
Jon Ronson is a journalist, quite a good journalist, with a nose for
a story and a ready wit. The story he describes in this book, ‘a
journey through the madness industry’, as it is described on the
cover, is quite a convoluted one. It begins with the investigation
of a strange package sent to neurologists at University College
Hospital, which reads like the beginnings of a John le Carré novel.
During this investigation he becomes drawn into the strange
world of DSM, scientology and psychopathy. A scientologist friend
introduces him to a man who faked madness at Broadmoor
Hospital. But of course the man is not mad; he is a psychopath.
So our intrepid writer, a latter-day Candide, decides to unravel
psychopathy by seeing all the experts in the condition and asking
them innocent questions like ‘why does wearing a sharp suit
indicate that someone’s a psychopath?’ and ‘why do psychopaths
dream in black and white?’. Eventually he gets the answer –
Bob Hare’s psychopath test, and we get all 20 items of the test
listed and explained. Armed with this new insight he goes to the
guru himself and ends up drinking with Bob ‘in a hotel bar in
rural Pembrokeshire’, where he learns how to administer this test
as part of a training course. He then spices up his account with a
series of interviews with a mass murderer, a corporate chief
executive whose main joy was firing people, and an MI5 spy,
before returning to Broadmoor to release the man who faked
madness, and then returning to the John le Carré mystery,
unsolved.

The book is an easy read and seems quite harmless. But it is
sloppy and disconnected, and even the author recognises this in
a criticism from a colleague, ‘you take a little bit of craziness from
up there and a little bit of craziness from over there and then you
stitch it all together’. The trouble is that the ‘craziness’ includes not
just psychopathy, but schizophrenia, depression, bipolar disorder,
drug misuse, LSD treatment-induced conditions, obsessive–
compulsive disorder, autism, and attention-deficit hyperactivity
disorder, so the uninitiated reader is quickly lost. More
botheringly, the book pretends to be factual but uses all the
devices of the non-fiction or ‘faction’ novel, with detailed
quotations from the people he interviews that are frequently
inaccurate (I know, as I have checked) and have been refashioned
to make a more rumbustious read. Ronson makes fun of almost
everybody he writes about but most of the time he gets away with
it as he is equally deprecating about himself. All this would not
matter if the book were just a pleasant romp through an

uncontentious landscape. But it is not uncontentious; by his
writing Ronson trivialises, and in the end stigmatises, not just
personality disorder and psychopathy, but the whole of mental
illness, in the search for cheap laughs and better sales. I urge him
to change tack and use his talents to write a proper non-fiction
novel on a subject where his humour can be put to better purpose.
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The title of this multi-author text places it as a successor to two
now classic texts, one on evolutionary psychology (The Adapted
Mind, 1992) and the other on evolutionary psychiatry (The
Maladapted Mind, 1997). Although each of these three volumes
is by different editors, they have some authors in common, for
example Randolf Nesse and John Price.

Compared with evolutionary psychology, which has numerous
periodicals and a large following, evolutionary psychiatry is very
much the poor relation. There still is not a single peer-reviewed
journal worldwide dedicated to evolutionary psychiatry, nor is
there, to my knowledge, a single university course that teaches
the subject. Hence this publication is to be welcomed.

The book comprises a foreword by Geoffrey Miller, an
introductory chapter by the editors and 11 further chapters. Both
the foreword and the introduction provide an excellent overview
of evolutionary psychiatry as a subject and a useful and informed
resume of the rest of the book. The editors raise the pertinent and
thorny question of whether evolutionary psychiatry is ‘good
science’. Given that one of the book’s aims is to explore the
philosophical aspects of psychiatry and evolutionary theory, and
given the scepticism that psychiatrists have shown towards this
new discipline, it is helpful to frame the question in this manner.

The book’s contributors’ views differ, at times diametrically so.
Unusually for a book on evolutionary psychiatry, there are two
chapters that present arguments critical of the Darwinian
approach. The authors of one of these chapters are critical of
the whole adaptational paradigm that attempts to identify
function and dysfunction from an evolutionary standpoint,
preferring instead the mechanistic breakdown model prevalent
in the rest of medicine where function is considered to be designed
to keep a given system in homeostasis. Although I applaud the
authors for giving space to critics of some of the prevailing
theories in evolutionary psychiatry (specifically Marks and Nesse’s
theory on anxiety and phobia), in the light of disconfirming
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