catholic who still acts like they have the moral last word.


    	The chauffeur or bus driver for aholes: Professional aholes, fixers, PR pros, lawyers, celebrity handlers for whom it’s just a job, a dishonest way to make an honest living. If they didn’t do it someone else would and besides, they’re good at it. Success at mercenary road rage as a substitute for conscience.

  


   


  I don’t mean this to be an all-inclusive catalog of ways one can detour into aholia without a cause. Nor do I mean that any of these scenarios are unavoidable paths to aholia.


  By the way, Don’s mom finally wised up, realizing that he was just braying to keep playing his video games. She loves her son, of course. She’s not trying to take revenge, despite his attempt to make her feel guilty. She doesn’t forget for a moment that he’s a human.


  That’s why she’s ready to call him on his ahole-wannabe lifestyle. She’s no longer going to pay attention to his ideas, since they’re all just braying. She’ll continue to love him enough that she’ll do what she can to make his bullshitdozing ahole lifestyle untenable. That’s the spirit in which we’ll tackle the challenge of stopping aholes without becoming one.


  10. Name-Calling With Surgical Precision


  Traffic on winding, forking roads is a 
 scientifically apt metaphor for life


  Here, we’ll finish up on how to diagnose, define or distinguish aholes more objectively. We’ll also find a more descriptive name than ahole or any clinical alternative like narcissist or psychopath. And then we’ll deal with the practical challenges of diagnosing aholes.


  I’ll start, though, by highlighting some take-aways from past chapters that will help us home in on what makes an ahole an ahole. In doing so, I’ll get a little deep and wide with a quick tour of the grand scheme of things from my best-guess scientific perspective, for what it’s worth — take what you will from it.


  I started this book with the intuition that aholes demand the last word. In chapter 4, I confessed to having smuggled in that assumption. I argued that a more rigorous approach to diagnosis would explain how a category like ahole emerges from what precedes it. In chapter 5, I attempted a natural history of the emergence of aholes, moving step by step from non-living matter to organisms to animals to humans to aholes.


  Unlike non-living matter, organisms struggle for their own existence, trying to prevent their own degeneration. Life is not some special added supernatural thingie or vital energy that visits inanimate matter and then moves on elsewhere. Rather, it’s a way that matter and energy can limit what happens, the way that chemical processes can prevent each other from ending. I know that sounds odd and maybe esoteric so let me illustrate how that happens.


  Picture yourself walking through an empty airport terminal. Taking the shortest path, you walk in a straight line because no one is in your way. Contrast that with walking through the terminal when it’s congested, with people threading around each other in all directions. The straight path that was your likely path of least resistance becomes unlikely, congested, too slow to get through all those people. In the congestion, some windy path becomes your path of least resistance. Congestion happens in material energetic stuff; it isn’t itself a material or energetic thing, but still, it alters what’s likely to occur.


  Looking down on the whole crowd from a terminal balcony, you’d see patterns of congestion and currents. Such patterns emerging in congestion are how scientists explain whirlpools and other “self-organizing” dynamics. A whirlpool’s spiral is the path of least resistance when water gets turbulent,in other words,energetically and materially congested. A whirlpool is like a naturally occurring roundabout. Civil engineers will tell you that roundabouts are the smoothest way to keep cars flowing through multi-directional intersections.


  A whirlpool is not some thingie added to the water. It’s a way that, in interaction, lots of material bits and energy gusts can change what’s likely to happen. You know that two billiard balls bumping into each other can change each other’s directions. Well, it turns out there are population effects like that, for example a whole population of water or air molecules becoming currents that change each other’s directions, yielding patterns of congestion and flow. These patterns are not material or energetic things or forces. Nor are they supernatural, and yet they change what’s likely to happen.


  Since these patterns of congestion and flow aren’t things, when they disappear there’s nothing left of them. Turn off the water or remove the source of the congestion, for example a rock in a stream, and the whirlpool vanishes. It becomes nonexistent.


  Where is the first whirlpool you saw in your childhood now? You might remember it, but the whirlpool itself is nowhere because patterns of congestion and flow, though natural, are not things. The whirlpool was a change in what’s likely. It appeared and disappeared.


  Internal traffic that vanishes in the end


  A whirlpool isn’t struggling to persist, but we living beings are. For thousands of years, we’ve looked for the natural or supernatural thing or force that makes us come alive. That’s kind of weird when you stop to think about it. We know that whenever some things happen other things don’t. We know that will power isn’t a different kind of energy but rather us focusing our breakfast energy, channeling it into our priorities.


  Still, somehow for all these millennia and until recently we didn’t consider the possibility that our very lives aren’t something added to matter and energy but are a constraint on what happens, a self-limitation, a prevention that keeps decay at bay, a change in likeliness resulting from congestion, including congestion solidifying into body parts like bones and teeth.


  A whirlpool isn’t trying to prevent itself from degenerating. It’s a pattern of congestion and flow that channels energy and matter into a spiral. In contrast, we living beings are patterns of congestion and flow that channel energy into work to prevent the degeneration of that pattern of congestion and flow.


  My selfhood is not so much a structure as it is a stricture, a limitation on what happens, that at my death, ceases to limit what happens. I’m not some material or energetic soul thingie added to matter and energy. My soul is rather the way that matter and energy move through me such that I limit the likeliness of me degenerating, and without my self-degeneration,what’s left is my healing and sealing, self-repair and self-protection. I consume and dispose of matter and energy all day. I’m not really made of stuff; I’m made through it, a little like the traffic congestion at the airport terminal though that traffic does nothing to regenerate itself.


  My soul, my core trying, effort and striving is neither magic nor machine; it’s like me focusing on my work, preventing myself from dithering so I can keep on keeping on. I am a prevention. Everything I do accords with the laws of physics. No magic. Rather, I’m a biochemical system that keeps itself within tighter limits than those imposed by physics, and at death those tighter limits are gone, freeing the matter and energy that happened to be passing through my congestions and flows to do whatever forever more.


  Once these degeneration-preventing, self-regenerative systems we call selves emerged as organisms or individuals, evolution by natural selection could prune their variations to where today we have this vast array of responsive organisms proactively and selectively interacting with circumstances, doing all sorts of fancy footwork to prevent their own deaths, like I do.


  At least preventing my own death is what I try to do. I’m kind of fussy about it. It’s an obsession for me, keeping myself alive and well as long as I can, given my ever-changing circumstances. It’s iffy, risky effort — trial-and-error, no-guarantees guesswork.


  I’m sure gonna miss me when I’m gone


  All organisms are at risk like that, but it only really freaks us humans out because with language we’re the only creatures that can contemplate everything and us appearing and disappearing within it.


  Dying doesn’t bother even the oldest, heartiest tree. It’s not shrieking in horror when it’s cut down. Dying bothers animals. They howl in pain, but not in horrified conceptual contemplation of all that they’re losing.


  Things are different for us humans, and language is the reason. With language, we know our at-risk fragility in ways no other earthly creature can. We struggle to stay alive, knowing we will die, surmising that when we die, we won’t exist any more than yesterday’s whirlpool did. All life long, when we leave one place, we show up in another place, ever present to ourselves even as the scenery changes. At death it’s not like that. We leave here for nowhere.


  That nowhereness is viscerally inconceivable to us, yet, through language, it’s a concept that shadows us wherever we go. Here we are, each of us trying so hard to keep on keeping on, yet aware that we can’t keep this up forever. Death is humanity’s biggest elephant in the room.


  We humans can foresee our own deaths and are reminded of them every time we fumble. Every little failure can feel like a little death, every little death a lingering foreboding of what’s to come. Every stumble exposes us to our vulnerability. Given language, we’re an anxious species doing our best to keep from feeling anxious.


  Humans have not escaped the iffy effort of staying alive, though with language, we have evolved the capacity to pretend that we have. We can pretend we’ve found some can’t-fail formula for living and even for eternal life.


  Through language, we’re overwhelmed by possibilities — all the threats and opportunities, including the threat of missed opportunities. With language, we gain the tremendous, anxious power of if-onlys by which we can imagine and create, but also imagine and regret.


  The iffy anxiousness of our guesswork can be intense, though you might not notice because you’ve been steeped in self-aware uncertainty all life long. Or you may have thought the anxiety was just you.


  Flying blind by instrument


  For reducing anxiety, language also comes to our rescue. It affords us the means to fantasize our way out of reality and all the anxieties that come with it. We can close our eyes, embracing self-motivating myths that drown out our uncertainties. We can say what we need to hear, giving ourselves the false impression that we’re absolutely safe and free on some strata above and protected from reality.


  With language, we can spin our interpretations to suit our emotional biases, spinning up with grand words the possibilities that make us feel safe and spinning down with trivializing words the possibilities that threaten.


  “To name it is to tame it” cuts both ways. By naming possibilities, we make them salient so we can be on the lookout for them, or we can tame them until we’re no longer threatened by them. “Nuclear Armageddon” has as many syllables as “Vanilla ice cream sundae.”


  Language is a flexible altimeter. With it we can turn up and down the salience of possibilities to suit our emotional biases. We can engage in threat displacement. Instead of worrying about real-world threats like the climate crisis, we can make a melodramatic big deal out of worrying whether God will let us into heaven if we allow transsexuals to use the wrong bathroom.


  Language stirs our anxious demand for liberation from reality’s guesswork, and it supplies a way to meet that demand, albeit falsely because there is no escaping reality; there’s only pretending that we have, as aholes do.


  Language explains the ahole option and why we’d want it. To get a sense of how language makes aholery possible, consider this analogy. Air pilots can earn an “instrument license,” which permits them to fly in low-or no-visibility conditions, or as it’s called, flying by instrument — flying by monitoring nothing outside the cockpit, just the plane’s instrument panel.


  Pilots are rightly obsessed with keeping their instruments well-calibrated to their reality outside the plane. They don’t want to fly in the dark with their altimeters giving them incorrect readings on their altitude. That would be deadly.


  With feeling-fueled language, we gain something like an internal instrument panel, our self-talk, our feeling-fueled words of self-affirmation. We can thus become like pilots deliberately miscalibrating our altimeters because we want to feel high regardless of whether we are.


  We want to make realistic decisions, but, flying by instrument, we gauge our decisions by how we feel about them. Through proud, uplifting self-talk, we can elevate our altimeter readings. We can voice our decisions with absolute self-assertion and bravado, as if we’re the brave ones when, really, we’re just trying to shoo that elephant away, to make of ourselves exceptions to the chancy life and inevitable fate of all living beings as though death is for losers unlike us.


  Feeling optimistic and high should be a reward for careful, thoughtful guesswork, but it can also be a substitute for it. Just make impulsive decisions with pride, and you’ll feel like you’re a high-flying decisionmaker even when you’re nosediving. Feeling confident in your decisions is easier than making careful ones.


  In chapter 6, we explored spin dominance, the way we can untether words from what they mean, ignoring their denotations, thereby miscalibrating them to reality. When we untether words from what they mean, they’re free to serve our feelings and chiefly our desire to feel safe and free from anxiety. By untethering words from their denotations or meanings, we can use them to give us an upbeat, self-elevating last word.


  In chapter 7, we explored frame dominance, the way we can use words to claim the last word on us getting the last word. Frame dominance is like using all our gains in power to rig things so we can gain still more power — the power to decide who gets the power. Together, spin dominance and frame dominance can give us the impression that we can do no wrong and do anything we like.


  In chapters 8 and 9, we explored some routes to these imaginary states of absolutely liberated safety and freedom — some of the many possible detours one can take to arrive in aholia as part of a cult or as a lone ahole.


  The Wildcard Trumpcard Formula (WTF)


  What all citizens of aholia have in common is what I’ll call the wildcard trumpcard formula or WTF. It’s like having a bottomless deck of cards that free you to do anything (wildcard) and to feel triumphant (trumpcard) no matter what you do.


  The wildcard is what you get with spin dominance; you untether yourself from the meaning or denotation of words and are thereby free to spin your every impulse in the most self-reaffirming way. With a wildcard, you can do anything. You’re absolutely free. Just ignore what words mean. Attend only to whether they sound positive or negative. If they sound negative, they’re about your rivals. If they sound positive, they’re about you.


  That wildcard is spin dominance, and it’s easy. Remember, a computer douchebot could be programmed for it. Type in the word “patriot.” The computer finds it on a lookup table labeled as having positive connotations, and so spits out, “I am a patriot.” Type in the word “traitor.” The computer finds it on a lookup table labeled as having negative connotations and so spits out,“You are a traitor.”


  The douchebot doesn’t know or care what those words mean and still it could be programmed to spit them out with unflinching charismatic self-certainty. Donald Trump’s internal programming is more sophisticated than that, though barely.


  And then there’s the trumpcard. That’s what you get with frame dominance. Since you’re the last word on who gets the last word, you can always insist that your spin wins the first-place trophy. You can play the supreme judge adjudicating your own case, always deciding in your favor. For frame dominance, just memorize the clichés listed in chapter 7 and employ them mindlessly — with no regard to their appropriate application. A douchebot could be programmed to do that too. Trump certainly is.


  We would do well to appreciate how valuable the WTF is to any of us. It is like having all the best shields and weapons, fortresses and artillery, the ultimate defense and offense. The WTF puts us securely atop the safest plateau, free to exercise our will without any real-world constraints imposed, no obligations or duties, nothing holding us back or limiting our impulses.


  How to throw all in knowing you’ll be thrown out?


  The anthropologist Ernest Becker described humans as “gods with anuses,” by which he meant that with the power of language, we can imagine the infinite. As such, we’re like gods. But like all organisms, we’re tethered, grounded in reality, still, after all these eons, running stuff through our finite selves, struggling to keep food on the table and needing to go to the toilet. We can dream of flying to infinity and beyond but we fear falling and are stuck with humiliating guesswork in an iffy reality that could end us anytime.


  Being an ahole is playing God, like trying to forget that you’re tethered to reality. Language exposes us to infinite possibilities and the terrifying certainty of death. But it also frees us to imagine the on-ramp to off-road liberation from the doubts imposed by all those possibilities and the inevitable doom of our own deaths. With language we can imagine infinite satisfaction but also the infinite void into which we vaporize at death.


  Humans are burdened with a question that burdens no other earthly organism: How to throw our all into life knowing that we’ll be thrown out? How to invest in our lives knowing that at death, we will be forced to divest of everything including what’s most viscerally precious to us, our own selfhood? How then to care and strive, knowing that we will amount to nothing?


  Historically, there have been two primary responses that shrug off this burdening question. One response suggests that you just have to invest in the eternal One True Way, engaging in what Becker called an “immortality project.”


  Commit to some sacred text, which is not only the eternal truth but also how you will become eternal, residing safe and free in heaven forever as a reward for your commitment. Or dig in your heels as an ahole without a cause, because your gut impulses are always right everywhere and everywhen.


  The other answer suggests that investing is a mistake. Divest of everything. Be absolutely detached. Commit to non-commitment. Buddhism and ascetic practices have this flavor. Postmodernism and scientific materialism do, too, and they tend to try to explain away selves as merely chemical computers.


  At the extreme, such divestment campaigns become fatalism, nihilism and cynicism:The world means nothing. You mean nothing. Your selfhood isn’t real. Convince yourself that you’re not a self. Choose determinism. Nothing matters. Reality is a figment, a tale told by an idiot full of sound and fury signifying nothing and told to nothing because you’re just a figment.


  The fallibilist view of life presented in this course suggests that neither of these extremes is right. You don’t matter for all eternity, but you do matter. You matter to yourself and to the creatures you affect. You are a real self, really struggling to fit reality. Things matter to you even if they don’t matter to the universe or some imaginary parental figure in the sky.


  You’ll spend your life trying to figure out what should and shouldn’t matter to you, where you should invest and divest. That’s your fallible selective interaction: you trying to interact with the right things, not the wrong things. If you can admit to your fallibility, with time, you’ll get better at guessing.


  That’s all — a life well spent in life’s trial-and-error process. No prizes in the afterlife, not even for the powerful, holy, rich or famous. You can’t take it with you because there will be no you. But you can take it while here, take the trial-and-error curriculum of the school of hard knocks and make it possible for others to do the same. Whatever floats your boat so long as you don’t make the waters too choppy for others. Make your life meaningful but not in ways that make other people’s lives impossible.


  Prude/punk


  The iffy fallibilism of life is what an ahole avoids by relaxing into incoherence. An ahole manages to combine the two extreme answers. They’re on an existential immortality crusade of universal importance — that’s their trumpcard. And they can do whatever they want because nothing matters — that’s their wildcard.


  Again, you hear that pairing in the way aholes toggle effortlessly between prude and punk, at once pretending to be the all-trumping authorities on the One True Way and then toggling to cynical, fatalistic anarchy. No deed too dirty for saints like them. That’s what the WTF affords to the aholy warriors who employ it: absolute high-horse safety and low-life freedom.


  To ask whether aholes believe their bullshit is like asking whether an ape believes that he deserves to be king of the hill. Wrong question. Aholes are language-braying super-predators. They’re addicted to myopium. So long as their weaponized spin-and frame-dominance clichés work to keep them feeling free and triumphant, they don’t have to care about tomorrow. They can live one bray at a time.


  Our “what the fuck?” response is an added key to the WTF’s power. Aholes keep us guessing. Non-aholes are flummoxed, confused, disoriented, and frustrated by an ahole’s audacity. To the ahole, our confusion is further proof of their godlike status. With their wildcard mobility and trumpcard authority, they dance circles around us. Tangled up in their bullshitdozing, we feel outsmarted, as if by a 3D chess master.


  The ahole treadmill


  As mentioned in the previous chapter, the heartless heart of aholery may be nothing more than that aholes prefer doing what they prefer doing unfettered by reality and have found a way to get away with it. They’ve landed on and fallen for the WTF, and it works reliably enough that they’re on automatic, robotically playing cards from their bottomless deck of wildcards/trumpcards. It’s just a habit, likely not even much of a thrill anymore. They’re addicted to it, jaded like a heavy smoker who no longer gets the buzz. But still, they can’t do without the WTF. They feel like they’d be nothing without it. I suspect aholes feel as OK as anyone.


  In psychology, we talk about the happiness treadmill, the way that increases in fortune become the new normal rather than some big uptick in happiness. The same could be said for an ahole’s attempts at superiority. It’s a superiority treadmill. Aholes may not get any joy from trumping others, but they’re dependent for their OK-ness on their capacity to always remain the ones who dominate, controlling both the spin and frame of any interaction they enter. Money, power, sex, flattery? I suspect that’s all just the means to their end of maintaining a steady diet of evidence that they have spin dominance and frame dominance. They get to define reality.


  How often do you think about the roof over your head? Probably not often. How heroic do you feel each day for driving safely to work? Probably not very. Maybe you were excited when you first paid for your own roof or drove safely, but with time excitement fades into a habit. If something works fine, you can ignore it, and you will because you’ve got other things to do than sit around celebrating what’s reliable or wondering whether something that always works is working.


  Perhaps then the resting state of an ahole isn’t even self-aware at all. That would explain why when you enter conflict with an ahole, it feels like nobody’s home. You swipe at them and never make contact, like swiping at thin air.


  Though they appear swell-headed, they’re practically headless. An ahole is a mindless, heartless robot for some supposedly higher cause, even if that higher cause only comes down to the robot getting to bullshitdoze everything in its path.


  Applying this same approach to that subset of aholes we call narcissists, we might wonder if narcissist is an accurate description too. Are they really self-infatuated? Do they really think they’re better than everyone else or do they just appear that way to those who deal with them? Perhaps they don’t think that. Perhaps they just don’t think at all. Why would they? They’re on bullshitdozing autopilot. Thinking would only get in the way. Ask a centipede how it coordinates all those limbs and it will trip all over itself. Minds only get in the way of habits.


  Playing trumped-up trumpcards robotically


  Aholes stumbled upon that can’t-fail bag of rhetorical wildcards and trumpcards, though that’s redundant since to trump means “to beat,” as in trumpcard, but it also means “to fake” as in trumped-up or trompe-l’oeil — a painting-style that tricks the eye.


  A wildcard is a trumped-up card. Donald Trump is addicted to the robotic habit of playing trumped-up trumpcards. Charles Dickens couldn’t have picked a better surname for Trump.


  Aholes are trumpbots. That’s the term I propose here to replace ahole — trumpbot with a lowercase t. We can say: trumpbots robotically play trumped-up trumpcards.


  We can bet that when reality chews and spits out Donald Trump, his name will become a diagnostic term. That has happened to past aholes, for example, Napoleon complex, Stalinesque, or Hitleresque. Still, we’re trying to generalize across all aholes, and with the Donald so fresh in our minds, people might fail to generalize carefully.


  People often fail to generalize carefully from a negative role model like Trump, for example, assuming that all aholes brand themselves to the same supposed cause so that anyone who is like Stalin has to be communist, anyone who acts like Hitler has to be an anti-Semite, or anyone acting like Trump has to pander to right-wing conspiracy theorists.


  That’s one of the main ways we fail to learn the lessons of history, the equivalent to thinking that the lesson is don’t elect short men with mustaches because Hitler and Stalin were mustachioed shorties. Wrong lesson.


  Generalizing carefully is not the same as generalizing narrowly. Indeed, generalizing recklessly often involves not generalizing broadly enough. Here I’m proposing a careful, precise and yet broad generalization:Anyone who treats confirmation bias as the solution to all of their problems, anyone who relies absolutely on the trumped-up trumping, wildcard trumpcard formula, is a trumpbot. Broad yet precise.


  Trump provided the best psychoproctology course in national if not human history. He’s the quintessential troll model, essence of ahole, but only if we generalize carefully yet broadly from his nature. Trumpbotting isn’t about what one believes. That’s the last thing it’s about.


  But maybe it’s too soon to rename aholes trumpbots, what with Trump so fresh in our nightmares. We could also call aholes godbots since they play God. Or gloatbots or pridebots since they’re robotically addicted to pride and gloating, or crowbots since they’re robotically addicted to crowing.


  We could call them bullshitdozers or WTFers,though that’s cryptic. They’re addicts, so we could call them gloataholics or assoholics. We could call them de-meaners, too, demeaning everyone by not caring about word meanings. Lots of options.


  We’ve always had lots of options. A thesaurus entry of names people call aholes would make up a small book on its own. Still, most names for aholes express our frustration with them more than they identify what’s really going on with them.


  We need not find the one correct and official term. Still, I need one working term that is more descriptively and neutrally accurate than any of the vulgar spit-terms, like asshole, or any clinical term casually wielded, like narcissist or psychopath.


  Trumpbot has the advantage of being convertible to a verb, trumpbotting, or an adjective, trumpbotic. So, we’ll go with that for the rest of the course so long as you promise to remember it’s not just Trump or trumpies, a point I’ve made so many times by now it should be clear. I hereby plug trumpbot into a hole we’ve kept open until now. Trumpbot means ahole.


  11. Trumpbot Tells


  Diagnosing trumpbots


  How can you tell whether you’re dealing with a trumpbot? First, you can’t ever tell for absolute certain. We never get that last word on whether someone is a trumpbot. There’s no escaping this variation on the serenity prayer:


  Grant me the receptivity to engage with non-trumpbots, the fierce unreceptivity to be ruthless with trumpbots, and the wisdom to keep noticing the difference.


  Still, noticing the difference, as we’ve been doing throughout this book, you’ll seek ever better discernment, ever better clues to help you decide whether you’re dealing with a trumpbot. You’ll want that discernment because it prevents two kinds of errors: remaining gullibly receptive to trumpbots and being unduly unreceptive with non-trumpbots.


  For all our efforts here, you will still misread people, and worse, trumpbots will want you to misread them. That’s their frame dominance and gaslighting. They’ll be the first to dismiss you as misreading them, and they’ll do their best to convince you that you are. They’ll prey on your guilt about guessing wrong even if you’re guessing right.


  Still, you may not need a formal test. The effort you’ve made in exploring this book’s questions should bring some rigor to your intuitions about when you are and aren’t dealing with a trumpbot.


  Again, before this course, you probably hadn’t given much thought if any to how to distinguish trumpbots carefully. That lack of exploration made you an easy mark for trumpbot doubt-mongering. You’d call someone a butthead and they’d say that you’re biased, that you just call everyone you butt heads with a butthead. You’d think they were wrong but you wouldn’t be able to say why. With the exploration we’ve been through here you’ve got a leg to stand on in diagnosing trumpbots.


  So long as you keep wondering, questing for the wisdom to notice the difference between trumpbots and non-trumpbots, you’ll probably make better bets about whether someone is a trumpbot.


  What’s advanced about this advanced course in psychoproctology can’t be my pronouncements or even the amount of effort we put into distinguishing trumpbots. Rather it’s the question itself. So long as you remain curious in your attempts to keep gleaning the wisdom to know the difference, you’re an advanced psychoproctologist, at least in my book, and especially in contrast to the majority of people who simply assume that a trumpbot butthead is just anyone they butt heads with. By now, that should feel pretty novice to you.


  Slightly more formal tests


  Still, let’s explore some possible formal tests. One test would be getting nothing but dismissal, discounting, and refutations from someone. You raise a thousand challenges and they dismiss them all. That’s the know-it-all test, a trumpbot tell.


  Nothing changes a trumpbot’s mind about anything ever, not that they’re of one mind. Trumpbots are consistent only in their insistence. They’ll hop from trumpcard to trumpcard, reeking of hypocrisy but forever incorrigible. There’s just no talking to them.


  Of course, someone could challenge you, too, on a thousand carefully considered assumptions, and you wouldn’t budge either. But you could probably give reasons why you’re not budging. Trumpbots can’t or won’t give reasons for their assumptions. They just keep dishing robotic clichés. Again, they are as unreasonable — literally without reasons, tightening to as close to “because I said so” as they can get away with.


  Here’s another tell. Trumpbots are to reasons as eggs are to sperm. Only one need apply. Once they’ve got a reason that affirms them, they close shop. The competition’s over. Your reasons are wrong, irrelevant and inadmissible, because they’ve already got one reason. If you give them alternative interpretations, they’ll hammer away at you with their one reason that to them won the day already. It’s what in my trumpiring cliché list I called insistent replay. If you don’t agree with their argument, they’ll start from the beginning again because there’s no way you could have heard them and not come to the conclusion that they’re right.


  And another possible tell:Trumpbots turn debates into infallibility deathmatches to prove that they’re right and you’re wrong about everything. They identify with their arguments as though their whole worth depends on them proving right. There’s no light between them and their weaponized spin. This means they’re never curious, never willing to explore.


  They’ll interrogate you, but that’s not curiosity. They’re mining you for fuel to use against you and hoping that by hollowing you out, you’ll be forced to cave. For example, Tucker Carlson always wears a look of bewilderment, but it’s never curiosity; it’s melodramatic disbelief that anyone could be so foolish as to disagree with him about anything. That imperious sneer is what frame dominance wins the trumpbot: the high-horse authority to rule any discouraging word to be “out of order, inadmissible evidence.” That’s what dictators do when they rule against any dissenter as “the enemy of the people.”


  With trumpbots you never get the sense that you are sitting together, facing out into reality, speculating about what’s going on. It’s always adversarial, a winner-takes-all, loser-loses-all deathmatch for absolute authority.


  God in a trumpbot’s image


  With trumpbots you get a shell game I described in the previous chapter as warring proving them holy; holiness girding their loins for war. That’s indignation fueling self-righteousness, which in turn fuels indignation. Here I’ll expand on that.


  Trumpbots shift between arrogance and humility, prude and punk, holy and war-monger, all-knowing and not needing to know. Such slipperiness can give you the impression that they’re inconsistent, when really, they’re consistent in their inconsistency. It’s how they can fire hottest on all cylinders, just not all at once.


  To explain how that works, let’s return to how we imagine God. Though theologians will say that man was created in God’s image, philosophers and psychologists have long suspected that God is created in man’s image.


  I’d go a step further in two directions, both back in natural history and forward to trumpbots: God is what any organism would want to be, and God is created in a trumpbot’s image.


  God is an idealization of the three traits all organisms must have in order to struggle for their own existence. All organisms make functional responsive effort. Functional means useful, beneficial, and good as opposed to bad for oneself. Responsive means with respect to one’s circumstances, being adapted to one’s real situation. Effort is work on one’s own behalf.


  Now consider God’s three big traits. God is imagined as omnificent— eternally and absolutely good, never bad. God is imagined as omniscient— all-knowing, eternally and absolutely adapted to all circumstances. And God is imagined as omnipotent — all-powerful, capable of any possible effort.


  As such, God is exactly what you’d expect the anxious human species to imagine. God is the dream of ultimate satisfaction of our fundamental living requirements. And God is exactly what trumpbots would pretend to be. When they play God, they’re posing as omnificent, omniscient and omnipotent.


  Now, theologians struggle with the potential paradoxes of their idealized God. For example, can God create a mountain so big God can’t move it? Can God create a puzzle so hard God can’t solve it?


  God is also imagined to have a fourth trait: oneness. God is omnipresent, which can mean existing eternally everywhere, but it can also mean that God is of one mind. God has perfect integrity, no inconsistencies at all. God can’t trick


  God because God is always of one mind, never of two. The left hand of God always knows what the right hand is doing and vice versa. God never speaks out both sides of the mouth.


  A big conundrum about God was articulated by Augustine. If God is omnificent (all-righteous), omnipotent (all-mighty) and omniscient (all-right or all-knowing), what’s the deal with evil? Augustine reasoned that for evil to exist, God could have any two of those three traits, but not all three.


  God could be righteous and right, but not mighty. That is, God doesn’t want evil and knows how to prevent it but doesn’t have the power to do so. Or God could be righteous and mighty but not right. That is, God wants to prevent evil and has the power to do so but doesn’t know how. Or God could be right and mighty, but not righteous. That is, God knows how to stop evil and could but doesn’t want to.


  The dark triad shell game


  But what if God only gives the impression of being omniscient, omnificent and omnipotent by means of a shell game? God presents each quality but never all at once. I mention this because trumpbots playing God do just that. They maintain the false impression of being eternally righteous, right and mighty by means of a shell game.


  Psychiatrists have coined the term dark triad personality for people who exhibit three traits:narcissism,Machiavellianism and psychopathy. Narcissism corresponds to omnificence, regarding oneself as eternally moral or good like a saint. Machiavellianism corresponds to omniscience, being as cunning and clever as one wants, always knowing how to read people and circumstances like an evil genius.


  Psychopathy corresponds to omnipotence, power unconstrained by conscience.


  Now imagine a shell game in which these three traits are revealed one at a time, each trait implying the others. Call it the aholy trinity whereby a trumpbot runs a shell game with those three dark triad traits. We can distill the aholy trinity to this:


   


  Since I’m a saint, I should win.


  Since I should win, I should I sin.


  I’m a saint since I win.


   


  Let’s look at one example of this circular reasoning, though there are other ways to make them circular since it’s a shell game.


  First, since I’m a saint, I deserve to win. Because I’m the most virtuous being, it’s my moral duty to overpower everyone heartlessly. That’s narcissism justifying psychopathy and omnificence justifying omnipotence. We’re fine with God being all-powerful because God is all-good. A trumpbot plays God in this way, for example, Hitler’s narcissism justifying his psychopathy. He should dominate everyone since he’s the sole force for good in this world.


  Second, since I should win, I should sin. Since it’s my duty to overpower everyone, I deserve to be as shrewd, cunning and manipulative as possible. That’s psychopathy justifying Machiavellianism and omnipotence justifying omniscience.


  For example, we’re fine with God knowing everything that everyone is thinking. It’s the only way God can hold sway over everything. Playing God, a trumpbot feels justified in spying on and outwitting all enemies. The all-good should be all-powerful and the all-powerful shouldn’t have to play by the rules.


  Third, I’m a saint, since I win. With my shrewd cunning and conning I can claim victory in all competitions. That’s Machiavellianism justifying narcissism or omniscience justifying omnificence. Every time God prevails, we celebrate God’s virtue. Playing God, a trumpbot can claim that since it’s a just world (when they’re winning), their winning proves that they’re the most virtuous. Might proves right, so long as they’re winning, and when they’re losing might proves martyr, which is another kind of winning.


  Right because might because right because…


  Let’s simplify this shell game to two shells. Collapse right and righteous into one quality, being the best decider, both correct and good, accurate and virtuous. Call that being right, and you can collapse the aholy trinity down to might proves right proves might. Because I’m right, I deserve might. Having might proves I’m right. Am I good? I won, right? Doesn’t that prove I’m good? And because I’m good, I deserve to be ruthless. That’s only a little more elaborate than “because I said so.”


  A hermeneutic is a method of interpretation, and we talk of things being hermetically sealed, meaning sealed airtight. This aholy trinity is thus a way of giving oneself the impression of having a hermetic hermeneutic, an airtight absolute interpretation of reality, in other words the impenetrable, incorrigible last word for all of eternity. It’s not just having the last word, but being the last word, the one who can never die, who will be here to turn the lights out when it’s all over.


  If you hear an inconsistency, that’s a problem with your ears. “I have integrity,” trumpbots announce, and you must believe them because after all, they have integrity. That’s like claiming that the Bible is the consistent true word of God because it says so right there in the Bible and it’s the consistent true word of God.


  I suspect that what really holds the trumpbot’s shell game together is fake, godly oneness pretense of omnipresence as I’ve interpreted it here, though it might be more accurate to call it omni-integrity, the pretense of having eternal, perfect integrity, in other words, no internal turbulence and therefore no doubt or self-doubt, no potential for cognitive dissonance. When trumpbots preen like they’re logical geniuses who have calculated the one true way, that’s what they’re strutting.


  It’s “I’m the most realistic critical thinker” not just because that’s what the cool kids are wearing but because that’s God’s lynchpin trait. It’s how God could counter Augustine with “Trust me. There’s no shell game. The lord works in mysterious ways that you benighted humans can’t understand. Have faith in my plan. It’s perfect because I have perfect integrity. Doubt yourself, but don’t doubt me.”


  Toggling on four dimensions


  To play shell-gaming God as trumpbots do, they toggle on each of the four godlike attributes. So far, we’ve talked about toggling on omnificence, virtue and vice, pope and punk,“no deed too dirty for a saint like me.” But we can apply the same logic to the other three godly traits.


  Omniscience toggling:“I know everything and I don’t need to know about anything that matters to my rivals since they’re all losers and fools.”


  Omnipotence toggling:“I’m all-powerful but I’m the oppressed martyr picked on for no reason.”


  Omnipresence toggling:“I absolutely never contradict myself and so what if I do? That’s my right!”


  One more point about the dark triad and psychological diagnosis in general: For a long time, we treated mental illness as evidence of weak will or sin. People could choose to be good but instead they indulge in shameful behavior.


  Gradually, attention turned to nurture as the source of mental disorders, for example, schizophrenia as a function of bad parenting.


  In the past century we have discovered that many psychological disorders are functions of luck-of-the draw congenital neurological and chemical problems. For example, we assume that psychopaths are born that way. There’s a lot to be said for appreciating how some people can’t help but exhibit their mental disorders.


  Still, we should not lose sight of the potential for willful psychopathy, narcissism and Machiavellianism. All three have their advantages. Being a trumpbot is willed or motivated dark triad behavior, taking the path of least resistance by means of absolute insistence.


  That’s my guess and I’m sticking to it


  OK, those are some trumpbot tells, none of them perfect, which is disappointing but also, in a way, good news. You might remember the frame-dominance move that I called going uncertain. A trumpbot will tend to say, “Hey now, you don’t know that for sure,” as though their skepticism about you proves that they’re masters of scientific skepticism. They get to interrogate you. You don’t get to interrogate them.


  If you start acting like you’re dealing with a trumpbot, they’ll tend to go uncertain.“Hey now, don’t jump to conclusions. How do you know for sure that I’m an ahole? Maybe you’re the ahole, which you are!”


  Here’s one of the advantages of being a fallibilist. Though you may have high confidence in your educated bet that they’re trumpbot, you have still more confidence that it is a bet.


  Doubts don’t disorient us fallibilists. We’re used to them. It’s not news to us that we could be wrong. We’ve pre-grieved that possibility and come to terms with it. We’ve accepted ineliminable uncertainty. No one is going to shock a fallibilist with the breaking news that they could be in error, especially not someone who brays it with theatrical confidence as though they’re the world’s reigning champion of judicious skepticism.


  Thus, a fallibilist can reply, “You’re right. I could be wrong. It’s just my well-educated bet, and I’m sticking with it. You, on the other hand, seem certain that you’re not an ahole. Like all aholes.”


  To admit, as a fallibilist, that you don’t know anything for sure may seem a disadvantage when you’re up against an absolute trumpbot. And it can be. They get to argue for what they want two-fisted. You only get to fight one-handed, since your other hand is holding the possibility that you’re wrong. They get to reach up with one hand for any absolute high-horse rhetorical clichés that justify reaching down with the other to grab what they want. You don’t allow yourself that high horse.


  But it’s a mistake to assume that fallibilism has to be mealymouthed and riddled by self-doubt. It’s a mistake to think you can’t have high confidence in a bet you’ve placed. One can be a fierce, irreverent, even brutal fallibilist. You’ll have to be to do battle with trumpbots.


  PART III
 Stopping trumpbots 
 without becoming one


  12. Fierce Fallibilism


  Humble the person; humiliate the lifestyle


  Here we round the corner from our first big question — how to diagnose trumpbots — to our second, how to treat them, by which I mean interact with them. We’re often told there’s just no talking with them, but that doesn’t mean we can always ignore them. Remember, sometimes we have to fight with a pig. This chapter is on the stance or attitude for how.


  I’ve made the case that trumpbots have adopted a reliable, robotic habit that they will continue to employ as long as they can get away with it. Interacting with them, therefore, means keeping them from getting away with it, making it not serve them, making it cost them — humbling, frustrating, disappointing, shaming, thwarting, embarrassing and even humiliating them. We will be attempting to humbly humble trumpbots, who are in the robotic habit of remaining absolutely unhumbled. Challenging work indeed! In the next two chapters I’ll be suggesting techniques. In this chapter, we’ll be getting ourselves oriented for the challenge.


  But first, are we trying to humble or to humiliate trumpbots? Both terms denote demotion, taking someone down a peg. Humbling has more positive connotations; humiliating sounds pejorative. Never humiliate anyone, or so we’re told.


  Humiliating implies an attempt to demote someone to a status lower than ours. We think trumpbotting is indeed a lower lifestyle than fallibilism. But that’s the lifestyle, not the person. For us, they are distinct. We’re not trying to put the person down beneath us. We’re trying to demote trumpbots to the elevated status of mere human, trying to knock them off their high horse, but not to break their legs or make them grovel at our feet. We want them to grow up and act like fallible adults, which is what they really are, despite their childish attempts to play our godly parents.


  We think playing God is lower than being human; they think it’s higher. When we try to elevate them to join humanity, they’ll experience it as us trying to drag them down. We’re saying “come up from down there,” and they’re saying “I refuse to come down from up here.” Complicated.


  We’ll be trying to humiliate not the person but their trumpbot lifestyle. The trumpbot will act as though their person is the lifestyle. They will have lost touch with themselves as a person. Having adopted the lifestyle, their personal identity as distinct from it will have atrophied. They will have disappeared into their trumpbotting shell. But you know there’s a person cowering in there. You’re thus trying to humiliate their dependence on the trumpbot lifestyle so the person hiding within it can rise up, humbled out of it.


  No matter what your intentions, a trumpbot will interpret you as threatening to humiliate them. They’ll pull out a frame-dominance reason why you should feel ashamed for trying to shame them. Shame on you for shaming. All humiliators should be humiliated.


  Still, to get them to venture out of their shell, you’re going to have to kick their armor hard, really rattle their cage. For that, you’ll need to engage in fierce verbal combat from a position of grounded fallibilism. So here, in preparation for humbly humbling trumpbots, we’re going to try to get both verbal combat and grounded fallibilism deeply rooted in our feet bones. Staying grounded is going to matter a lot when dealing with trumpbots who are out to knock you off your center and make you feel ungrounded.


  We’re not getting fierce to make them adopt our interpretations of and opinions about reality. We’re trying to get them to honor reality by questioning their own authority over it. They don’t have to agree with us about reality, they just have to drop their fake infallible god-playing and join the human race.


  You’re not the authority on reality. You might succeed in humbly humbling a trumpbot and still end up with conflicting interpretations of reality. It’s like throwing cold water in a drunkard’s face, not because you represent reality but because we are all at reality’s mercy and can’t afford to have drunkards driving proud and oblivious to it. When trumpbots ignore reality, people get hurt.


  Literally impossible conversations


  There are many books and courses rich in insights for dealing with difficult people who don’t share your values. I’ll illustrate how our approach will be different from these by contrasting it with a representative of that genre, one of the best recent books on the subject, Peter Boghossian and James Lindsay’s, How to Have Impossible Conversations.


  The authors are research social scientists. Their book distills the best in recent empirical research about how to optimize your chances of having some meeting of the minds with people who square off firmly against your values. It’s about finding some common ground across divergent perspectives.


  In the book’s introduction, one of the authors describes a time when he realized that he had been an “asshole” in a debate. Assholes aren’t defined or mentioned again in the book, but there is a late chapter on the challenging and delicate art of dealing with people the authors call “ideologues” defined as “ones who are unwilling or unable to revise their beliefs.”


  The authors write,“Here’s the secret to success: understand how an ideologue’s sense of morality relates to their personal identity. To do this, think of every conversation as being three conversations at once: about ‘What happened?’ (facts); about feelings (emotions); and about identity (how each person sees themselves). If you’re engaged in a moral conversation, your discussion is always — whether overtly or covertly — about identity issues. When you’re talking to an ideologue (or anyone else), it might appear that the conversation is about facts and ideas, but you’re inevitably having a discussion about morality, and that, in turn, is inevitably a discussion about what it means to be a good or bad person. Decoding this connection is vital.”


  Throughout the book, we’re reminded that Socrates said that everyone wants to be a good person. Now, much as I respect Socrates, he was a long time ago, and I think he was wrong about this. Everyone may want to appear to be good, but that’s different from wanting to be good.


  People often want to have been good, which is different from wanting to do what it takes to be good. Remember one of the clichés I listed: When someone says, “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” it may be true in the abstract: If asked squarely if they want to hurt you, they’d say no. Still, they might well accept hurting you as a side effect of pursuing something they want.


  Trumpbots want to appear like they’re good when really, they want what they want in the moment, and they’ve landed on the wildcard trumpcard formula for having it both ways, always getting what they want by parroting the sounds of someone whose virtue trumps all rivals.


  Trumpbots are dishonest false believers, merely claiming omnificence, eternal goodness. A trumpbot will insist that their values are genuine, but if you watch their behavior, it’s evident that they aren’t. They’re mere lip service window-dressing, bullshitdozing excuses for why they deserve to get their way no matter what. Here then, we won’t assume that the challenge is having conversations with people whose identity is tied up with their values. The challenge is deeper than that.


  Trumpbots aren’t real ideologues as the authors define them. They bray the sounds of ideologues. They reach up with one hand to grab any vague, lofty-sounding value that in the moment rationalizes them reaching down with the other hand to grab whatever they want. We must overcome the assumption that insisting on a belief indicates a belief. Trumpbots don’t believe, think or know. They bray.


  A discussion about what it means to be a good person is not the best bet with a trumpbot. That’s just falling for their words as though they mean them. We must do better, but it may take some getting used to if you’re the conscientious type.


  There’s a marked difference between how you should respond to a trumpbot in contrast to a non-trumpbot, in other words a fallibilist, even an ideological one. With a trumpbot there can be no more attempt to find common ground, no more meeting of the minds, no more marriage between identity and values.


  Grab the hilt


  Boghossian and Lindsay distinguish three elements in play when there’s a disagreement: facts, emotions, and identity. In contrast, I think the three elements to distinguish with trumpbots are their person, their lip service weaponized fake ideas and values, and their trumpbot lifestyle. The goal here will be to be friendly, even generous to the person, to be absolutely deaf to their lip service ideas and values, and absolutely savage to their trumpbot lifestyle.


  A trumpbot is like a sword-flailing human. To address their ideas, beliefs and values is like trying to stop them by grabbing that blade. They’ll cut your fingers off.


  And you don’t want to stomp on the sword-flailing person. You just want to stop them from reckless, mindless, heartless sword-flailing. To do that you have to wrest the sword’s hilt or handle out of their clutches.


  When dealing with non-trumpbots, we listen for the meaning of what they say. We expect some spin and frame dominance, but we try to overlook it to understand what they’re driving at. To the extent we trust them to mean what they say, we take them at their word and assume they care about values.


  With trumpbots, we need a complete reversal. Stop listening to their ideas and values; instead, attend to their rhetoric. The rhetorical spin and frame dominance become the signal; their declared ideas and values are the noise.


  To make that reversal, we need to be decisive. At some point, we stop listening to the meaning of what they say. We hear their braying as braying. With those who have embraced the trumpbot lifestyle, it’s misguided to “decode the connection between their beliefs and their identities,” as Boghossian and Lindsay suggest.


  A trumpbot’s identity is wrapped around their sword hilt, the trumpbot lifestyle. To pursue common ground on values with a trumpbot is to fall into their trap. They want you to grab their sword blade. They want you to take their “values” seriously.


  We’ll be savaging their trumpbot lifestyle, an approach that would make many researchers shudder. Many psychologists say never confront or attack, since it only backfires. Talk about values instead, and hope to show your opponents the inconsistencies in their ways of thinking. I support that conventional wisdom but not as the formula for the best we can do, no matter whom we’re trying to influence. I don’t believe that strategy will work with a trumpbot.


  It’s not worth trying to engage trumpbots in moral philosophy any more than it’s worth trying to engage Trump, Stalin, Hitler, or Mussolini in such debates. At some point, you decide you’re dealing with a trumpbot and you reverse tactics, aiming not for a meeting of the minds or even a productive conversation but for humiliation of their trumpbotic insistence.


  The thwarting you attempt is unlikely to be successful immediately if at all. You won’t get trumpbots to surrender their sword. They’ll scorn and demean you all the harder for trying to wrest it from them. But if you’re successful, you’ll have weakened their grip on the hilt over time if only because you can lower their status with other people, humiliating them in front of an audience.


  Here then, we’ll be aiming for that lingering effect, eroding a trumpbot’s resolve over time regardless of their initial reaction. We won’t assume that since trumpbots reject criticism on contact, it has no lingering effect.


  The focus here is on making the trumpbot’s fake-infallibility gambit costly and doing so while firmly and confidently grounded in our humble human fallibility.


  Verbal combat is pacifist


  Our work here therefore will be on verbal combat, a skillset that tends to get lost in the spirit of universal civility — the assumption that our only civic duty is to be civil. If that were true, when civility breaks down, our only recourse is physical combat. Verbal combat is thus an alternative to physical violence that often gets overlooked or dismissed as immoral, as though anyone who engages in it is automatically a trumpbot.


  Shunning verbal combat is as dangerous to ourselves and our society as asking psychopaths whether they mean what they say. They’ll say yes though the answer is clearly no as is evident from their behavior. We’ll ask trumpbots whether they’ve thought about what they’re insisting upon, and they’ll say, in effect,“Sure. Whatever! If it gets you to respect my bullshitdozing, then yes, I’ll say that I gave it a lot of thought.”


  So long as we believe trumpbots care about being good, we indulge them in becoming bad. If you assume they care about their words, they’re free to indulge in as much spin dominance and frame dominance as they want.


  About verbal warfare, it’s strange: Society makes allowances for physical self-defense, hurting someone who is out to hurt you, but somehow less for verbal combat. Paradoxically, verbal combat is a pacifist’s skillset. Its repertoire includes, but is not limited to, pacifistic moves like passive resistance, which spun negatively is called passive-aggressiveness. But it also includes name-calling, insult, ridicule, sarcasm, manipulation, snark, and all the other rhetorical tricks.


  In verbal combat with trumpbots, we’ll assume that any manipulation that a trumpbot uses on you is fair game to use on them, but with a difference. A trumpbot denies that it’s a hypocritical manipulation. In contrast, a fallibilist will use manipulative tricks in retaliation,but ironically — knowing full well that they’re manipulative tricks. Here we’ll revisit the heart of fallibilism to understand how that kind of irony works.


  Spin, unspin — evenhandedly


  In the Middle Ages, Florence was under attack by Milan when Milan’s leader suddenly died of the plague. Florentine leaders sighed in relief and came to a novel conclusion: Florence was ill-prepared for the attack because the citizens (free or liberated people) lacked realistic educations.


  In what? Most fundamentally, in rhetoric and logic, verbal combat’s offense and defense. Thus was born civic humanism and the “liberal arts” education, the core of which was the trivium, three subjects: rhetoric, logic, and grammar — in other words, how to spin, unspin and communicate.


  Rhetoric is the manipulative sword; logic or critical thinking is the shield against manipulation. The trivium was an education in verbal combat’s offense and defense, how to manipulate people, and how to keep yourself from being manipulated.


  It wasn’t just an education in logic based on the naive, hopeful assumption that if everyone would simply become unbiased and logical on the count of three and dialog respectfully about the facts, everyone would reason their way to logical agreement. That would be like attempting to protect Florence with nothing but shields. The leaders recognized the importance of verbal offense, the swords of rhetoric and spin.


  A lot has changed since the Middle Ages. Civic humanism arose in Florence 100 years before the dawn of the scientific revolution and 350 years before psychological research. I think the trivium needs updating to catch up with all we’ve learned about human biases, our appetites for and aversions to reason and unreasonableness. As I see it, the new trivium should train all citizens in three arts: how to spin (rhetoric), unspin (critical thinking), and — the hardest — how to do both evenhandedly.


  To spin evenhandedly means being able to make an opponent’s argument convincingly. To unspin evenhandedly means being able to apply merciless critical thinking to our own assumptions. Spinning and unspinning evenhandedly is the way to counteract and thereby neutralize confirmation bias as best we can. Spinning and unspinning evenhandedly is the heart of fallibilism.


  A skilled fallibilist can turn on a dime and make a counterargument against their own argument without it weakening their confidence in it. Fallibilists always harbor a dinghy of doubt about their own beliefs. And though that may seem a weakness in competition against a trumpbot, it’s a strength, as I’ll attempt to show.


  Moral ambiguities make the fallibilist more attentive to where we should draw the line and make the infallibilist feel free to draw and redraw the line absolutely anywhere they like.


  Indeed, one of the best tests for whether you’re dealing with a trumpbot is whether they can’t, won’t, or think they shouldn’t have to be able to make your case for you as convincingly as possible. Dare them to make your case with no commitment to agreeing with any of it.


  Prove that you can make the case for whatever they’re bullshitdozing. Make it as convincingly as a $3,000-per-hour trial lawyer, and know that you don’t have to believe a word of it. Dare them to do the same for you.


  A trumpbot can’t. They’ll say it’s not worth it because you’re wrong and beneath them, or they’ll try to make your argument and a few words in will be snarking a spin-loaded parody of you: “Sure I can voice what you’re nagging and whining about. You’re all butt hurt because you just want to get your way for some stupid reason.” That sort of thing.


  That’s a trumpbot tell. They treat touching a counterargument to their authority as though they’re being asked to touch a leper, or being forced to drink poison. They’ll proudly refuse to have any contact with it.


  Socrates was troubled by the Sophists precisely because they didn’t spin and unspin evenhandedly. Sophists had mastered the arts of rhetoric and logic but used them to elevate their assumptions and demote all rival assumptions. As Gorgias, Socrates’ Sophist detractor told his prude/punk students:“Destroy an opponent’s seriousness by laughter and his laughter by seriousness.”


  Socrates recognized that it’s not enough to learn rhetoric and critical thinking. A little knowledge of both tends to make people more effective rationalizers, spinning their confirmation bias on steroids. We see Sophism in the way the Trump cult employs the subtlest, nuanced critical thinking and logic to dissect and dismantle all arguments but their own.


  Universal empathy; selective generosity


  To counter and neutralize confirmation bias, a fallibilist seeks to apply universal empathy and compassion. As I define it, universal empathy is the ability to put oneself in anyone’s shoes and make their case for them such that they would say,“Wow! You really understand me!” As I define it, universal compassion means remembering a time when we felt and acted like anyone. It’s taking to heart the ancient declaration:“I am human: I consider nothing human is alien to me.”


  To illustrate universal compassion, I know what it’s like to feel like Stalin. I once taught a live psychology course for 100 students. One student kept challenging me in front of the class, and my impulse was to shut him down hard. I was out on a public limb. His disrespect for my public authority felt impudent and uncouth so I felt the urge to gag him. I wouldn’t have taken it as far as Stalin did, but yes, I know how Stalin felt. Universal empathy is putting yourself in anyone’s shoes; universal compassion is remembering when they were your shoes.


  To exercise universal empathy and compassion, we can’t afford for them to automatically trigger sympathy and charity.


  Sympathy motivates charity, which takes effort, which we have in limited supply. We can’t afford to be charitable to everyone. If every time we experienced empathy and compassion we were triggered to sacrifice, we wouldn’t prioritize our efforts and we wouldn’t be able to practice universal empathy and compassion. We need a clutch pedal between empathy and compassion on the one hand and sympathy and charity on the other. Otherwise, we’d feel automatically compelled to sacrifice charitably to everyone we tried to understand.


  At the extreme, we should be able to sit down with Hitler, to make his case for him such that he is impressed with how well we understand him, and even to reflect on a time we got closest to acting like Hitler, and then to stand up and slit his throat in cold blood.


  That’s an extreme test of fallibilist confidence, the ability to spin and unspin evenhandedly and then act decisively, or as F. Scott Fitzgerald put it, “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function,” in this case terminating Hitler while understanding him.


  I have deep empathy and compassion for trumpbots, and I hate them and their indulgence in holy war bullshitdozing reality-escapism. I hate them even though I have empathy and compassion for them having fallen into their robotic state however innocently or maliciously. I can have total empathy and compassion for someone and still hate them. I’m that way about Trump. I understand why he would be the way he is. If I were him I’d do exactly what he’s doing. I wouldn’t put it past me or anyone to tend the way he’s tended. And yet, I hate him. I channel that hate into doing the best work I can against him and his trumpbot kind.


  Contrast that with the popular humble-brag about these people being a total mystery to us,a mystery we’re proud to claim is beneath and foreign to us, as we throw up our hands in disgust and bewilderment. We can understand and hate someone.


  We can have compassion and empathy for their loathsome habits. It won’t taint us to understand them. It’s a cheap form of pride to pretend they’re beneath our contempt and contemplation.


  And I make a point of saying I hate them in defiance of that popular yet totalitarian nonsense-on-stilts argument that no one should ever hate anyone or anything, an argument exploited by trumpbots, who can just say,“You’re against me because you hate me,” thereby shaming us into accommodation as though we’ve just been ticketed for having violated the cardinal rule: Never hate.


  It’s totalitarian because it implies total control not just over behaviors but over feelings, as absurd as thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife, as though we could just lobotomize our evolved feelings because they’re always bad.


  Hate is not always bad. Again, the more you love justice the more you hate injustice,and you shouldn’t mince words about it. Preferences are inescapably relative. You can’t love someone and be neutral about bad things happening to them. To see why, imagine this:“I adore my children. I’d do anything for their well-being, but if someone took and tortured them, OK, whatevs. It’s all good. No hate!”


  Uncontrolled, poorly channeled hate is a problem, but hate is controllable. We can channel our hatred for trumpbots into an effort to defeat them. Slitting Hitler’s throat aside, because it won’t come to that, notice the mindset we’re seeking here for fighting trumpbots.


  We’ve explored how anyone can become a trumpbot, you and me included. We’ve explored how natural it is to become one given the human condition, adapting under the overwhelming, inebriating and ungrounding influence of language. We’ve explored the varieties of ways that one can become a trumpbot through no fault of one’s own; for example, we are trapped in a society in which winning is everything, and we can’t win, so we just pretend we’re winning.


  And we’ve had compassion for trumpbots, recognizing how any of us have behaved like one when in a pinch or when we can get away with it. We’ve visited empathy and compassion for trumpbots, and now we’re going to explore how to cut them up to human size.


  Fallibilist to the bone


  To fight fake-infallibilism with fierce fallibilism, we need a feel for our fallibility down to the bone. Orienting for verbal combat we’ll review fallibilism here and contrast it with trumpbotic fake-infallibilism.


  Fallibilism originates as a philosophical recognition that all concepts are guesses, some better than others. But fallibilism isn’t just about conceptual bets. We bet our lives every day through our behaviors, as all organisms do. Our bets could fail. A car accident, inhaling something toxic by mistake, a misreading that leaves us saying “if only” — all sorts of landmines and tripwires are strewn across the landscapes of our lives.


  Fallibilism is about making better bets knowing that all we ever get is bets. It’s different from declaring that any bet is as good as any other, boundless tolerance, cynicism, fatalism, or claiming hypocritically that in reality, there’s no reality.


  It’s different from what I called the doctrine of foregone inconclusion: “Hey, you never can tell.” That doctrine is typically marshaled by trumpbots to dismiss other people’s bets and rationalize their own. We’ve discussed that exploitation of selective skepticism, for example, the science-doubters slashing away at anything that disagrees with their absolute self-certainty. We get a lot of that from the Trump cult, which is fond of saying,“Be skeptical like us…about anything that challenges us.”


  Here, in review and summary, are some tricks of the fallibilist trade:


   


  
    	Paradoxical principles reveal dilemmas: If a moral principle is self-contradictory (e.g., commit to flexibility), it’s not a moral principle nor a reason why you can ignore the moral question, retiring into cynical hypocrisy. Rather, it’s a moral dilemma you’ll be dealing with all your life — one of the dials or switches you’ll have to monitor and adjust on your life’s winding roads.


    	Serenity prayers: These dials and switches could each be represented by a variation on the serenity prayer. To navigate life’s winding roads, you need the wisdom to want to keep learning the differences that make a difference, e.g., adjusting how committed or flexible to be in a given situation.


    	Be intellectually bi-curious: When you hear yourself or others talking out both sides of their mouths, perk up your ears. There’s wisdom to harvest from the self-contradiction, a paradox to live by, calling attention to a dial or switch to monitor and manage lifelong.


    	Truisms are half true: Beware of half-truths posing as whole truths. Most “Always do X” and “Never do X” principles are half-truths. Kick the tires on such half-witted principles.


    	Give the meme a kick: When you read an inspiring quote, don’t just swoon and fall for it. If it’s half true your swoon will be hypocritical, since we can’t live by half-truths. Assume it’s half true and look for a counterexample that reveals its opposite or obverse half-truth.


    	Ask yourself: Why the reminders?: We don’t we go around reminding people to keep breathing. It’s obvious. Why, then, do we have to keep reminding people that perseverance furthers? Because sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes persevering is just an exercise in futility.


    	Rebrand to confuse: When you read an inspiring quote, ask yourself whether if it would still work if it were rebranded to your opponents— a Nazi meme saying “believe in yourself and persevere” or Trump retweeting “Never give up, stay positive about your goals, never care what other people think and live for the moment!”


    	Counterspin: Cultivate counterspin fluency. When you hear “steadfast,” hear both it and “stubborn.”When you hear “flexible,” hear both it and “wishy-washy.” This helps inoculate you against spin dominance, e.g., a trumpbot shaming you into self-doubt.


    	Deciding vs. decided: Distinguish between when you are deciding vs. decided. Employ the spin doctor’s Hippocratic Oath:When deciding, unspin or counterspin. Employ the power of neutral thinking or feel the tug of pros and cons. When you’ve decided on a bet, spin your bet positively and the alternatives negatively.


    	Irony: Spin your bets ironically, meaning with recognition that you could be wrong. Remember the fallibilist mantra: “No matter how confident I am in a bet, I’m still more confident that it is a bet.”

  


   


  I think of maturing into fallibilism as a sequenced transition that I’ll call hard left, hard right, hard center, hard choices. For example take the paradoxical concept “tough love”:


  Hard left: Love is always the answer!


  Hard right: Ouch! Love didn’t work there. Toughness is always the answer!


  Hard center: Ouch! Toughness didn’t work there. Tough love is the answer!


  Hard choices: Ouch! Tough love isn’t the answer; it’s the question: How tough or loving should I be situation by situation on the winding road?


  Tough love is a dial on your control panel. It can’t just mean always meeting people halfway. If it did, the Jews would have settled for 3 million dead, halfway between their zero-goal and Hitler’s 6 million. And if Hitler wanted to up it to 6 million, he’d just have had to make 12 million dead Jews his first bid.


  Fallibilism is the recognition that there’s no escaping hard choices; there’s only embracing them or pretending to escape them. Pretending to escape them, as trumpbots do, makes life feel easier than it can be while making it harder than it has to be. Trumpbots often simplify themselves into messes so complicated a genius couldn’t solve them.


  Though being a fallibilist may seem harder than the simplifying trumpbot alternatives, it has made my life much easier. Fallibilism has been the most significant source of peace of mind in my life. Before embracing my fallibility as inescapable and universal to all organisms, I clambered for something infallible to embrace.


  I thought I was a truth seeker, but I was more of a protection seeker. I sought a source of reliable unassailability — some spiritual or philosophical posture or lifestyle that would free me from doubt and self-doubt. Every bedrock belief I hugged for security ended up pulling the rug out from under itself. Like the old gospel tune says,“I went to the rock to hide my face. Rock said no hiding place.”


  I rubbernecked in search of something I could call my last word, something edgy enough to garner me attention and status but absolute enough to keep me safe. I partnered with ideologies the way I partnered with women, as though they could somehow save me from self-doubt, landing me on some oasis above it all. I didn’t realize it, but I was looking for infallibility, a reliable feeling that I was perfectly safe and perfectly free.


  And as with my partnerships, when my bids for infallibility doctrines failed me, I was heartbroken or perhaps more accurately face-broken, a loss of face, shamed for having aimed so high only to end up laid so low.


  Around middle age, I got interested in how we shop for formulas. I stopped wondering what was up with me and got interested in what’s up with us humans. I first turned my attention to evolutionary biology. I figured that if there’s any text worth studying, it’s the history of life. Though scientists could be wrong about that history, scientific attempts to understand it were as reliably realistic as sacred texts get.


  In evolutionary history, I found my grounding in fallibilism, all of us organisms and our iffy effort. I felt for the first time at home in the universe and yet dethroned, never to land at the right hand of God or any other universal infallibility doctrine. I began to feel comfortable in my own fallible, striving, uncomfortable sometimes-thick and sometimes-thin skin.


  With fallibilism, I could stand corrected, my dignity intact, indeed bolstered. Every time I corrected myself, I had evidence that I was still on the learning curve. Every time I change my mind, I have evidence of myself as I aim to see myself, not learned but learning.


  Again, people often make life a whole lot harder than it has to be by pretending that it’s easier than it can be. The reverse is also possible. We can make life easier by recognizing that it’s hard. Fallibilism is my most reliable bedrock peace of mind. It’s accepting that the bedrock of reality keeps pulling the rug out from under itself, that the road to success is winding, and that I have to keep my eyes on it, adjusting for changing conditions. It’s recognizing that that’s how it is for all of us, all living beings ever.


  Reality catches up with all fake-infallibilist trumpbots, but we can’t just wait for their reality-denying hubris to ruin them, because it might ruin us first. We must find ways to ruin their trumpbot lifestyle before they ruin us. It’s an odd kind of culture war, the fallibilist battle cry,“Educated bets all round! Ours included!” against the fake-infallibilist trumpbot’s battle cry, “We don’t bet. We know. We’re the last-word exceptions!”


  13. Fallibilist Defense


  Calmfidence


  Here we arrive at last at practical techniques for humbly humbling trumpbots, demoting god-playing fake-infallibilists down to the elevated status of human fallibilists where we all really live.


  As I’ll try to show here, it’s a challenge made easier, not harder, by the fallibilism we’ve been exploring, especially in the previous chapter. We’ll start here with a quick review of a fallibilist stance with which to enter confrontations with a trumpbot, and we’ll finish with a core technique I’ll call obverse psychology.


  In confronting a trumpbot, you’ll need to stay relaxed and fluid, which isn’t just a matter of deciding to be. We’re not robots. We can’t just set some feeling-dial inside ourselves to mellow mode. When dealing with trumpbots, we’ll tend to get edgy. Grounding ourselves in the courage of our own fallibility can help us sustain what I’ll call calmfidence, calm confidence.


  First, try this: Imagine your worst-case scenario. Ask yourself a non-rhetorical, “What’s the worst that could happen in this encounter?” Answer with a specific scenario or two. Next, imagine that, despite your best efforts, it has gone wrong — you’ve landed in one of those worst-case scenarios.


  Now, how could you comfort yourself in response? What could you say to yourself and perhaps to others so that you could forgive yourself for landing in your worst-case scenario? How could you finesse the failure realistically — not like trumpbots who always absolve themselves with clichés? Your answer could be as simple as, “Live and learn. I tried something. It didn’t work so I’ll try something else next time,” or even,“I’ll keep trying, but maybe I’m better at other things.”You’re a fallibilist. You get to say things like that. Trumpbots can’t, won’t, and think they shouldn’t.


  Knowing that your dignity can survive your worst outcomes will put you more at ease in tense situations, and make you less uptight and wary about worst-case landmines. If instead you don’t dare imagine the worst cases and therefore have to wing it should the worst come to pass, you’ll tend to lose your calmfidence.


  I’ve called this worst-case exercise pre-grieving. As a fallibilist, you pre-grieve the possibility that you’re wrong. You know you’re not some infallible exception to humankind. You wouldn’t put anything past you. You’re human — nothing human is foreign to you.


  Though you try to avoid judgment errors, you’re not shocked, flummoxed, or devastated by news that you might have made one. If you fail or if someone tells you off for having some human failing, it’s not the first time you’ve considered that possibility. With pre-grieving, you’re not thrown as readily into involuntary paroxysms of self-doubt and self-defense. When battling trumpbots, such paroxysms are deadly. If you are in a state of self-doubt or reacting defensively, you’ll hear their spin-dominance rhetorical power moves as meaning something when really, they don’t.


  Anticipating how you could finesse bad outcomes orients you to the serious play of harassing a trumpbot. It is serious. You’re fierce; thwarting them matters, and you’re far from fatalistic about those worst-case scenarios. You’re trying to avoid them.


  But it’s play too. It they weren’t a threat to you, trumpbots would be laughing stocks. You want to take them both seriously and lightly. You want to be nimble, agile, floating like a butterfly that can, if necessary, sting like a bee.


  Indeed, if you wonder if someone is turning into a trumpbot, lead with playful, ironic, irreverent humor — not biting snarking humor at their expense, at least not yet.


  Avoid it biting you in the ass


  In confronting trumpbots, minimize your need to persuade them of anything. Sometimes you need to convince someone, for example, anyone whose decisions directly affect your life and livelihood. But needing to persuade can often become a counterproductive compulsion. With trumpbots it’s counterproductive because it gives them the impression that their opinion matters a lot. Don’t give them that satisfaction.


  Remember that, if they didn’t have any power over you, you wouldn’t give them any attention. Trumpbots are boring fools. When they’re not terrifying us, they’re, at most, amusing, pitiful ninnies.


  Hassling trumpbots is pretty hopeless if you’re not prepared, hoping just to wing it. Winging it rarely works. Winging it, you’ll feel a need to convince yourself that you’re able to stand your ground with them. You’ll say what you need to hear, mouthing off half-cocked just to prove to yourself that your mouth works.


  If you’ve got something to prove to yourself, you’ll enter too eager to win, and you’ll come across as ungrounded. Try to enter well-prepared, nothing to prove to yourself and with as little to lose as possible, which, again, is a benefit of pre-grieving.


  Often, we stand our ground most convincingly and effectively when we can be silent or take our time responding. Fierceness often smolders. Effective and charismatic people are often soft-spoken and taciturn. It compels others to lean in, losing their center.


  You’ll appear far stronger if you’re indifferent to changing a trumpbot’s mind than you will if you’re dependent on them changing. You may be working to change minds. Like Jesus, you can be “a fisher of men,” but try to be catch and release about it. You may be out to reel cultists back into reality but that doesn’t mean you have to persuade any particular cultists.


  Try thanking them for their opinion. That’s gratitude, but it also demotes their authoritative proclamation to what it is — one person’s opinion. If, instead, you treat their opinion as something imperative to change, you grant them undue power. They’ll decide whether you are worthy of their precious supreme consent, and the answer, of course, is that you are not.


  Before confronting a trumpbot,be realistic about the range of possible outcomes, neither exaggerating nor downplaying how badly things could end. Things could end very badly for you if you’re confronting a trumpbot boss, trigger-happy next-door neighbor, or abusive spouse who holds your purse strings. Even if they deserve humiliation and you can no longer stand their sado-narcissistic, bullshitdozing guts, none of that should motivate you to overlook personal risks. Stay sober about the traps trumpbots set. They’re formidable.


  Remember, some people neither escape nor survive trumpbots — anyone oppressed or enslaved, suffering under a despot’s tyranny, hoping to survive until emancipation, which may never arrive in their lifetimes. Slavery in the US lasted for twelve generations. Happy endings are only inevitable in romantic fiction. There is no guarantee that one can survive, let alone humble a trumpbot. If God is on the side of the humble, He sure has a roundabout way of showing it.


  “Take this job and shove it” is a fine thing to say when you can. If you can’t without making too big a personal sacrifice, you’ll want to wait and plan for an opening and try more devious means of hassling trumpbots. Be appropriately wary, devious, and cunning, but not foolhardy.


  On a cheerier note, there are plenty of missed opportunities to humble trumpbots. The techniques proposed below were barely tried with the Trump cult despite plenty of opportunities. Maybe that’s because they wouldn’t have worked, but I doubt it. I think they’d have worked far better than what was tried. We can overestimate our prospects for success in hassling trumpbots, but we can underestimate them, too, thinking it’s hopeless when it isn’t.


  When plotting to humble a trumpbot you also have to factor in how much interaction you can expect with them. Like exhibitionists, trumpbots like to have an exit strategy and escape route. Their first line of defense is to dismiss, discount or sneer at any challenge, but if that doesn’t work, they’ll tend to duck out, claiming victory as they go.


  If you’re living or working with them you’ll have lots of interaction with them, trapped in their company. If you are, then you have to attend to your own exit strategies. It’s important to keep in mind that you aren’t likely to make much progress in any particular interaction before the trumpbot succeeds at frame-dominating the conversation to their advantage.


  They’ll say you surrendered


  If you decide to duck out, remember that you, too, can vote with your feet and that quitting is not a failure to a fallibilist. In dealing with a trumpbot, feel free to use any manipulative move they make. Once they’ve played it, it’s fair game. Use any frame-dominance cliché but with a difference:You know it’s a trick and would happily admit to it. You’re using the move ironically; they’re using the move hypocritically.


  They’ll gloat when they call you a quitter, not that they believe that quitting is always bad. They don’t care whether quitting is bad or good. They just want to score points against you. So if you leave, they’re likely to pretend it’s evidence that they were just too smart, virtuous and powerful for you. You were overwhelmed by their greatness and surrendered. A trumpbot’s interpretations are always calculated to make them feel heroic. You leaving proves they won yet another heroic victory.


  You probably know the feeling:You gave up on an exchange with a trumpbot and feel a little like you should say one last thing to make it clear to them that you’re not leaving because they overpowered you, but because they were a waste of time. Don’t waste your breath and don’t enable them by taking their insult seriously. They’re only pretending to believe that quitting proves you’re a loser.


  Remember the spin difference between a trumpbot’s use and your use of the word quitter. A trumpbot weaponizes the word quitter, ignoring its denotations, relying on its connotations as one of many ways to trumpire, crying foul on their opponents, declaring their rivals the immoral losers.


  A fallibilist sees through the weaponizing and is unimpressed by such shaming. Like all moves, quitting is good in some situations and bad in others. The notion that one should never leave anything is absurd — so absurd the trumpbot doesn’t even believe it. They just hope you’ll believe it so they can score off you by calling you a quitter, shaming you for your failure. If you stick to your fallibilist guns, quitting is not a worst-case scenario, nor is being called a quitter by a trumpbot, since they’ll bray anything to get their way.


  Feel free to vote with your feet anytime. You’re not trapped in there with them. And if they leave, give them a taste of their own BS medicine. Laugh at them for being a quitter, not that you mean it. Again, any move they use hypocritically, feel free to use it ironically.


  Ironic deviousness


  More generally,is such deviousness OK? It has its place. If someone makes you pay for sharing your honest feedback, they’re unwittingly inviting you to be devious, keeping them in the dark. If someone considers you automatically wrong because you disagree with them, you needn’t change your mind and probably won’t; you’ll just express your opinion by other more devious means.


  Remember, the virtue called passive resistance is spun negatively as passive-aggressiveness. Though we admire passive resistance, we often mistake passive-aggressiveness as a universal no-no without noticing that it’s the only recourse open to slaves and other oppressed people.


  Passive-aggressiveness is only a vice when we have other recourse but we opt to play the victim, for example, when we could afford to be direct but prefer to pout, snark, or sabotage for effect. That’s misplaced, performative, rhetorical deviousness. But when you have no other recourse with someone who is playing God to your mere mortaldom, I’ll argue deviousness is warranted.


  But doesn’t your deviousness set a bad example? Doesn’t it make a trumpbot feel free to use deviousness on you? A trumpbot will act like you’ve just given them license to be devious, but no, they had granted it to themselves already. Remember that exchange from a few chapters back, a trumpbot saying, in effect, if you pick up a knife because I won’t drop mine, you’re just a hypocrite. One minute you’re telling me to drop my knife; the next minute you’re picking one up. That entitles me to get a machine gun. This is typical trumpbot self-rationalization.


  I don’t bet you can thwart a true trumpbot by being honorable, never escalating into deviousness so they feel ashamed. Remember, trumpbots are proud — shameless about their shamelessness. They’ll latch on to any excuse for dominating. I think deviousness is fair game so long as you use it fallibilistically and ironically, fooling the trumpbot but not yourself, beating them at their own game.


  Now, if you don’t want to be a trumpbot yourself, you have to expect some anxiety and criticism. You can’t simply write off everyone’s criticism as nonsense. We hear advice to do just that: Never care what other people think. Criticism says more about the critic than about you. All criticism is projection.


  A fallibilist knows any such advice is a half-truth posing as a whole truth, the kind of half-witted nonsense that trumpbots will bray to keep from ever having to consider anyone’s criticism. Feel free to ignore whatever critique you get from people you bet carefully are trumpbots. So long as you’re open to criticism from non-trumpbots, you’re probably receptive enough. Indeed, if you worry that you may be a trumpbot, too, you’re probably not one. Trumpbots don’t worry that they’re trumpbots.


  In dealing with trumpbots it’s to your benefit to be as non-reactive as possible. To a trumpbot, any news that challenges them is fake and any news that flatters them is real.


  Teasing at a male trumpbot’s masculinity can be a useful kind of deviousness too. Play the coy but resistant ingénue, flattered by the attention. When they trumpire, dismissing you for challenging them, you can say,“Oh darling, I bet you say that to all your challengers.”


  Status minimalism


  We often overestimate what a confrontation will cost us. What does it cost you to hassle some mouthy trumpbot troll online? Probably not that much, and you’ll gain some much-needed practice. And what if you lose? Well, what do you lose? Maybe a little status with onlookers.


  Most of us spend our lives trying to maintain and elevate our status for practical reasons. We need work status so we can pay our bills. We need social status so we’re not alone. Still, not all status maintenance is tied to some practical imperative.


  It’s easy to get compulsive about maintaining and elevating our status even when it’s not exchangeable for practical survival prizes like keeping food on the table. If you can minimize your dependency on status, you’ll find that you can often trade a loss of it for the valuable prize of speaking your mind. You might also gain some status for doing so, saying what others think but dare not say. I’ve won many friends by confronting trumpbots. I’ve lost plenty, too, folks who decide I’m inappropriate and uncivil.


  Status often matters less as we age. If you’re getting on, consider yourself a frontline fallibilist ready to hassle trumpbots. You can afford the loss of status. Indeed, if we’re going to age gracefully, we have to let go of status with time. It’s pitiful to watch old folks still striving desperately for status long past their prime, rather than ceding ground to the young.


  Between about 60 and 100 years old, you have to get to where a productive day is when you had a good poop. An aging fallibilist is grateful for having had their day in the sun. They tend to age more gracefully than trumpbots who get bitter as their bodies fail their pretense of infallibility and the world loses interest in them.


  Old or young, a fallibilist needs practice hassling trumpbots. For that, I hope you’ll study the masters, society’s court jesters — the late-night TV comedians, or the rare, cunning politician of whatever party who flaunts their fallibilism admirably.


  Study how they practice their self-effacing, irreverent art. There are plenty of master fallibilists, equal opportunity deflators who invite you to laugh at them, with them and to laugh at yourself too.


  I consider standup comedy the richest fallibilist church service available these days, whole audiences laughing at and with each other and the comedian.


  Humanity is an ironic hoot. We need to laugh more at ourselves and our human predicaments and, in the process, to laugh especially hard at the pompous trumpbot asses who can’t laugh at themselves.


  Winning them over is not the goal


  Assume things about trumpbots. If they want to dispute it, they’ll have to go out on a limb to challenge your assumptions. Don’t go out on a limb to win them over. If you’re trying to win their agreement, they’ll make sure you fail.


  Don’t say, “You know, that’s just your opinion, and it could change.” Say, “I get it. I hear how you imagine things these days.” Imagine is a cunningly ambiguous term. It can mean how someone thinks about things, as in “I imagine…,” but it can also imply delusion or fantasy. A trumpbot wants to convey that their mind is made up. To talk about how they “imagine things” suggests,“Yeah, and your ideas are made up too.” If they take offense, you can pull right back with cunning plausible denial: “I didn’t know that would be touchy for you! I merely meant how you think about things.”


  Poke at them with ambiguous terms like that. Respond to a male trumpbot’s melodramatics by calling them “hysterical!” If they double down on their seriousness, clarify,“I’m sorry to have confused you. I didn’t mean it was funny. I meant hysterical like uterus, like hysterectomy, you acting like you’re premenstrual.”


  Nothing throws a trumpbot off like you tricking them. They’re after frame dominance. They get to trick you; you don’t get to trick them. Even if you’re as committed to gender equality as I am, it’s useful to try to shame macho trumpbots where they’re most sensitive. I’m a fan of masturbation, but I don’t mind teasing trumpbots who are ashamed of it. I often call them on jerking off in public and cultists on public circle jerking.


  As a fallibilist, you have a fallback position not afforded to trumpbots. You can apologize, take back what you’ve said, and make amends if you misread someone to be a trumpbot who isn’t. There’s a play you can make with apologies: Subtly poke a potential trumpbot. If they lash out in response, apologize for offending them. Make it heartfelt. Stand corrected with your dignity intact.


  If they’re not a trumpbot, they’ll feel a little sheepish for having lashed out. If they are a trumpbot, they won’t accept your apology and will treat it as vindication, proof that you’re a failure, and as evidence that they’re infallible. Poking, and then apologizing if necessary, is a way to stress-test a possible trumpbot.


  A fallibilist’s ability to stand corrected, their dignity intact, is an extraordinary advantage over trumpbots. Pat yourself on the back every time you apologize cleanly. Of course, there are plenty of slippery ways to apologize — “Sorry if I offended you. Sorry if you’re too sensitive, sorry for whatever,” or just a snarky, annoyed,“Sorry!!” as a substitute for regretting something you’ve done.


  Strut your fallibilism. Pat yourself on the back for real apologies; be dignified, yet clear on the mistake you think you’ve made. And don’t leave it at words. If you mean your apology, remember it, even reminding the person you’ve apologized to a few months later so they know you meant it. Talk is so very cheap. Saying sorry can be a substitute for reflecting and correcting.


  Infallibility deathmatches


  It can feel compromising to apologize to trumpbots because they’ll pounce on it as evidence that, because you made a mistake, you’re a complete idiot. You might have experienced this challenge, for example, in a partnership. If you’re with someone who can’t, won’t, or thinks they should never apologize, they’ll pounce on your every error as proof that you’re wrong and they’re right about everything. The cost of being with such a partner isn’t just the humiliation; it’s also the disincentive to be the fallibilist you aim to be. Such people will stunt your fallibilist growth.


  The US has been dealing with that problem at a national level. The Trump cult pounces on every error their opposition made. I look forward to the day when we can get back to admitting to our mistakes with a formidable opposition that can admit to theirs. The nation has been dumbed down by collective trumpbot fake-infallibility. The fake-infallibility of any trumpbot cult is infectious. Under Trump, no one could afford to admit to mistakes. That’s a recipe for stunted growth all round.


  Such stunted growth manifests as what, in chapter 7, I described as an infallibility deathmatch, a winner-takes-all, loser-pays-all struggle over who is right about everything and who is wrong about everything. That’s the kind of folly a debate can degenerate into when people start saying things like,“You think X?! Wow, you don’t know anything, do you?!”


  Whether out of fear or bravado, trumpbots treat all exchanges as infallibility deathmatches that they must win. That feeling can be contagious. Resist it. You’re a fallibilist. Don’t let anyone convince you that your entire credibility is on the line or that you’re right about everything. You can even tease about it in a confrontation, saying something like, “No, I’m not right about everything. If there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that. I’ll defend my fallibility to the bitter end!”That’s fallibilist bravery. It makes trumpbot know-it-all bravado look cheap and wimpy.


  As for the trumpbot lifestyle, be ruthless, mercilessly deflating and degrading, and again, why? Not because you disagree with their interpretation of reality but because, as best as you can tell, they are reality-deniers. They don’t concede that reality matters. That is the one moral violation that counts here. Sure, you might disagree with their opinions, but going head-to-head with trumpbots over opinions is futile and is taking their BS bait. Focus instead on their BS attempt to overpower reality. We can agree to disagree about reality, but no one should get away with ignoring reality entirely, as trumpbots try to do.


  All living beings have to adapt to reality. With language, we can pretend we don’t, and when people pretend like that, you have to kick them, not around to your perspective on reality but around to attending to reality at all.


  Obverse psychology


  Now we’ll turn to one of two fundamental under-tried-but-truer ways to hassle trumpbots, and by truer, I mean more honest and realistic, which is a real advantage in doing battle with a trumpbot. With these techniques, you don’t have to keep up appearances. You get to be yourself. These two techniques are not about maintaining some artificial pose for battle; they’re how to be yourself, a grounded fallibilist.


  The first is what I call obverse psychology, with a few related strategies for asserting your fallibilism. The second is gumbabying. It’s how to grab and rattle their sword hilt, not the person or their professed beliefs but their trumpbotics.


  Obverse psychology is how to flaunt your fallibilism at a trumpbot. It’s both a shield and a weapon, but it’s mostly a shield, keeping you feeling safe and grounded in your fallibilism when a trumpbot attacks you.


  Trumpbots pursue frame dominance, playing umpire, or as I’ve called it trumpiring, vying for the last word on who gets the last word. To trumpire, they play moral police, citing any ethical violation they can hope to pin on you, blaring their sirens so loud they drown out all challenges to their right, righteous, and mighty authority. They pretend to be outraged by your ethical violations, engaging in what I’ve called exempt by contempt.


  They have a collection of moral absolutes to flame at you. Their behavior shows that they don’t care about moral principles as anything more than ways to demote you and elevate themselves. That’s the hypocrisy we find so maddening and that they find so satisfying since, to them, hypocrisy is bling, a status symbol, evidence of their indomitable power.


  In contrast, fallibilists don’t pretend to live by moral absolutes. Fallibilists embrace life’s tough judgment calls. Fallibilists have the wisdom to keep noticing the differences, applying obverse, or opposite, strategies depending on the situation. You’re aware that there are positives and negatives to both sides of any coin, heads, or its obverse, tails.


  Again, trumpbots try to make it so it’s heads they win, tails you lose, and if you push back it’s tails they win and heads you lose — whatever wins them continued freedom to bullshitdoze their way mindlessly and heartlessly through life.


  A sucker will keep trying to guess which is the winning side of the coin. You can’t be on the winning side of a trumpbot’s coin flips. For example, if you assert yourself, they’ll say you lose for being unkind, and if you don’t assert yourself, they’ll say you lose for being a wimp.


  Remember the douchebot from chapter 6, the robot that looks up positive words to describe its behavior and negative words to describe yours? Well, there’s a way to describe any behavior positively or negatively. They’re steadfast; you’re pigheaded. They’re assertive; you’re aggressive. Or the opposite, they’re receptive; you’re gullible. They’re open-minded, you’re a sheeple. That’s how they get to keep flipping the coin in their favor.


  In dealing with trumpbots, fallibilists often get flummoxed and defensive as if we owe them an explanation or must defend our choices.


  Agree whole-halfedly


  With obverse psychology, rather than getting defensive when a trumpbot accuses you of something, embrace it as one of the options in your fallibilist repertoire. For example, if a trumpbot charges you with being a name-caller, don’t deny it.


  You can say,“Of course I name-call! Like you, like everyone. You didn’t even notice that just now, you called me a name-caller, which is a name. I don’t want to just name-call. I want to name-call with precision. For me, the question isn’t whether to name-call but under what circumstances. You just name-call all you want and pretend you never do by moralizing at people for name-calling.”


  If a trumpbot judges you for judging, don’t deny it:“Of course, I judge, like you, like everyone. You just judged me for judging you. I don’t want to just judge; I want to judge right, which, blind to your own judging, is obviously not a question that interests you. You just call anyone who judges you immoral because you’re too afraid to consider their opinion. I judge that as lame.”


  “You just hate what I stand for,” they’ll say, as if citing you with the worst possible offense — hating anything or anyone. The typical civil response is to backtrack defensively. “No, no, I don’t hate anything or anyone!”With obverse psychology, you don’t deflect or deny; you embrace whole-halfedly that hate is one side of the coin we all carry: “Damn straight I hate what you stand for. From what I can tell you stand for nothing but your false sense of eternal heroism supplied by mindless moralizing. I hate, you hate, all humans hate. If you love something, you hate its opposite. I try to love and hate the right and not the wrong things. I’d like you just fine, if you’d just stop your mindless war on hate as though you would never stoop to hating anything. What, do you think you can just lobotomize a fundamental human emotion? You think you can shame me for hating? That’s like trying to shame me for having a nose. You hate too. You just can’t see it when you’re busy playing puritan.”


  If a trumpbot says, “You’re insulting,” you can use obverse psychology on that too. Don’t deny it; say something like, “Damn straight, I’m sometimes insulting, like you, like everyone. Unlike you, I don’t pretend I’m never insulting, and I don’t define anything that disappoints me as insulting. That’s toddler. If you want to talk about whether my insult fits how you’re acting, I’m game. If you want to pretend you never insult or that insulting is always wrong, don’t make me laugh, you turd blossom.”


  “You’re arrogant,” they’ll say. Respond with, “More arrogant than claiming to be the authority on who’s arrogant? Of course, I’m arrogant sometimes, like you, like anyone. I try to decide when to outrank, and here I’m pretty sure I outrank you in wondering about when to outrank. You just call arrogant anything that makes you feel inferior. If you want to posture as the supreme judge on who’s arrogant, I’m not interested.”


  The basic obverse psychology formula is this, and it’s no magic bullet: Stand grounded in your two-sides-of-the-coin fallibilist approach to life. Don’t fall for their pretense that one side is always right, and the other is always wrong. They don’t mean it. They’ll spin their moralizing the opposite way a moment later.


  That’s fundamental to their mindless trumpbotting — whatever they’re doing in the moment is right and strong and best by some standard, whatever standard serves them in the moment.


  “The problem with people like you is you don’t listen,” they’ll say, posturing as though they always listen. Your defensive impulse might be to say that you listen and to provide evidence.


  Do not take that bait. Use obverse psychology instead.“Of course, I don’t listen to everything. Who does? Have you noticed how many people demand to be heard? Do you want to claim you listen to all of them? That would only prove you have no idea what you’re talking about. I stopped listening to your words a while ago because all I heard from you is can’t-fail swagger, pulling out of your ass whatever fake eternal principle serves you in the moment and ignoring everything else. For me, the question is when to listen, not whether. For you, I guess that question doesn’t come up because you jerk off to the fantasy that you listen to everyone always.”


  They’ll say, “Ah! You attacked my character. Caught you! You used an ad hominem argument.”


  “Of course, I attacked your character! I think you’re acting like a total ahole. You could get better, but at the moment, you suck, playing God and blinding yourself to your own hypocrisy. You don’t even notice that you’re attacking my character for attacking your character. You have no idea how laughable your blindness looks. You blare your siren at everyone who disagrees with you to drown out the sound of your own healthy human doubts. I notice. That’s why I think your character at present sucks.”


  You may get shamed for savaging a trumpbot in public — shame on you for shaming, you’ll hear from the trumpbot and from onlookers. “Yes, I shame sometimes. Like you, like everyone. Like right now, you shaming me for shaming you, though you don’t seem to notice your hypocrisy. My approach is different. I admit that I shame. I don’t take refuge as you do in pretending you don’t do what you, in fact, do. My question, and it’s a life-size one, is when to shame, not whether to shame. Never shame? Such nonsense! It stunts growth on what to me is the real question:When to shame? I get the wrong answer plenty.


  Sometimes I fail to shame when I should, and sometimes I shame when I shouldn’t. So, I adjust. I learn, whereas you seem to want to pretend you’ve got nothing to learn because you know the absolute truth — never ever shame — though you don’t and can’t live by it.”


  “You’re uncaring,” they’ll say.


  “Sure, if you define caring as matching your personal priorities, like your caring is the measure of all things. Do you also label anyone who doesn’t care about you a narcissist? No one cares about everything.”


  “You’ve got a right-wing bias,” they’ll say.


  “Sure, relative to you. But you might be forgetting that while you’re the center of your universe, you’re not the center of the universe. There’s a difference. By your standard, everyone to the right of a left-wing extremist is just biased.”


  Obverse psychology is different from saying a liberating hypocritical, “Yeah, I name-called. So what? Everyone does it.” It’s different from saying,“I know you are, but what am I?”The difference is subtle but important.


  With obverse psychology, you admit to the move they’re accusing you of making. You own it, but shift the debate away from the hypocritical to the critical, from the bogus claim to never use a move to the fallibilist’s lifelong dilemma about when to use it. You admit that you struggle with that question, and you shame the trumpbot for taking refuge in mindless lip service condemnation of the move.


  Strained bedfellows


  Absolute trumpbots toggle between black-and-white extremes so that when you do something, it’s pure evil, but when they do it, it’s pure virtue. So, flip that back on them. When they celebrate their victories, congratulate them for being among the ranks of Hitler and Stalin, who were also victorious for a time. When they insist that they are winners and you’re a loser, thank them. You are like Jesus, their hero who lost yet was virtuous. When they say that they’re like Jesus, oppressed but destined to prevail and reign eternal, remind them that that’s what Stalin said too.


  When they boast of having absolute faith in themselves, congratulate them for following in the footsteps of mental patients who have profound self-confidence. When they preen about their honesty, applaud them for being just like their worst enemies. I’ll call this variation on obverse psychology strained bedfellows— it exposes the way their momentary formula for claiming heroism puts them uncomfortably in bed with their foes.


  When they say that they’re members of the woke all-inclusive group where love reigns, commend them on joining the ranks of the fundamentalists they despise. When they declare with new-age hippie pride that they’ve transcended intellectualism, celebrate their solidarity with Sarah Palin. When they tout their commitment to be-here-now mindfulness, likewise bless their devotion to the same attitude as Trump’s.


  Find the most familiar and dissonance-generating strained bedfellow examples you can. Know their enemies so you can confuse them with parallels. Expose that their supposed principles don’t stand up to scrutiny.


  Feet to the fire


  Here’s another fallibilism-flaunting strategy, one I call feet to the fire: When trumpbots extol their virtue for standing up for any last-word principle, expose their hypocrisy by humoring them. The generic form is, “Good. I’ll count you as absolutely committed to that principle. You must be troubled by the way you and your kind violate that principle.”Thus, “Good, I’ve got you down as absolutely committed to civility. Your brain must be deep-fried by Trump’s endless putdowns of his opponents.”


  Feet to the fire is deflating in two ways. It exposes that they’re in bad company and that they have company. Trumpbots think they’re exceptional. They’re not. They’re just humans who have detoured to aholia, the brain-melting melting pot metropolis.


  Aholia welcomes all kinds. People who have had ahole revelations don’t like to discover that others have had ahole revelations so radically different from their own. If you’ve seen the light, you don’t want to hear that others have seen it, too, and come to very different conclusions about what it means.


  When you point out that a trumpbot is in bed with the people they hate and the people they hate are in bed with the people they like, they’ll say,“No, that’s different, don’t compare apples to oranges.” Invite them to tutor you on how to distinguish the apples from the oranges.


  For example, press them for an objective way to distinguish between a counterspun pair of terms like steadfast and pigheaded. Be relentless. Once you’ve taken some bait, don’t let them lead you by the nose to some other debate. When they fail to give you a straight answer, mark their failure: “Alright, I’ve asked you three times to explain the distinction, and each time, you’ve changed the subject. I’ll count that as you not having an answer.”


  They’ll insist that they did answer. Ask them to remind you what their answer was. If they change the subject again, calmly register that. Bring the audience in on it, or at least imagine an audience: “If someone was watching us, I bet they wouldn’t have heard your answer either.”


  Demanding operational definitions is a good way to corner trumpbots with the questions they’re avoiding by paying attention only to connotations. Demand real denotations — how to distinguish between communists vs. non-communists, or between steadfast vs. pigheaded.


  Irony vs. hypocrisy


  I want to come back to this question because it’s important. Fallibilists have alternating standards depending on the situation, and so do trumpbots. What, then, is the difference between a fallibilist’s pursuit of the wisdom to know when to do what, and a trumpbot’s alternation between, for example, on the one hand whining about how insulting you are and on the other hand the next moment proclaiming themselves anti-PC, unlike the snowflakes who whine? After all, you’re both alternating between options.


  I suggest the key difference is between awareness and non-awareness of alternating. Maybe you’ve sat listening to a friend as they weigh options, trying to decide something difficult, feeling of two minds and admitting it. They contradict themselves — on the one hand; on the other hand — and they know it. They don’t deny their ambivalence.


  And maybe you’ve sat listening to a friend who expresses similar ambivalence but denies it. If you point out that they’re contradicting themselves, they bite your head off for misunderstanding. They insist they’re being consistent when they aren’t.


  I’ve always found it far easier to listen to someone who admits to their ambivalence than someone who denies it. The denier is like someone who needs to feel like they’re upright even while they flip-flop. To maintain their sense that they’ve got their head upright, they’ll flip the whole world upside down, including you. They project their ambivalence onto you. “Why do you keep misunderstanding me?” When they’re in a hole, they don’t stop digging; they simply declare that down is up and that by digging deeper, they’re climbing higher.


  Fragidity


  We’re often told that trumpbots have a chip on their shoulder, that their bravado compensates for their lack of confidence. It’s not always the case. There are many detours to aholia. Still, if trumpbots weren’t so threatening, we’d notice that many are nervous nellies driven by high levels of that unconscious anxiety universal to all humans, as we explored in chapter 5.


  Usually the best strategy is to gently coax people down out of their trees, and that’s what most researchers recommend. Be nice to them, and they’ll calm down, regaining a receptivity and appreciation for give and take.


  But I’m arguing here that that’s not a one-size-fits-all solution. It might work with budding trumpbots, but not with anyone who has taken up permanent residence in aholia. Can you imagine it working with Trump?


  Instead, I’m suggesting that you ignore their ideas. They mean nothing more to the trumpbot than a weaponized smokescreen. Respect the person hiding under that smokescreen and draw a sharp contrast between their costly rigid fragility — call it fragidity — and the easy, humble, grounded calmfidence of fallibilism.


  Fallibilism is actually the more confident attitude — not confidence that one is always right, not confidence that one is officially and absolutely learned, but confidence in oneself as an ever-bettering bettor among bettors. If you are a fallibilist, you have an obligation, a civic duty to flaunt your fallibilism tauntingly at these fake-infallibilist trumpbots.


  Obverse psychology and its variations described here are how you corner trumpbots with word meanings. If they want to call you a name-caller, that’s fine. You’re not insulted. But you are going to stick their noses in what that term means. You’re not going to let them get away with pretending to police the world with words they know only by their connotations.


  Every time we indulge a trumpbot’s spin and frame dominance we enable them. Every time we allow them to pretend that they mean their words as anything more than weaponized bullshitdozing, we encourage them to engage in still more bullshitdozing.


  Do not be a sucker trying to win against their loaded coin flips. Do not humor their word weaponizing by feeling guilty when they police you. If they accuse you of name-calling don’t give in to some automatic knee-jerk guilt and self-defense. We must corner them with the meanings of the words they spew or we’re letting trumpbots loose on the world in violation of our civic duty.


  14. Attacking Trumpbots Where They Live


  Gumbabying


  In the previous chapter, we explored one of two fundamental strategies for hassling trumpbots, obverse psychology, and a few variations on it. Here, I’ll introduce the second core strategy and its variations. I call it gumbabying.


  African-American slaves were prisoners of a trumpbotic, racist, beige-supremacist cult. The slaves told stories that offered subtle instructions for messing with their masters — passive-aggressiveness — which again, is not the sin that it’s made out to be. You can’t fault the truly oppressed for getting passive-aggressive when being actively aggressive is futile, and worse, will get you and your loved ones whipped and killed.


  The most familiar and popular slave stories are about Brer Rabbit, a stand-in for a clever slave. His nemesis is Brer Fox, a stand-in for a slave master. In the most popular Brer Rabbit story, Brer Fox makes a tar baby, a doll made of sticky tar that he uses to trap Brer Rabbit.


  Brer Rabbit encounters the tar baby sitting on a log. He mistakes it for a person and tries to strike up a friendly conversation. The tar baby is unresponsive. Frustrated, the rabbit hits the tar baby, and his fist gets stuck. He hits with the other hand, and it gets stuck too. He kicks it, and his feet get stuck; he head butts, and his head gets stuck. That’s how Brer Fox captures Brer Rabbit.


  I’ve suggested that trumpbots are like exhibitionists. The tar baby is like that too. An exhibitionist shows up as if they’re a normal human receptive to conversation. Once they have your attention, they open their trench coat to show off their sticky taunts. No matter how you respond, the trumpbot plays a wildcard trumpcard to stick it to you. If you try to debate them you’ll get stuck.


  We call them trolls, but exhibitionists is more accurate. They’re titillated not just by shocking, but by having discovered that if they drop all conscience and rely on the wildcard trumpcard formula, they can checkmate any predictable response to their sticky tricks.


  Being a trumpbot is like discovering a magic remote control that controls anyone you encounter. You can give yourself endless entertainment by making people trip, fall, stumble, and walk into walls. There’s a perverse thrill in having that kind of power. Like an exhibitionist, a tar baby is an excellent metaphor for the sticky entanglement we struggle with when mistaking trumpbots for normal, decent human beings.


  Slaves must have dealt with that stickiness a lot. Sado-narcissistic trumpbot slave masters would have been great at that kind of exhibitionism, provoking slaves into can’t-win corners. The tar baby story can be read as a cautionary tale: Don’t debate trumpbots. You’ll only get stuck.


  Brer Fox catches Brer Rabbit and plans to punish him. To save himself, Brer Rabbit uses reverse psychology on the fox, begging not to be thrown into the thorny briar patch as though it would be the worst torture. The rabbit loves the briar patch. It’s his home.


  The term tar baby came to mean a problem that gets worse the more you try to fight it. “You’re just being defensive,” is a classic tar baby. If you try to refute it, you’ll sound defensive. If you ignore it, the accusation hangs in the air.


  “It’s not all about you” is another tar baby. Whatever you say in response will be about you, thereby affirming the accusation.“You’re not funny” also tends to be a tar baby. If you try to make light of it, you might get a soul-curdling fake laugh in response. Sticky.


  A tar baby is a dirty trick, and by now, the term itself is considered dirty. Some people have used tar baby as a racial slur even though it originated as an ingenious slave-culture contribution to psychoproctology. But OK, we can’t talk about tar babies anymore.


  Dig back into African folklore, and tar babies were called gumbabies, dolls made of wood and covered with gum from gum trees — same implication without the skin overtones. The more you interact with a gumbaby, the more it sticks. So instead of calling them tar babies, I call them gumbabies.


  With non-trumpbots, I try not to use gumbabies. One way to avoid them is to make sure to add a subjective qualifier to any potentially controversial assertion. For example, if I think someone is being defensive, I won’t say “you’re being defensive” as though I’m some unbiased authority. I might say,“I think you’re being defensive.” That’s fair. Other people probably know it’s just my subjective interpretation. Still, I need to signal that I recognize my subjectivity, and the ambiguity about whether someone is defending themselves or being defensive, in other words, the difference between adaptive selective interaction and knee-jerk confirmation bias.


  There are obverse psychology ways to restore your self-respect when someone gumbabys you, but only if you can access multiple modes of being, as fallibilists can. If someone says you’re not funny, you can say,“Maybe you’re right. It’s hit and miss with my attempts at humor and maybe mostly misses.”


  Trumpbots, however, do not have multiple modes of being. Sure, they shape-shift, talk out both sides of their mouths, toggling fluidly between prig and punk, but overall, it’s one simple robotic strategy. They’re one-trick phonies.


  Trumpbotting is the last refuge of a trumpbot. Having discovered the wildcard trumpcard formula whereby they remain perfectly free and perfectly safe in their triumphant self-regard, they have no use for alternative modes of being, so they atrophy. A trumpbot has nothing beyond trumpbotting. It’s all they do anymore.


  When they go low and high, you stay meta


  So you need to gumbaby trumpbots about their trumpbotics. Out them. Attack them on the level at which they operate. Do not try to persuade them that they’re trumpbots. Just get them stuck in a loop of their own making. The more they fight your accusation, the more it sticks to them.


  Gumbabying works best with an audience, onlookers online or otherwise. Talk to the audience, not the trumpbot. Some of the most memorable political putdowns have played to the audience, for example, Reagan’s “there he goes again.”


  Here’s an illustration of gumbabying a trumpbot. It’s generic, but it shows how relentless and focused one has to be.


  “You’re wrong, I’m right!”


  “There he goes again. The neutral supreme judge declares himself the winner.”


  “I don’t do that. You do!”


  “Again, posing as neutral judge declaring himself the winner. It’s all he’s got.”


  “Don’t psychologize me! I see what you’re doing! You just don’t like criticism.”


  “Hear the hypocrisy? No psychologizing but he knows I just don’t like criticism. Proves my point. He’s both debater and judge all rolled into one and the chief psychologizer too. No one can psychologize him.”


  “Not true!”


  “The ref has spoken. Surrender to his authority.”


  “No that’s what you do!”


  “Like clockwork, this guy. He gets the last word on who gets the last word and it’s always him.”


  “Now you’re just being mean.”


  “Condemned by the highest court in the land!” 


  “You shouldn’t be sarcastic.”


  “The infallible Pope has spoken. Again, he’ll decide what’s admissible in his godly court.”


  “I don’t have to listen to you! You’re a fool.”


  “Banished from the court! Never should he have to listen to such impertinence from his inferiors.”


  “You’re arrogant.”


  “The arrogance tzar decides who’s arrogant,and it’s anyone who challenges his infallible perspective.”


  “You won’t face facts.”


  “Ah, God is here to deliver the only facts that matter: His.”


  “No, I’m a critical thinker!”


  “And why? Because he said so. Real critical thinkers know better than to declare themselves critical thinkers. But not him. He has risen above such self-doubt.”


  “You’re just rude.”


  “The umpire of the universe has spoken. Let it be known by his decree; anyone who disagrees with him is rude.”


  “You’re an idiot.”


  “Playing God is all he’s got.”


  “I’m not listening to you anymore.”


  “There he goes, off to rub his wounds and restore his boundless pride. He’s so desperate to get the last word, he can have it. But I already know what it’ll be. Just more god-playing self-approval and curses from on high at anyone who disagrees with him.”


  “You’re a terrible person.”


  “See what I mean? Like clockwork. Go ahead, take another last word, oh supreme deity.”


  Name-calling with studied precision


  Gumbaby is why we spent so long trying to understand what distinguishes a trumpbot. In this case, to name them is to both shame and tame them. To know them is to be able to focus on all that matters to them.


  Expose their trumpiring over and over: “This person acts like they can declare themself the official winner of the debate they’re in.” You can counter their formula as formulaically as that because, given their formula, everything they say in response will confirm your accusation.


  But where’s the subjective caveat? Shouldn’t you say, “In my opinion, this person acts like…”? You can, and it might be good for contrast, but remember if they use a ploy, it’s fair game for you to use it, too — ironically. If they’re going to employ fake-objectivity, serve it right back to them.


  The subjective caveat is in your fallibilist mind even if it’s not coming out of your mouth. If challenged: “Well what about you, telling me I’m like that? What makes you an authority?”


  You’ve got a ready answer: “Oh, I’m no authority. It’s just my careful guess listening to you play your trumpcards over and over. I could be wrong. So, tell me, can you admit the same about your guesses? Because that’s all we’re looking for from you. If you just admit that you’re not the supreme judge and, like anyone, could be mistaken, I’ll stop yanking your chain and we can talk. We don’t have to agree, but you talking down to me is just public masturbation. If you want to play supreme ruler, get a room.”


  Still, so long as you remember your deep roots in fallibilism, you can pose as the authority on their behavior too. It’s often effective to gumbaby them without subjective caveats. Ensnare a trumpbot by accusing them of knowing that they’re trumpbotting.


  To illustrate, many insiders have reported that Trump’s enablers know he’s awful, and yet no one has publicly confronted them with something I’ll call conscience-cornering, for example:


  “We know you’re sucking up out of fear and greed and you know it too. We’ve heard you in the back room talking shit about Trump. This is all theater to you. You know you’re a coward, suckup and incompetent egomaniac. You know you’ve lost all moral credibility. You’re trapped. You’ll posture as long as you can, hoping you don’t have to face the consequences for being a traitor. You’re just so good at bullshitting yourself that you never have to admit that you know all this.”


  Do they know it? Do we know that they know it? A fallibilist would say not necessarily. It’s just a surmisal, a careful guess. But a fierce fallibilist isn’t tripped up by their own doubts. A fierce fallibilist can wrangle them even when employing the rhetoric of absolute self-certainty. So long as a fallibilist can make a serious counterargument against anything they declare, they remain a fallibilist.


  Before you gumbaby, you should have already done your homework and concluded that you’re dealing with a trumpbot who doesn’t listen or care but just preens and sneers. With gumbabying, that’s where you focus your dogged attention. You’re trumping a trumpbot without becoming one. You’re also frame-dominating a frame-dominator, which they hate. It’s like an exhibitionist being bested at his only sport.


  Anything they can do, you can gumbaby meta


  From chapter 7, you’ll remember that with language, we can argue about arguing, going meta-level after meta-level as in that family exchange that started with the children fighting. How can you ever hope to stay above the fray with someone who, by frame dominance, keeps countering your argument with an argument against your argument, a higher last word that trumps your every last word? After all, anything you can do, they can do meta.


  They’ll try to turn any interaction into a game of cat and mouse. Sometimes they’ll go high, sometimes low. They’ll zoom out to a loftier last word or zoom in to some detail anywhere but where you would frame it. If you go to generalizations, they’ll microscope to some last-word detail and scold you for generalizing. If you go to some detail, they’ll telescope to some abstraction and scold you for microanalyzing. They don’t care where they focus so long as they escape your scrutiny.


  With gumbabying, you stay focused on exposing that very robotic shiftiness, high or low, lofty or lowly, macro or micro. The only way to pin them down is by exposing their trumpbotting in all of its manifestations. Whether they go low or high, you stay meta and focus on their trumpbotting. They’ll just keep adding last words. With gumbabying, no matter what last word they claim, it proves your point that they always claim the last word.


  If they can admit it, then you turn on a dime and be human to human with them,thanking them for getting off their high-horse throne.


  Expose them as curiosity weenies


  Gumbaby them, too, about their lack of curiosity: “This master of the universe is so sure she has got it figured out, I bet she couldn’t name one open question she has about reality. Her only remaining question is how to get more people to see the light as she has.” If they trumpbot that, too, saying something like, “You don’t know that,” challenge them to name something that still has them wondering.


  That question flatters them with attention, but it reverses the trumpbot’s false sense of heroism. To answer it and therefore get some attention, the trumpbot has to express a real doubt. Know-it-alls hate to come up empty-handed, but a real trumpbot will on this question.


  They’re so high on knowing it all that they can’t name a live question that still has them wondering and doubting. They’ll tend to leap to the question of how to get more people to see it their know-it-all way, but that doesn’t count. You’re asking them to name a curiosity about the world, something the know-it-all doesn’t yet know.


  Generalizing from this example, it can be useful to dare them to demonstrate that they have any quality that’s a badge of honor for a fallibilist and a mark of shame for a trumpbot. Since they’re committed to proving that they’re the best at everything, they’ll want to flash any badge of honor, but in the process, they’ll end up demonstrating that they’re not the best at everything.


  For example, if they deny being a know-it-all, congratulate them and ask them to identify the last big mistake they made. If they act like they were the victim of circumstances, congratulate them on being human and highlight that they admitted reality is more powerful than they are. When they scold you for being offensive, congratulate them on their human sensitivity and mark their PC response. When they preen like they’re anti-PC, congratulate them on their tolerance and applaud their tolerance of those who would be offensive to them. If they pose as anarchist libertarians, ask them why, if they’re all about ruthlessness greed, they aren’t already rich. Every virtue they proclaim is a vice by another standard they proclaim.


  Trumpbots live for immediate victory. They act like gladiators in a deathmatch, as though nothing matters but the moment. But whenever we debate, we’re dealing directly or indirectly with predictions. Even when we’re discussing what happened in the past, it’s about how we should remember it going forward. Trumpbots are know-it-alreadys. They talk like their bullshitdozing about tomorrow is precisely how tomorrow will go. They strut their prognostications as prophecies of the inevitable.


  You can gumbaby them about that, too, or you can simply assume that the future will decide your debate. To ground debate in the future reality, I have sometimes proposed concrete, detailed, money wagers to trumpbots. If things go the way they “know” they will, I’ll pay. If things go some other way, they pay. Trumpbots have never taken me up on a bet, but even proposing the wagers calls attention back to future reality in ways that seem to sober them up a little.


  Clone to own


  Here’s a gumbabying gambit I’ve found extremely effective with trumpbots. Sasha Baron Cohen is a master of it. Call it clone to own: imitating them with deadpan mockery. Gumbaby them but with straight-faced sarcasm, unlike the examples above. While complimenting them, run their argument to its absurd conclusions. Stroke them with just the kind of flattery they unconsciously crave and without the least hint of irony, parody, or mockery even though you’re serving them heaping helpings of it. Pose as their most enthusiastic supporter, their dream fan come true, pleasuring them for their bravery, wisdom, benevolence, and genius. The temptation will be strong to signal that you’re mocking them. Resist it.


  Onlookers will get what you’re doing, but if you do it right, the trumpbot won’t. They’ll sleep on, lulled by your mockabye-baby lullaby. It disorients them. That’s you frame-dominating a frame-dominator.


  If they do suspect the mockery, how will they respond? There’s a bind that may perhaps be familiar to you, for example, in trying to decide whether to apologize to someone for a slight they may not have noticed. If they noticed the slight and hold it against you, you want to apologize, but you don’t want to call attention to the slight if they haven’t noticed.


  When you clone to own, you put a trumpbot in a related bind. If you’re mocking them, they’ll want to attack you, but if you’re not mocking them, attacking you would be to snatch defeat from the hands of victory. They could ask you what you mean, but that would signal weakness. They don’t want to be treating you like an authority on anything, including what you mean.


  If they do attack, you can play innocent:“What?! I complimented you! Don’t be so insecure!”You can then double down on the mock flattery, still planting it right on the edge, making their argument sound absurd without letting on that you think they’re ridiculous. Master manipulators deserve a taste of their own medicine, and clone to own often proves a fruitful countermanipulation. Sasha Baron Cohen has proven this again and again, for example, convincing pro-gun congressmen to contribute to educational gun-promotion videos for toddlers.


  Clone to own is like feigning excitement when an exhibitionist uncloaks — it’s disorienting. It’s like granting someone something they’re striving for unconsciously, exposing their embarrassing ulterior motives.


  Leading, loaded questions


  Asking leading questions is a variation on clone to own, and is also employed exquisitely by Sasha Baron Cohen. The classic question is asking a lifelong bachelor when did he stop beating his wife. Notice the pile on of assumptions —that he has a wife, that he beat her, and that he stopped. Notice, too, that none of those assumptions are asserted. You don’t accuse; you assume.


  Leading questions are generally unfair with non-trumpbots. Don’t let yourself get entangled in them when they’re delivered by someone you’ve guessed is a not a trumpbot. Notice the leading questions even when you get them from friends and family. A leading question can be as simple as “Does this dress make me look fat?” or “Are you falling out of love with me?”


  The person asking may be genuinely interested. They may tell you they’re “just curious,” but they’re not. These are high-stakes questions. They want you to be honest, but they also want the answer to be what they hope to hear. They want the truth, but it damned well better be flattering, which puts you in a bind. They’re not owning their ambivalence about honesty and diplomacy and will make you pay if you give a disappointing answer, whether it’s blunt honesty or tactful humoring.


  Still, with trumpbots, ask leading questions. Countermanipulate the absolute manipulators. For example, ask, “When did you first discover the tricks that enable you to escape any challenge to your authority? Have you been getting away with it since you were a little kid, or did you fall back into it later? How long does the thrill of trolling last? Do you feel better about yourself for a few minutes, an hour, or does it last all day? Does it last longer than the thrill you feel after you’ve masturbated, or has it gotten routine by now?”


  Civility can be enabling


  In general, with gumbabying in public, your audience may be shocked by your disrespect and may try to intervene to get you to tone it down. The many objections to psychoproctology voiced in chapter 2 pervade our culture. Most people are hypocritical verbal pacifists, though they don’t know it. They’ll shame you for shaming as though there’s never a place for disrespect, not because they’ve thought it through but because shaming is a popular noping strategy to ease social tensions. Most people haven’t confronted psychoproctology’s challenging questions. If your audience is prone to silence, anything that sounds like a confrontation could undermine your attempts to gumbaby.


  I’ve had many exchanges with trolls in which someone intervenes to tell us both to be nice. The trolls love that. They put on their papal crowns and side with their unwitting accomplice to scold me for being impolite. You have to watch out for that and, to the extent possible, keep your interaction with the troll one-on-one in front of your audience. It’s hard to frame-dominate a frame-dominator with others intervening naively to play umpire.


  Once he became president, Trump no longer granted audience to dissenters. Occasionally though, he would end up in a Twitter exchange with a celebrity, none of whom ever tried a gumbabying approach. There were a lot of missed opportunities.


  Instead, the celebrities took the bait, responding to Trump’s ideas and values as if they mattered to him as anything more than weapons. The celebrities responded as if entering a debate about morality with someone who cares about it, like debating the moral philosophy of dominance with some alpha male ape.


  Perhaps one reason the celebrities failed to gumbaby — and this applies to news anchors and interviewers also — is that they had status to maintain. They wouldn’t risk their careers by trying anything too confrontational. Their safest bet was to treat trumpbots, especially the then president and his enablers, with respect as though they were normal people.


  It has been a travesty to indulge a trumpbot cult with that much enabling attention. Psychiatrists know never to ask psychopaths about their intentions. To do so gives them credibility they haven’t earned. But that’s what we were stuck doing under the Trump cult — supplicating journalists asking Trump and his enablers whether they meant what they said. It’s enabling, boring, futile, toxic, and doomed to failure but that’s what you’re stuck with when you can’t afford to consider grabbing a trumpbot’s hilt.


  Gumbabying violates a social norm. We often revel in talking about the cluelessness of others. Gossip like that is exempt-by-contempt bonding. I call it we-glee, the glee of being we, the wise, not those others. If we and friends can laugh together at the cluelessness of someone absent, it proves we must not be clueless. Trump rallies were we-glee orgies. Sneering at the evil fools who didn’t support Trump made everyone in attendance feel like genius saints.


  With we-glee, it’s always present company excepted. You’re welcome to laugh at others, just never directly at them. Fallibilist friendships relax those social norms. Fallibilists are generally better at laughing at themselves with others.


  Like playing to an audience, there’s also talking about a trumpbot behind their back — in a word, gossiping. You may need a fallibilist update to your approach to gossiping too. People give lip service to the half-witted principle that one should never gossip, never cast aspersions, never be a tattletale, never be disloyal. Those are fake principles people preach without practicing them. The fallibilist question isn’t whether to gossip but in what circumstances to do so. Warning others is a kindness and, more, a civic duty. Obviously, there are times to character assassinate behind someone’s back.


  Don’t be fooled by that overinterpretation of the ad hominem fallacy as meaning you should never attack character. Again, when someone says you are wrong for saying what you think, they’re inviting you to keep them in the dark. If you’ve tried and failed to establish some give and take with a trumpbot, there is nothing immoral about telling others what you think of them. A trumpbot would love to shame you for shaming them to others. They would like complete control over you and everyone.


  When you gossip about trumpbots, be strategic. Your credibility is on the line too. You probably know what it’s like to be corralled into someone’s defensive pity party, for example, a person complaining about their ex as a total narcissist or some such thing. You have probably experienced some ambivalence about whether it’s honest reporting or vindictive.


  Right or wrong, our credibility goes down whenever we engage in self-defense. Defending others is one thing; defending ourselves will tend to sound defensive. We either gain credibility or lose it when we slag off others. Sometimes we lose credibility unfairly to someone who pretends to live by fake principles — you shouldn’t be judgmental, and negativity is a no-no. We can also lose credibility because we bring too big a head of steam to our gossiping.


  Again, fallibilism helps. When gossiping about trumpbots, don’t act like you’re the authority. It’s arrogant to claim to be the umpire deciding who’s arrogant. You’re not the umpire. You’ve merely placed an educated bet. You’re not trying to coerce the person you’re gossiping with to side with you. You’re providing evidence of red flags. You’re not infallible nor trying to win some infallibility deathmatch. You can talk about the mistakes you made in your interactions with them and about what you admire about the person you’ve decided is a trumpbot. And you can talk without urgency if it’s not an urgent situation. Insistence will make your gossip sound more like a vendetta than a word to the wise.


  Closing thoughts on humbly humbling trumpbots


  You may find yourself disappointed that I don’t give you a massive list of alternative techniques beyond obverse psychology, gumbabying, and their variations. There’s a reason I don’t. The hardest part of fighting trumpbots is keeping it simple, which is the only way to harass them. There’s a lot of fancy footwork involved in applying these two techniques. Still, the fancy footwork is only productive when you confine yourself to these two basics — obverse psychology mostly for defense and gumbabying for offense.


  To convey these tricks efficiently, I’ve indulged in a self-help shorthand that I don’t find credible. A lot of self-help reads like “just do it, just decide to stop acting, thinking or feeling this way. Start acting, thinking or feeling some other way,” like it’s as easy as flipping a switch. Again, I call that robo-envy, wishing we were robots who could simply reprogram ourselves to be different from now on. So, I’ll end here by correcting that shorthand by commenting on the slow and messy process of getting good at disgracing trumpbotting.


  Even if you’ve got some experience with it, you’re likely to feel tawdry for using these tricks. For one thing, success with them doesn’t reward you with a clean resolution. You can expect that with a trumpbot any encounter is likely to end ugly. About the best you can hope for as a resolution is them cursing you as they disappear, and you laughing at their retreat, and that, too, is unlikely. More likely, they’ll be cursing and laughing at you, you feeling ambivalent about how it went.


  Take it in stride. If you don’t want to be a trumpbot, expect some anxiety. You have to keep your heart and mind slightly ajar even with a trumpbot. You have to be a little open to unpleasant feedback. That’s your overall fallibilist lifestyle, so of course, in competition with someone shamelessly committed to remaining shameless, you’ll come away feeling more self-doubt than they will.


  That’s OK. Take a shower. Do something distracting. The unsettling, achy biochemistry splashing around your heart will flush eventually. You may even learn something from the interaction and not just about the trumpbot but about yourself.


  Applying the tricks I’ve proposed is difficult for people of gentle temperament, or people long-steeped in a culture that traffics in moralizing half-truths like always be nice, love is always the answer, and when they go low, you go high.


  It takes time and practice for most of us to settle comfortably into a solid fallibilist stance, and a trumpbot doesn’t want you settling there. They want you wishy-washy or brittle like them. If you’re wishy-washy, they can knock you off your game for being a spineless wimp. If you’re brittle like them, they can accuse you of being an ahole, thereby neutralizing anything you say because you’re just as pigheaded as they are. You can’t out-trumpbot a trumpbot.


  You are pigheaded in this respect:You are not going to tolerate trumpbotting, not from yourself, not from others, not for your sake, not for society’s sake. You’re going to give a ration of hassle to anyone who plays God, as though they rule reality. You’re going to splash cold water in any trumpbot’s face, anyone drunk on their own superiority to reality and not because you represent reality— you don’t; none of us do — but because reality won’t cut any of us slack for ignoring it.


  And as a fallibilist, you’ll stop being pigheaded about their trumpbotting the second they stop doing it. The way to show a trumpbot that it’s not about them but is about their lifestyle is by turning on a dime, treating them with respect and receptivity the second they begin to reciprocate. You bet they’re a trumpbot, and when they stop acting like one, you change your bet.


  The techniques suggested here are challenging to apply when you’re already deep in habitual ruts with a trumpbot, for example, a spouse when your habits of moralizing at each other are deeply entrenched. I’m tempted to say,“Warning!


  Don’t try this at home,” but you may have to try it there. Just don’t expect it to work right away. You need practice.


  Above all, keep this course’s two big questions alive. Learn new techniques for distinguishing and fighting trumpbots. Assume you’ll make errors in this trial-and-error iffy effort. Remember that there have been trumpbots in history who couldn’t be stopped no matter what was tried. They had to run their course until reality caught up with them. Live with the tension between “there must be a better way to deal with this person” and the possibility that maybe there isn’t. Some people are incorrigible and indomitable till death. Keep reading and studying how to deal with difficult people and meet all advice with skepticism, including mine here.


  And remember that my purpose here is not to suggest how you should always respond to trumpbots but is how to expand your repertoire. It turns out there are techniques that society has sworn off because they sound like trumpbotting when really, they aren’t.


  15. Optimal Illusion: Trumpbot Prevention


  Escapism is inescapable


  We’ve just come through two chapters on how to humbly humble trumpbots, taking up arms against these absolutely unrealistic people. And why? Because it’s our responsibility to break the spell, wake them up with a smack-down for behaving so unrealistically. Shame on them! Just say no to delusion! Join us fallibilists and face reality 24/7!


  I’m joking, of course. That’s not realistic. Fallibilists are into recursion, folding things in on themselves to uncover the questions that lie beneath. If we’re going to be realistic fallibilists, we have to be realistic about how unrealistic we humans have to be.


  It’s OK to shout,“You can’t handle the truth!” so long as you add, “and neither can I! Not the whole truth! Not all the time!”We need to get better at saying,“I think you’re being escapist, but don’t get me wrong. There’s a place for escapism. I just don’t think this is it.”


  Escapism is inescapable. Again, being this uniquely language-using species, we humans bear an enormous burden, way too many words, and too much imaginable world. By the end of the day, we need a break. In this session, we’ll focus on a critical aspect of trumpbot prevention: safe escapism, or what I call optimal illusion, kidding ourselves in ways that help more than harm, starting with a reminder of why we need escapism.


  Language is to humans as water is to fish. Since we swim in it from birth, we don’t notice how much turbulence, flotsam, and jetsam we navigate. It’s overwhelming, but we’re used to it.


  We wouldn’t want to be potato bugs. To us, that seems a hard life. Still, their lives are much easier than ours. Potato bugs aren’t kept up at night with queasy thoughts about past failures, future threats, and the horrible possibility of betting wrong in ways that will cost them everything. Plenty of potato bugs fail and die, but to them, it is not an epic failure. They’re as realistic as they can be. They’re on the lookout for a few real threats and opportunities. Potato bugs struggle for their existence but surrender easily to nonexistence.


  In contrast, human life can be a slow-motion horror film with us as the victims of real and phantom threats. It can be glorious fun, too, but that fun also contributes to the stress — mourning the loss of the glorious fun and fear of missing out on it. Broad-spectrum FOMO is a uniquely human condition. We have so much to fear missing out on, and language by which to talk and think about it. Only we humans can ruminate about what ifs and if onlys.


  That’s language for you, a mind-altering hallucinogen we humans are all huffing and puffing, and not only when we’re speaking or listening. Language isn’t just how we communicate; it’s also how we think. We think in words, swarms of them sometimes mulled late into the night, worrying in words that we whisper only to ourselves.


  You might have thought the stress was just you. Other people seem to glide through life. Maybe, but more likely, you believe you are more stressed because you can hear your inner voices and not those of other people.


  Compared to human life, a rat race would be a vacation. Sure, rats are outdoors scrounging for food and competing for mates, but they’re blissfully ignorant compared to you. Rats aren’t up nights wondering if they’re doing it wrong, nor do they have to get up each morning mustering a day’s supply of self-confidence so they can present at their best.


  Head/heart looping


  Our self-confidence is under the loopy influence of emotion and language. To understand human self-confidence, consider first its opposite, a vicious cycle we can fall into, for example, with insomnia.


  Maybe you had too much coffee too late in the day, and your racing heart keeps you up. There, awake in the dark, no evidence of reality to ground you, restive from your caffeinated heart, your feelings start you racing through all sorts of language-fueled worries about real and imaginary miserable threats and missable opportunities.


  Or maybe your insomnia is the reverse. Having dozed off, you awake with a jolt. Some language-fueled thought sets your mind racing, which, in turn, sets your heart racing. The cycle can start in your emotionally agitated heart or your possibility-exploring mind. Once the cycle gets going,your negative feelings and thoughts become mutually amplifying, like the feedback between a microphone and a loudspeaker. That’s a languaged sinkhole that can plunge you spiraling right past calmfidence fallibilism into anxiety and self-loathing.


  Given recursion, with language, you can have feelings about feelings, thoughts about thoughts, doubts about doubts, and angst about angst. You can get angry at yourself for being too angry to sleep; you can worry about worrying so much or get frustrated with your frustration. The potato bug and rat deal with none of that.


  Flip the vicious cycle, and you get the virtuous cycle of self-confidence, positive self-regard keeping you buoyant, uplifted, comfortable, cozy, or elated in your own skin. Self-confidence is a heart and mind loop, and it’s recursive, too, feeling good about feeling good, confidence about confidence, liking oneself for liking oneself.


  Ideally, self-confidence would be something you would just have on you always, plain and ever present as the nose on your face. You would be over the question of whether you’re a good or bad person. At its best, calmfidence is like that — a fallibilist habit that requires no attention.


  Self-confidence can be that reliable when you’ve got yourself a good groove, good company, a job that fits, money flowing, a healthy body, a cute-enough face, beliefs that contain you well. With such conditions, you can cruise your groove, feeling on top of the world and even independent of it, as though you’d be self-confident no matter what.


  But if the bottom falls out of any of those external sources of self-confidence, your groove can start to feel like a rut or at least a shallow, unstable groove. Your heart and mind virtuous cycle of self-uplift can flip on you, becoming a vicious downward spiral into self-consciousness and self-loathing.


  When the bottom falls out like that, you might even be surprised that you’re so vulnerable. You thought your self-confidence was solid, and here you are plummeting in freefall, a disappointing reminder that you still depend upon favorable circumstances.


  We tend to notice our external supports least when they’re most reliably present and most when they’re suddenly absent. When your partner loves you, you feel independent; when your partner leaves you, you’re suddenly aware of your dependence. As the song says, “You don’t miss your water ‘til your well runs dry.”


  Maintaining self-confidence requires a kind of heart/mind refueling to keep your well from running dry through the droughts of real-world circumstantial affirmation. We have to stay hopeful even in rough times, which requires a little escapist fudging, ways of refueling our mojo, even if it means fooling ourselves to get it.


  Throughout this book, I’ve argued that with language, we humans have more reality to escape and more ways to escape it. We’re more self-tortured yet more self-pleasuring than other organisms. Of all creatures, we’re the only ones hounded by infinite possibilities, but we are also the only organisms with infinite ways to duck out of the degrading sandstorm when it gets to be too much. We can close our eyes and drown it out with encouraging words and thoughts.


  Language is a source of uniquely human pain, but it’s also a painkiller through our linguistic powers of self-soothing, the ability to give ourselves confirmation bias pep talks. We can also seek external reassurances delivered through language, our friends’ praise, and our mutual admiration societies. We can make-believe, engaging in delusions of grandeur.


  Ego-boost filling stations


  Escapism can mean many things, but here I’ll focus on it as an ego-boost filling station where we lift ourselves clear of the pits of discouragement. With escapism, we can close our eyes and pretend we’re doing far better than we are. Again, call it myopium, painkilling myopia, short-sightedness we can employ to dissociate from the overwhelm of human life, giving ourselves ego boosts to keep ourselves aloft.


  Encouragement and discouragement ebb and flow. We try to stay encouraged. When outside encouragement dries up or discouragement floods in, we have to generate our own encouragement.


  To survive,hummingbirds need sweet nectar every fifteen minutes. At our most insecure, we can be like encouragement hummingbirds needing some kind of encouraging sign at frequent intervals. Camels store weeks’ worth of water in their hump. At our most insecure, we can become encouragement camels, saying what we need to hear to keep ourselves feeling uplifted in a drought of external affirmation.


  Though insecurity can be a lifelong experience for the depressed or traumatized, it shouldn’t be mistaken for a rare trait. Anyone who claims to have gotten over it is probably thriving on a lot of bravado and is in for a big surprise when the bottom drops out on their external sources of encouragement. And if we don’t get struck down, we’re in for some endgame discouragement as youth drains out of us passing on to younger competitors.


  Escapism, egotism, and delusions of grandeur have negative connotations. They’re often treated like rare pathologies benighting only deficient souls. Psychoproctology discourages absolute escapism, but that’s absolutism, a wholesale detachment from reality. Somewhere between absolute escapism and the untenable ideal of absolute realism lies safe escapism.


  Psychoproctology is about reeling ourselves in when we start to float absolutely free from reality, but it’s also about learning how to play out the fishing line safely. In this, our final chapter, I aim to elevate escapism to the status of a human necessity, a therapeutic practice that helps prevent mindless headlong detours to aholia.


  To manage our escapism wisely, we’ll need to wrestle with the challenge of pursuing optimal illusion, how to play hard carefully, as our parents said, so no one gets hurt.


  Safe vs. unsafe escapism


  What distinguishes safe from unsafe escapism? Let’s start where most people are already masters of optimal illusion: entertainment. When you’re watching or reading gripping fiction, you’re thoroughly engrossed. Your heart races and your eyes weep as though you’re right there in the action. You identify with the characters, especially the good guys. You hate the bad guys and are glad to see them get what’s coming to them, as they surely will if it’s a blockbuster. You’ll feel personally vindicated when the good guys win, as though you’re the one who defeated evil.


  When entertaining ourselves with fiction, it feels so true. Still, if someone tapped us on the shoulder, we would pop right back out to reality. There we are, wholly immersed but not really. We’re one foot in, one foot out, or more like both feet in, both feet out, wholeheartedly feeling the fiction is real and still knowing it’s not.


  Shakespeare toys with this split in his 138th sonnet: “When my love says she is made of truth, I do believe her, though I know she lies.” That’s the skillful application of irony, a kind of rhetorical straddling, both meaning and not meaning as in,“But seriously, I’m just playing, but seriously, I’m just playing.”


  That splayed double-occupancy is the key to optimal illusion, taking escapist flights of fancy but with a return ticket to reality secure in our heart pockets. It’s like shooting up a little myopium for a short-sighted spree that you have every intention of exiting for a return to reality.


  That’s being realistic about how unrealistic we have to be but also being realistic enough to manage our unrealistic natures. It’s the cultivated art of strategic gullibility. Managing our necessary indulgence in entertainment is a clue to the fallibilist approach to optimal illusion. We throw ourselves deep into fiction but with a plan to land ourselves back in reality.


  Entertainment occupies an ambiguous place in modern culture. It’s related to and yet distinct from art and education. We think of it as a trivial indulgence that we could and perhaps should do without, but we also know that no one does. Entertainment is craved, maybe even a necessity. So, which is it? Is entertainment just empty-calorie mind candy or a nutritional staple? And if it’s a staple, for what?


  The word entertainment comes from the Latin “to hold among,” as in entertaining a possibility. By the 1400s it meant to hold up, maintain, keep someone in a certain frame of mind, which is close to how I’ll use it here — keeping ourselves in a self-affirmed frame of mind. Later, entertain meant to have a guest. To be a good host, you keep your guest’s spirits up. By the 1620s it meant to gratify or amuse.


  Maybe we can restore some of its original sense as something you “hold among” and release, something held among other necessities like that return ticket to reality. We can entertain entertaining fantasies so long as we also entertain reality.


  Though we can feel grubby after binging on entertainment, while we’re in it, we’re calm if not elevated, full of ourselves in a controlled environment, enjoying the vicarious thrill we get from identifying with the heroes that we’re not, bravely vanquishing villains, but from a safe distance.


  We often blend entertainment with art or education, both of which contribute to knowledge and wisdom. We can learn from edutainment, but the entertainment aspect is, from the perspective I’m proposing, a way to escape reality.


  Entertainment at its purest might be best exemplified by the summer blockbuster, with an idealized hero destined to win by the time the credits roll. Predictable, but for even the most sophisticated among us, a perennial pleasure.


  Entertainment affords us a vicarious uplift. We hitch our identity to a hero destined to excel by any standard we struggle to meet in real life — strength, power, coolness, hotness, independence, charm, wit, kindness, genius, toughness, uniqueness — any trait we wish we had, we can experience having vicariously through entertainment. We get to pretend we’re gods, all at a safe distance from reality checks. We know it’s pretending, and still, we can milk it for a self-affirmation mood boost.


  We rarely stop to appreciate this critical skill — our ability to inhale entertainment without swallowing it whole. It’s a bit like another unconscious skill, our epiglottis’ adaptive wisdom to know the difference between food and air, routing air but not food down our windpipe. We only notice that skill when it fails us and we choke on food. In parallel, a trumpbot is swallowing hot air as though it’s red meat. They act like make-believe is real. And people end up getting hurt.


  Knowing you’re playing God


  Entertainment is not limited to fiction. Spectator sports, video games,partying hard with friends,drugs,alcohol,fashion,playing music and imagining that you’re a rock star, playing sports and imagining that you’re a super-athlete, daydreaming, grandstanding with virtue-signaling memes, posting hottie selfies, seeking social media likes, and masturbation — if we define entertainment as any mood boost we can achieve by escapism — that’s all entertainment. We get to play God with entertainment, getting our trumpbotting yayas out, feeling it fully, and with optimal illusion, not letting it go to our heads.


  Take some loud anthem rock concert. You cosplay up. The stadium goes dark masking the reality outside. You become one with the band. You revel like a badass baller, cocky-mocking fear and death. You rebel-yell about the fools out there who don’t understand or appreciate your heroic glory. And then, when it’s over, you find your car and settle back into reality. That’s optimal illusion.


  Some forms of entertainment are honored; others are trivialized or scorned. You’d be ashamed to admit that you indulge in some, and you’d be proud of others. What counts as acceptable entertainment changes over time. Over two millennia ago, Plato was wary of plays. In the 1920s, religious fundamentalists scorned the circus. In the 1950s, our grandparents scorned comic books and pulp fiction. In the 1960s, many worried about TV as the idiot box. Today we worry about addiction to social media.


  There’s entertainment competition. Understandably. The rivalry between religious sects is, to some extent, that kind of competition — each religion sustained by member brand loyalty, people showing up to virtue signal by having the one true faith. Entertainment is big business. Yesterday’s popular forms of escapism are bound to be leery of new forms muscling in.


  Is there any consistent standard by which to distinguish between healthy and unhealthy forms of entertainment? Psychoproctology suggests one. It’s that return ticket to reality.


  Fictions realer than reality


  Imagine an usher coming out at the end of a superhero movie and asking if you liked it. You nod enthusiastically. The usher then says you can come back to see the sequels on one condition. You have to become a missionary for the fiction. But the usher says you can’t just promote it as fiction worth seeing. No, you have to go out and insist that the fiction you just visited is more real than reality.


  You balk, but the usher says not to worry. You’ll get more of a buzz if you insist it’s true, and you’ll get the buzz of being a missionary. Besides, he’s going to supply you with all the rationalizing clichés you need to defeat anyone who claims that the movie was fiction. He’ll issue you a bottomless deck of wildcard trumpcards for spin dominating and frame dominating on behalf of your claim that the fiction you just saw is true.


  And there’s a bonus: You can use those clichés to rationalize anything you want. In addition to insisting that the movie’s superhero is real, you can also insist that the superhero is on your side. Anyone who attacks you is attacking the superhero, which means holy war. How dare they challenge your white-hat symbol. You’re Superman. You know because that’s how it felt when you were watching the movie.


  That’s a pretty sweet deal. The deck of wildcard trumpcards the usher will issue to you are all-purpose. So you can use the same cards to claim authority on anything you want. Cults, including fundamentalist religions, are like that: “If you like our fiction and want more, you have to go out and insist it’s nonfiction. We’ll tool you up to defend that claim against all challenges and all challenges to you too. The toolkit can be as simple as declaring holy war. All you need is a white hat for yourself and a black hat for anyone who challenges you. Any symbols will do, so long as there’s no gray, and you’re on the side of everything right and righteous.


  Taking the usher up on his offer, you could make the white-hat fictional superhero your symbol of everything good. You’re with Captain America, who represents everything strong, right, and righteous. Anyone who attacks you is attacking Captain America.


  Or you could do that with God. Identify yourself with His almighty virtue, and from then on, anything that attacks you attacks God. Anyone who disagrees with you is the devil’s spawn, so no, you don’t have to consider their perspective. It would be a sin to listen to them, and it’s your duty to obliterate them in the name of God whose authority you humbly represent on earth.


  Demoting religion to the elevated 
 status of entertainment


  Religion can be a superb form of entertainment. We can blend it with art and education, but that doesn’t detract from its entertainment value as I define it here— a therapeutic self-confidence filling station. Attending religious services can be a lot like going to anthem rock concerts. Some modern mega-churches lean way into that anthem rock concert entertainment value.


  A church’s self-confidence uplift may be a different flavor from a rock concert, more the fantasy of being among the pious elect than the punk anarchists. Still, the point is to come out of one’s place of entertainment replenished, high on yourself as a humble servant of righteousness, ready to greet another week. God is your ally, your permanent name-droppable friend. He loves you unconditionally like a faithful lover. Though it’s cloaked in humility, religious ritual is a form of self-romancing entertainment and a perfectly healthy one, too, provided you don’t mistake it for reality.


  We say that those who ascribe to religions and spiritualities have a belief in the supernatural, but the fiction doesn’t have to be super. There are lots of escapisms that have nothing to do with God, or some higher power. Call them extranatural, outside of nature, any of the mix-and-match imagining we can do with our words for parts of nature. God is a mix-and-match male-human-superbeing lord, but there’s also chapter 5’s mouse in a pink tutu dancing atop the universe. That mouse is extranatural, not supernatural.


  So, too, is Trump’s America to make great again, Hitler’s Third Reich, or Mr. or Ms. Right. They are incoherent mix-and-match collages of positive features, symbols of eternal satisfaction on all fronts made possible by ignoring the inconsistencies that would be a constraint in nature. There’s a place for such extranatural figments in entertainment — just not in reality.


  A Trump rally could be a great form of entertainment too. It has all the qualities of an anthem rock concert: cosplay, recreational drugs and alcohol, fantasies of being a pious saint/punk cynic. Attendees hear Trump’s words the way many of us listen to anthem rock lyrics. Never mind what the lyrics say or mean, they just sound hella right, righteous, and mighty. Humming along, you feel united in the heady headbanging high.


  What makes Trump rallies entertainment gone wrong is what happens in the parking lot after. Trump’s crowds leave with their marching orders, soldiers in a fake holy war crusade defending they know not what other than that it’s badass and they are, too, by affiliation with it. If they didn’t leave with those holy warrior marching orders, the event would be as harmless as NASCAR racing or some roadhouse ruckus with a cage around the band, just another subculture getting its rocks off and then, in the parking lot, returning to reality.


  Which, then, is more dangerous: a rap or punk show in which the entertainer rages against the machine or a religious service? By psychoproctology’s standard, it depends on the audience’s state as they return to their cars and in the days that follow. It’s not a matter of which one promotes more shocking fictions but which encourages the entertained to insist that their fictions are nonfictions. It’s not how far out you go but whether you come back.


  Debating what reality contains, but not the container


  Again, how can we tell what’s fiction? Isn’t it arrogant to say you know that other people are treating a fiction as more real than reality? We place educated bets. That’s what fallibilists do. Fallibilists reside neither in a trumpbot’s fake authority about reality nor in its opposite, the trumpbot’s doctrine of foregone inconclusion whereby no one has the right to assert anything. You’ll often get those two extremes asserted out both sides of the same hypocritical mouth, trumpbots defending their proud blind faith as though any challenge is arrogant since there’s no knowing what’s true.


  To illustrate our educated bets, take a believer in some vision of the afterlife. If you challenge their belief, they might tell you that you have no grounds for doubting them since we can’t know anything for absolutely sure about what really happens after death.


  A fallibilist doesn’t claim to know anything for absolutely sure. Still, some guesses are more likely to be realistic than others. The religious and non-religious can all agree that it is highly unlikely that after death, a soul immediately migrates through the supernatural ether into a gummy worm at a convenience store on some Polynesian island.


  How do we come by the audacity to claim that this Polynesian island scenario is unlikely? After all, no one has come back to report that it isn’t so. We surmise that it’s unlikely by triangulation from other findings about reality that we hold with high confidence. Can we rule out with absolute certainty the gummy worm destiny for the soul? No, but who cares? We’re fallibilists. We try to place better bets about reality.


  By the standard I’ve proposed here, masturbation is just another form of escapist entertainment. Regardless of one’s realistic attractiveness as a mate, one can close one’s eyes in the privacy of one’s room and imagine having sex just to one’s fancy. It too is a flight of fancy that can replenish one’s self-confidence. And like the circus, it has been scorned by rival forms of entertainment, not only by religions, but by romantic partners. Yes, romance in all its many forms is a kind of escapist uplift too. Ask any couple after the honeymoon period. From then on, they have to balance romance with realism.


  And in most cases, the fictional nature of masturbatory fantasies would be evident to the masturbator. Many such dream liaisons would be “out of our league” and mercifully implausible. One couldn’t and, indeed, wouldn’t want to realize them, what with all of the complications that would ensue. As escapism though, the fantasy’s harmless utility depends on what happens after. Optimal illusion has us zipping up after and returning to reality.


  Masturbation is associated with more shame than going to church. Yet, by the standard I propose here, there’s honor in both so long as the participant recognizes it for what it is — a flight of self-affirming fancy that can buoy a sinkable sense of self, but not to be mistaken for reality.


  If one returns to reality after masturbating or church, they’re both perfectly workable expressions of optimal illusion. If, after masturbating or church, one goes out under the false impression that one can expect their fantasies fulfilled by reality, the entertainment veers away from optimal illusion.


  The ideologically, religiously and spiritually devout would condemn any parallels drawn between their earnest endeavors and entertainment, let alone masturbation. To them, their proud, faithful devotion represents a commitment to sacred, eternal, unbeatable, supernatural reality, the very opposite of self-indulgent delusion.


  It is just such unchallengeable hubris that should give escapism and entertainment a bad name. Taking one’s “sacred” fictions so seriously is what makes them more dangerous and dishonorable than masturbation, after which decent people pull up their drawers and get back to reality.


  As I promote it here, optimal illusion urges us to demote self-sanctified cults to the elevated status of entertainment. It’s like what we do when trying to reel in trumpbots, humbly humbling people who play God, demoting them not to personal humiliation but to the elevated status of mere humans like the rest of us.


  Where’s the wisdom?


  But, what about the important moral lessons one can learn in church or at an ideological rally? Are they worth nothing? Again, entertainment is often blended with art and education. Maybe we don’t find much of the blend in masturbation, but we find plenty in fiction. We harvest both escapism and wisdom.


  For example, we can harvest entertainment and moral lessons from a superhero movie or a religious service. Superhero movies are pantheistic morality plays. Like pantheistic gods, superheroes have diverse characters and conflicts, making them more pluralistic and humanistic than a monotheistic God.


  The monotheistic God is imagined as omnipresent, which can mean infinite in space and time — eternally everywhere. But omnipresence can also mean eternally consistent, never of two minds. The one thing an omnipresent God can’t do is trick or defeat himself. The monotheistic God’s last word is always consistent. God is imagined as having absolute integrity.


  Such a monotheistic God isn’t created just in man’s image, but, as I’ve argued, in a trumpbot’s image. This God is a figment of ultimate satisfaction, an impossible mix and match of the four traits all organisms would want. Organisms are selves making functionally fitted effort. Omnipresence is the dream of ideal unconflicted eternal selfhood, omnificence is the dream of ultimate functional goodness, omniscience is the dream of ultimate fittedness, knowing one’s circumstances perfectly, and omnipotence is the dream of indomitable effort. It’s no accident that we describe trumpbots as playing God.


  Cultish trumpbots don’t just play God; they often imagine a trumpbot God on whose side they play. Fundamentalists treat their sacred texts as inerrant. If you find an inconsistency, you must be reading it wrong. Of course, these sacred texts are anything but consistent. They’re catalogs of rationalizing options that history shows can be employed to justify diverse behaviors as not only acceptable but commanded.


  The only thing consistent about the monotheistic God and their sacred texts is the claim that they are consistent. The same is so for trumpbots. No matter what they do, it’s the best and only thing to do. The only thing consistent about trumpbots is their claim of being absolutely consistent.“It’s all part of God’s plan” becomes a know-it-all’s, non-falsifiable“It’s all part of my plan” in the hands of a trumpbot.


  In contrast, superheroes are pantheist humanists fighting for freedom and equality, liberty and justice for all, very much the opposite of what we get from trumpbots or many treatments of monotheism. At the beginning of this course, I said you were a budding psychoproctologist because you drink in all of these high-production-value morality tales we get from entertainment.


  Are virtual virtue and virtual vice a virtue or vice?


  Entertainment’s morality tales have the advantage of not being preachy. Aesop’s fables are some of the oldest known fictions. Aesop was a king’s advisor who, to avoid threatening his king, couched his advice in animal stories, indirect messages open to the king’s interpretation. That’s fiction’s advantage. It’s not pushy. Making some characters more familiar and likable can nudge audiences toward identifying with them, but fiction doesn’t impose the lessons to learn from them.


  We’re rarely aware of who we’re identifying with when we enjoy fiction. Jung argued that fictions represent the pantheon of archetypes that live in all of us. We are each of the characters in our dreams and fictions, and as such, we are each more like a pantheon of personalities than some eternal, internally consistent God. We can enjoy fiction as evidence that nothing human is foreign to us. Fiction’s compact intensity allows us to mainline or chug-a-lug human nature concentrate.


  Still, since the characters we resonate with in fiction are left up to us, we can bolster our sense that we are the white-hat heroes and not the black-hat villains for no reason other than that we’d rather be the heroes. Studies show that members of the alt-right and Islamic militant cults identify with the white-hat humanists heroes in Hollywood movies, heroes that, more often than not, defend the liberal values such cultists abhor.


  Like morality tales, entertainment being open to interpretation is thus its advantage and disadvantage. It doesn’t corner us with sermons, but we can slip into misinterpreting its moral message.


  Like humans, dogs have aggressive instincts despite millennia of domestication. So, we take them out to dog parks and let them go at each other to get their yayas out, venting their aggressive natures safely. Dogs mostly know when to stop. They nip rather than breaking skin; they signal that they mean it but don’t mean it, snarling while wagging their tails.


  Dogfighting is good educational training for real fighting, sure, but it’s also just dogs venting, exercising, and expelling asocial impulses. We humans have plenty of entertainment for that kind of venting, from violent video games to pro-wrestling to pornography, which is like the WWF for libido, actors faking it though convincingly enough when we’re in the mood. Call it ventertainment. The venting of our animal impulses through virtual vice, and we want it to be a substitute for real-world vice.


  When dogs play fight, they can’t hold a grudge as humans can. When children play fight, we hope they won’t either. We don’t want their play fighting to motivate actual fighting; we want it to be an alternative to real fighting, a vicarious substitute for real-world belligerence.


  But notice that we want the opposite effect from virtual virtue. When we admire, envy, and identify with fictional heroes, we hope it leaves a motivational impression so that people will go out into the world and act more like those good people. We want the virtual virtue in fiction to motivate real virtue. We don’t want people identifying with a movie’s heroic rescue of the oppressed and then, walking back to the car, telling a destitute panhandler,“Buzz off. I already rescued the oppressed in the theater just now!”


  That’s an old problem. Martin Luther preached against what he called frequent communion, posing as virtuous in church instead of being virtuous in real life. Abraham broke the “false idols” because people were posing as pious instead of being pious.


  Notice this contrast: Play or pretend evil is virtual vice, and we want it to be a substitute for real vice, a ventertaining way to get our yayas out in fantasy to remove the temptation to get them out in reality. But we want the opposite for virtual virtue. We want it to motivate real virtue. And we count on people to know the difference, inhaling virtual vice as a passing experience, but ingesting virtual virtue as nutritional wisdom to live by.


  With edutainment, we’re pursuing opposite goals. Take the education to heart but not the entertainment. Take the wisdom with you beyond the parking lot, but leave the escapism behind. There’s a serenity prayer in that too:


  Grant me the escapism to leave behind virtual vice role models, the realism to carry forward virtual virtue role models, and the wisdom to keep noticing the difference.


  Reality is our God. No god higher.


  This all suggests an alt-religion that’s surprisingly unfamiliar. In this religion, natural reality is the highest power. Natural reality isn’t alive. It’s not trying to do anything the way a God might, but we are nonetheless totally subservient to it. We pray to natural reality by trying to understand it. We try to live by its standards because if we don’t, we die. A one-commandment approach to this religion would be, “Natural reality is our God. We shall put no god before it. Not even ourselves.”


  We would continue to debate what natural reality contains. Still, about the container, there’s little disagreement. Natural reality is the full range of threats and opportunities worth attending to in our functional, adapting effort to stay alive, our iffy effort to place better bets about what works.


  We can try to escape reality through confirmation bias, putting ourselves above this highest power, but we can’t escape it. In this hypothetical religion, which respects natural reality as the highest power, we try to subdue, counter, and neutralize our confirmation bias so we can face reality with our eyes unclouded by the hope of escaping consequences.


  This imaginary religion is one reasonable definition of science, the campaign to understand natural reality. If that parallel makes you wary, notice a difference. Most religions have strong infallibilist leanings sustained with confirmation bias. Science doesn’t. It makes self-doubt and ongoing inquiry the alternative to proud blind faith. Doubt is prayer in science, deference to reality.


  Science reverses religion’s relationship between fantasy and reality. In some religions, your workweek is an earthly illusion, less real than the truth you find on Sunday morning. In science, it’s the reverse. On Sunday morning, or five times a day, or partying on Saturday night, or whenever the escapist spirit moves you, you visit a refueling, re-fooling station for some ventertainment self-affirmation R & R escapism. You take your flight of fancy but always with that return ticket to your workweek in natural reality, over which there can be no higher power.


  Belief and relief


  In this course, I’ve argued that trumpbots don’t have beliefs and that we make a terrible mistake when we give them the benefit of the doubt or are cowed by their theatrical insistence. I think the word belief is vague, too broad a categorization that fails to distinguish between true and fake declarations.


  Method acting is easy. Anyone with modest talent for acting and a lack of conscience can get steamed up in a holy war defense of beliefs they don’t really believe. I think we need a different term for the robotic mindless posturing we mistake for belief just because a trumpbot tells us that we damned well better believe it’s a belief.


  Again, words can be used as mere bullshitdozing braying. Obviously, people don’t have to mean what they say, even when they say with full passion that they mean it.


  The difference between rhetoric and reason is the difference between tethering one’s words to feelings vs.meanings — connotation vs. denotation. Rhetoric is the braying of connotation because it feels right. We bray for comfort in our own skin. In contrast, reason prioritizes meanings over feelings, denotations over connotations. What we call science is a peculiarly stubborn attempt to get feelings and connotations out of the way, to concentrate on denotations, trying to get our categorization accurate and precise as we have attempted in our pursuit of a more accurate way to distinguish aholes.


  Assuming that being civilized solves everything makes us enablers, accomplices in trumpbots’ bullshitdozing. People live to regret whole swaths of their lives spent taking a dishonest fake believer’s bullshitdozed braying as expressions of honest beliefs.


  Nations regret whole swaths of their histories for the same reason. I’m confident that if we survive the Trump cult era we will regret the unearned credibility we granted them. They were cred-bled long ago, and yet we let them grandstand as the moral authorities. We granted them deference for expressing their supposed beliefs.


  In the Shakespeare quotation I referred to above — “When my love says she is made of truth, I do believe her, though I know she lies” — we hear him draw a distinction between believing and knowing, though not one that would satisfy the devoutly delusional. They wouldn’t want to say they believe in God’s miracles though they know they’re not real.


  Here, I’ll suggest an alternative to belief vs. knowing, that could help, though perhaps it would be no more acceptable to the devout trumpbot. I would distinguish between belief and relief.


  It’s a relief to belong to a team,wear the team’s jersey and get all rah-rah about it. That’s ventertainment and it works for anything: I relieve in Christ’s resurrection but I believe in science. I relieve in Trump but I don’t believe him. I relieve in Krishna, Buddha, libertarianism, whatever, but no I don’t believe it. I believe in science as our best method for guessing what to believe. I relieve in Ironman, Captain America or Santa Claus, though of course I don’t believe in them.


  I admire that kind of honest false belief. It’s an admission that we aren’t absolute realists. None of us are. We all need relief from reality.


  Santa Claus is a great exemplar for how gods could be held. Santa is a handy, entertaining way to teach basic morality to children, for example, generosity and the difference between naughty vs. nice, lumps of coal vs. presents.


  We humor our children for relieving in Santa Claus. Eventually they’ll face the reality, that Santa is not real, that the world is unfair, that Santa often gives more presents to naughty rich children than nice poor ones.


  We too relieved in Santa when we were kids. We have a sentimental, nostalgic soft spot for him. We like the idea of Santa, which is real — the idea makes a difference to what happens. The idea brings joy.


  Of course, the idea of something does not prove the existence of something. The idea of Santa is real even though Santa is not. Adults know that. They relieve and even relive childhood relief through the idea of Santa but no, they don’t believe in Santa.


  We feel that way about the Greek myths by now, myths upon which many superhero movies are modeled. They’re part of our cultural history. They’re great ventertainment, art and edutainment. Their legacy lives on in many words we use. We still relieve in them, but we don’t believe in them.


  Over centuries of maturation, if humanity is lucky enough to get them, maybe we’ll get better at distinguishing between relieving and believing. I think we must. We humans can’t endure reality without our reliefs. Nor can we survive without realistic beliefs.


  Psychoproctology’s make-or-break
challenge for intelligent life anywhere


  OK, time to wrap this book up with a few last words that must not be taken as the last word. Throughout the course, I’ve argued that the most important takeaways are the two questions that have driven our exploration here: How to distinguish aholes and how to humbly humble them out of it. My guesses here about how to answer those two questions are provisional at best. Now that you’re an advanced psychoproctologist, I hope you’ll seek still better bets than any I’ve come to here.


  Though it would be wonderful to live in a trumpbot-free culture, if not a trumpbot-free world, that’s not going to happen. It may be the biggest disappointment any of us encounter — not just how much evil there is in the world, but how any of us can be drawn to it by some detour to aholia. How can we survive when it’s so easy for us humans to shed our consciences for the wildcard trumpcard formula?


  That’s our world, and it’s understandable, what with the burdens of the human condition and our confirmation bias means for pretending them away. As Bertolt Brecht said after the defeat of a fascist leader,“Do not rejoice in his defeat, you men. For though the world has stood up and stopped the bastard, the bitch that bore him is in heat again.”


  Of course, do rejoice in the fall of any trumpbot undermined by reality, and especially reality abetted by your psychoproctology efforts to get them to cut it out before reality does its worst to them and they generate a lot of ahole collateral damage. Still, be wary of wokenesses, for though we can awaken to insights, we’re nodding off again by nightfall.


  There is plenty of damage perpetrated by bad bets and lousy spin. Stopping aholes doesn’t resolve all problems. But I would argue it solves the most fundamental. Fallibilism is how we can have, at a minimum, some compatibility in negotiating our incompatibilities. There’s just no talking to aholes — and still we must deal with them.


  I consider psychoproctology’s two questions the most fundamental in all of moral philosophy. We don’t get to tell people how they have to live. Obviously, there are plenty of perfectly decent yet radically different ways to live.


  Instead, focus on how not to live; most fundamentally, don’t be an ahole or tolerate aholery from others. Defending our culture against trumpbot buttheads is our most fundamental civic duty, and for it, we can’t afford to declare that anyone we happen to butt heads with is a butthead.


  Buttheads can use anything as their white-hat symbol, or nothing, as is the case with aholes without a cause. We must grease our civil defense turrets so they rotate toward aholia threats approaching from any direction. It’s no good obsessing only over the angle from which the last aholes invaded. Communism became an ahole cult branding, but that doesn’t mean only communists can become aholes. Indeed, often the subsequent cult is a countercult, for example, the equally cultish libertarian know-it-alls.


  I’ll go further based on our natural history of aholes. I’ll bet psychoproctology’s two big questions are the most fundamental moral questions anywhere in the universe. Only organisms with language get to debate morality— what they should do in contrast to what they do.


  When we talk about intelligent life anywhere in the universe, we’re talking about language users. Language is a great power, and we’re among the lucky few anywhere in the universe to have it. It makes it possible for us to explore everything. We language users are the only part of the universe able to explore the whole ball of wax and our place in it. It’s what makes us so visionary. It explains why we have evolved so rapidly, adaptive responsiveness at unprecedented speed.


  Language is also why we’re so delusional. Though we can try to ground our words in reality, that’s optional. We can be as slippery as we want, as often as we would like to be.


  I’ll bet language users anywhere in the universe are late arrivers, evolving atop the remains of many generations. Language explains why humans discovered the technology to exploit the fossil fuels left by prior organisms, consuming that vast windfall wealth in mere decades. Language also explains why humans are in escapist denial about the consequences of all that rapid consumption.


  I’d therefore wager that climate change and climate change denial are common coupled problems for intelligent life forms throughout the universe. Any intelligent life form would be late to any evolving planet’s evolutionary party. There would be a lot of accumulated fossil fuels to be found.


  My guess is that through language and the technology that it makes possible, intelligent life forms will them and burn them like there’s no tomorrow. The resources are irresistible, and their language-fueled confirmation bias temptation to ignore the consequences would be inevitable, given that language is only optionally grounded in reality. I bet that climate change and climate change denial are how many intelligent life forms in the universe have gone extinct. With language, they become the self-rationalizing frogs in boiling water, reassuring themselves that they don’t have to budge.


  The sustainability of any intelligent life form requires an ability to discourage absolute delusional confirmation bias successfully. For that, intelligent life forms need to figure out how to impose doubt on those who would say any ungrounded thing for the wildcard trumpcard liberty to deny their problems. In other words, the survival of any intelligent life form anywhere in the universe depends on addressing the psychoproctology challenges we have been addressing throughout this course.


  I’m grateful to have found psychoproctology as a focus for my life’s ongoing investigations. It’s grabbing the human condition by the hilt so we don’t make mincemeat of ourselves. In a few years, if I’m lucky to be still alive and at it, I’d likely develop a different book than this one because by fallibilist recursion, every insight I gain becomes the springboard to some next question. Though this course is officially over and you are officially unofficially an advanced psychoproctologist, I hope we stay in touch as we continue this vital psychoproctology work. And thank you for sticking with it!


  Glossary


  Ahole: A provisional name for assholes, a hole we filled with a more precise,descriptive term through the course of this book (i.e.,trumpbot).


  Aholia: A figurative term for the non-denominational culture occupied by all aholes. All paths in life afford tempting detours to aholia. A priority for any society would be to make all such detours prohibitive.


  Aholy trinity: Omnificence, omnipotence and omniscience used in a shell game, each rationalizing the use of the other: Since I’m a saint, I should win. To win, I will sin, I’m a saint since I win. God’s fourth trait (oneness, internal consistency) is used to rationalize the shell game. The only thing consistent about an ahole playing God is their claim of eternal consistency.


  Bullshit: Not caring what’s true, as distinct from lying, knowing one isn’t telling the truth.


  Bullshitdozing (AKA bsdozing, bullshutdozing) Bulldozing with bullshit. Braying whatever to get one’s way.


  Calmfidence: Calm confidence as distinct from bravado.


  Clone to own: A strategy for thwarting trumpbots: Posing as their most avid fan while taking their beliefs to ad absurdum lengths. The technique demonstrated masterfully by Sasha Baron Cohen.


  Conscience-baiting: Confidently and relentlessly accusing someone of knowing they’re being a trumpbot, e.g., “You’re trapped in the habit of saying and doing anything to proclaim yourself a winner and you know it.”


  Counterspun pairs: Pairs of terms that mean the same thing but with opposite connotations, e.g., stubborn and steadfast, flexible and wishy-washy.


  Cult: An ahole collective. Plural for ahole, like gaggle of geese.


  De-meaning: Demeaning rivals, by detatching terms from their meanings: e.g.,“Anyone who disagrees with me is a traitor.”


  Doctrine of foregone inconclusion: The false assumption that since we can never achieve absolute certainty about anything, any guess is as good as any other. Often used as a rationalization for insisting on one’s interpretation: e.g.,“You can’t prove that I’m wrong so my guess is as good as yours.”


  Exempt by contempt: The false assumption that contempt for a trait exhibited by others is proof that one does not have the same trait. The self-congratulatory assumption that one lives by the Golden rule, never dishing it out more readily than one takes it in: e.g.,“Me lie?! Impossible! I hate when people lie to me.”


  Extranatural: A more encompassing term than supernatural, referring to all magical thinking, whether religious, spiritual or otherwise: e.g., to believe one is likely to win the lottery is a belief in the extranatural.


  Fallibilism: The assumption that we can never achieve absolute certainty about anything, that all interpretations, however logical or scientific, are guesses at what to do. The realistic alternative to both fake infallibilism and the doctrine of foregone inconclusion.


  Feet to the fire: A strategy for thwarting trumpbots. Taking a trumpbot’s braying to its ad absurdum conclusions.


  Fluid hard-lining: Moral gerrymandering. Drawing hard lines between good and evil that one then moves around fluidly to give the appearance of one always being good and never evil.


  Fragidity: Fragile, brittle rigidity.


  Frame-dominance (AKA trumpiring): Claiming the last word on always getting the last word. Playing the judge adjudicating debates in which one is merely an advocate.


  Gumbabying: A strategy for thwarting trumpbots. Ignoring the bullshitdozed content of a trumpbot’s arguments, instead doggedly diagnosing and exposing their trumpbotting lifestyle such that everything they do and say in response confirms your diagnosis.


  Insistent replay: Starting a monologue over from the beginning in response to any challenge to it as though not hearing or understanding it is the only reason someone might disagree with it.


  Moral maxing: A common oversimplification of morality: That the goal is to maximize all so-called virtues and eliminate all so-called vices, e.g., that one can never have too much honesty or too little dishonesty.


  Myopium: Myopic opium, the painkilling palliative of short-sightedness. Sometimes touted as a virtue: e.g.,“Be here now.”


  Noping strategies: The diverse strategies for saying“don’t go there.” Safe words for tapping out of uncomfortable conversations.


  Obverse psychology: A core strategy for subverting trumpbot accusations based on the fallibilist recognition that traits and behaviors are not intrinsically good or bad but context dependent: e.g., “Of course, I name-call, like you like anyone. I try to name call where it helps more than it harms.”


  Optimal illusion: Kidding ourselves in ways that help more than harm, i.e., taking our flights of fancy but with a return ticket to reality secure in our heart pockets.


  Parrotsites: Social parasites who invade by parroting or aping the postures and brayed words of cult leaders.


  Pre-grieving: A technique for cultivating resilience and robustness: Rehearsing how you would honorably accept your worst-case scenario should it come to pass.


  Psychoproctology: Butthead diagnosis, treatment and prevention, arguably the fundamental topic in moral philosophy,not what everyone should do but what no one should be allowed to get away with doing.


  Robo-envy: Envying robots their doubt-free algorithmic existence and easy re-programmability. Wishing we humans could be as reliable.


  Second-yessing: The alternative to second-guessing oneself. Introspecting but with reliable self-affirmation: e.g.,“Am I right?Yes! I’ve checked with myself many times. Each time, I agree with myself!”


  Spin-dominance: Spinning one’s own interpretation with positive connotations to drown out alternative interpretations.


  Strained bedfellows: A strategy for thwarting trumpbots,mock-praising them for embracing the same values embraced by their worst enemies.


  Talkiswalkism: Pretending to be the authority on one’s own nature as though anything one says about one’s behavior must be true.


  trumpbotting (trumpbot, trumpbotic): Robotically playing trumped up (fake) trumpcards. The term settled upon here as the most accurate, descriptive term for ahole.


  trumpiring (AKA frame dominance): Playing the umpire in contests one has entered, insisting on the last word on getting the last word.


  Relieving: In contrast to believing, a temporarily suspension of realism for therapeutic relief: e.g., “I relieve in a supernatural savior but I believe in science.”


  Ventertainment: Entertainment as venting, discharging human impulses, much as dogs play fight to vent their pent-up aggression.


  Virtue-vicious cycle: The indignation-fueled, self-righteous vicious cycle that motivates holy warriors (having nothing to do with the cause they claim to champion). Attacking rivals makes trumpbots feel holy, which in turn, makes them feel duty bound to attack rivals.


  We-glee: The intoxicating glee of being “we,” the exceptions, not like those losers and fools who are not us.


  Wildcard trumpcard formula (WTF): The rhetorical toolkit common to all trumpbots and cults, for rationalizing to oneself always feeling perfectly free (wildcard) and safe (trumpcard), such that one can act on all impulses while claiming that whatever one does is always the absolutely right, righteous and mighty thing to do.
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