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         INTRODUCTION

         
         
         
         
         
         
         THE QUESTION behind all other questions is the “why?” of human experience. The newborn’s mind gropes for primordial understanding
            of the causal links between reaching out and human touch, crying and a mother’s soothing voice, sucking and relief from hunger.
            Causal inquiry drives children’s endless why questions as they try to make sense of life. While scientists try to limit themselves
            to the how of phenomena, an ultimate why lies behind all their observations and experiments. The concept of causality grounds
            physicists’ study of subatomic events and astronomers’ probing of the cosmos. Theologians look to God for ultimate first and
            final causes, while believers pray to God to modify miraculously the course of everyday causality. Psychiatrists struggle
            to discover why their patients become ill, just as historians investigate why wars break out and why civilizations rise and
            fall. Novelists build stories around motivation, which is the driving force for their characters’ thoughts and actions. Causality
            is thus a centerpiece of the inquiring human mind, so fundamental to human understanding and so universal in its explanatory
            function that it would seem to transcend any historical development. This book ventures into such a history.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the years since 1830, European and American thinkers transformed understanding of the causes of human behavior. These changes
            are evident in novels as well as in genetics, endocrinology, physiology, medicine, psychiatry, linguistics, sociology, economics,
            statistics, criminology, law, philosophy, and physics. Other researchers have studied changing ideas about causality in these
            specific areas, but no one has tackled a broad cultural history of this concept as my book undertakes to do.1

         
         
         
         
         The thought of writing a history of causality first occurred to me in 1970, when I read an article by Henri Ellenberger on
            three types of mental illness that philosophically oriented psychiatrists interpreted in terms of defining causal modes.2 A causality of determinism dominates the depressed person, for whom everything seems to result from the pressure of circumstances
            over which he or she has no control. A causality of chance dominates the manic, for whom nothing happens according to any
            deterministic order and the future looms fraught with possibility—unpredictable and anxiety-provoking. A causality of intentionality
            dominates the paranoid, for whom nothing is the result of chance and everything is caused by menacing thoughts and deeds directed
            toward the patient.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ellenberger’s speculation that a mental breakdown might be related to the way causality was experienced suggested the deep
            constitutive power of causal understanding. His notion that individuals experience causality in different ways suggested that
            historical eras might experience it and try to understand it in distinctive ways. A literary source base for a history of
            changing ideas about causality occurred to me when I realized that the novelists who did most to define literary modernism—James
            Joyce, Marcel Proust, and Virginia Woolf—rejected the plot-driven novel and created novels that instead concentrated on the
            inner life of characters. Their work diminished the role of external pressures and specific motives such as those that had
            structured the naturalist novels of Émile Zola and Thomas Hardy, in which characters are governed by social, biological, and
            psychological forces. That literary shift suggested a cultural pivot for a history of causality.
         

         
         
         
         
         But causal factors and motives were too broad a focus, because there are so many of them for countless possible human actions.
            For more than fifteen years, while working on two other books, I searched for a way to deal with the many causal determinants
            for the myriad human behaviors that historical experience includes. I eventually realized that such a history would have to
            focus on a single act in order to document historically distinctive thinking about its causes. But what was that act?
         

         
         
         
         
         I discovered it in Roy Jay Nelson’s study of causality in the French novel, which briefly discussed a novel by André Gide,
            Lafcadio’s Adventures (1914), about an unusually motivated murder.3 While reading that novel I realized that murder suited my analytical purposes because, compared with other acts, it is exceptionally
            vivid and important and in most cases sharply focused in time and space. Murder superbly illustrates the various characteristics
            that action theorists offer to explain human behavior, because it is strongly intentional, highly motivated, full of meaning,
            the result of a desire or a “trying,” directed at a clear goal, and usually “done for a reason.”4 By focusing on murder, an act that remains relatively consistent over time, I could focus on historically changing ideas about
            its causal factors. Murder further lends itself to historical analysis because in life and literature after 1830 it attracted
            increasing attention to its causal circumstances and motives among a number of new professionals: criminologists, sociologists,
            detectives, statisticians, and forensic psychiatrists, as well as writers of detective fiction (whodunits) and crime novels
            (whydunits). The history of ideas about the causality of murder over these years also includes a number of new explanatory
            concepts: monomania, moral insanity, diminished responsibility, irresistible impulse, born criminal, sadism, unconscious determination,
            and childhood sexual trauma.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Gide’s novel the hero attempts to break the conventional path to murder by intentionally killing without a motive, or at
            least without a conventional motive such as money or revenge. While sitting in a train, Lafcadio realizes that to kill the
            stranger who appears in his compartment, he has only to release the door latch and give a push and the man will plunge to
            his death. Inspired by the prospect of committing a “motiveless crime” (crime immotivé), Lafcadio flicks the latch and pushes the man to his death. In contrast to Zola’s murderers, who kill because of an irresistible
            hereditary taint or overwhelming biological, psychological, or social forces, Gide’s hero kills for the sole reason of killing
            without a reason. Gide further challenged Zola’s explanatory technique through another character, the novelist Julius, who,
            in expressing his literary aim to Lafcadio, articulates Gide’s own approach: “I used to demand logic and consistency from
            my characters, . . . [but] it wasn’t natural.” People are neither logical nor consistent. With respect to murder, Julius specifies,
            “I don’t want a motive for the crime—all I want is an explanation of the criminal. Yes! I mean to lead him into committing
            a crime gratuitously—into wanting to commit a crime without any motive at all.”5 Here Julius overstates his case, because Lafcadio’s murderous act is indeed motivated, but the motive is, as Gide subsequently
            explained, not subject to the sort of “ordinary psychological explanation” that occurs in naturalist novels.6

         
         
         
         
         Later Gide clarified misunderstanding about his notion of the “gratuitous act” and rejected the notion that it might explain
            a crime. “I personally do not believe in the gratuitous act, an act motivated by nothing. That is essentially inadmissible.
            There are no effects without causes. The words ‘acte gratuit’ are a provisional label [étiquette provisoire] that seems convenient to designate acts which escape ordinary psychological explanations, the gestures not determined by
            simple personal interest (and it is in this sense, in playing with words a little, that I can speak of disinterested acts).”7 Julius’s explanatory excess highlights Gide’s main goal, which was to dramatize the unpredictable nature of human action in
            contrast to the way the characters in naturalist novels behave when governed by external circumstances or driven by inner
            motives.8 Thus Lafcadio’s odd murderous act was an event of enormous cultural historical significance, which became clearer as I explored
            its larger context in the work of Gide and beyond.
         

         
         
         
         
         In addition to assailing the strong determinism of the naturalist novel with his literary efforts, Gide’s life and thought
            challenged a spectrum of causal foundations of Western civilization: political, religious, sexual, familial, monetary, and
            legal. Born into a patriotic and pious French Protestant family, Gide abhorred imperialism and became an atheist. He defied
            sexual convention as the first prominent French intellectual to acknowledge his homosexuality in print. He married a cousin
            but never had sex with her and later intentionally sired a child out of wedlock. His novels questioned the privileges of patriarchal
            authority by mocking cold and menacing fathers. In The Counterfeiters (1925), he subverted conventional family values when he wrote that he preferred to see his characters as orphans, “unmarried,
            and childless.”9 That novel also exposed the artifice of the gold standard by suggesting that the art of the novel is analogous to counterfeiting
            and that art, like money—even gold—has no real backing, no guaranteed frame of reference.10 His novels about crime challenged the French legal system that his father embodied as a professor of law at the Sorbonne.
            By presenting Lafcadio’s murder as not determined by “simple personal interest” (or “disinterested”), Gide subverted the conventional
            narrative strategies of the naturalist novelists and underscored the open-ended nature of human action.11 These innovations from a man who grew up at the center of French high culture suggested a broad source of evidence for a history
            of causality. Perhaps, I thought, other murder novelists might have also challenged the received deterministic ideas relating
            to causality that Gide challenged in his novel and have offered new ways of rendering the causes and motives for human action.
            Perhaps a survey of murder novels might reveal some unifying logic to this history.
         

         
         
         
         
         In reading over a hundred murder novels, I found that nineteenth-century novelists typically crafted clear and strongly deterministic
            causal factors, either singly or in clusters. Some of their murderers are driven by a single dominant factor, frequently described
            with the new diagnostic category of monomania, which the French psychiatrist J.-E.-D. Esquirol identified early in the century
            and which one character in Dostoevski’s Crime and Punishment (1866) used to explain Raskolnikov’s act of murder. That tag suggesting a strong linear determinism was used by other novelists
            to explain a murderous impulse, as in Moby Dick (1851) where Melville repeatedly describes Ahab as a monomaniac, and Ahab himself explains that “the path to my fixed purpose
            is laid with iron rails whereon my soul is grooved to run” (147). Other nineteenth-century novelists explained murders as
            the result of interlocking deterministic causal factors such as poverty and revenge in Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1838) or heredity and sexual perversion in Zola’s La bête humaine (1890).
         

         
         
         
         
         In contrast, modernists complicated and subverted these causal factors in many ways. In Heart of Darkness (1899), Joseph Conrad characterized the intentions behind Kurtz’s acts of killing and head-hunting as “inscrutable” and “incomprehensible,”
            and he repeatedly referred to the murderous imperialist venture itself as “absurd.” In Robert Musil’s The Man without Qualities (1933), the motives of the deranged murderer Moosbrugger are a chaotic mixture of self-defense, self-definition, and sexual
            panic. Jean-Paul Sartre questioned the motive underlying a political assassination when in Dirty Hands (1948), Hugo explains, “I killed him because I opened the door,” and then wonders, “Where is my crime? Does it exist?”
         

         
         
         
         
         While modernist detective stories are more concerned with who did it than why, they nevertheless also subvert conventional
            plotting, which in earlier detective stories was based on a clear motive trail of cause and effect leading ineluctably to
            the murderer as in the tidy concluding explanations of Sherlock Holmes. Thomas Bernhard’s The Lime Works (1970) clouds any clear understanding of the motives for a murder by basing an entire murder investigation on unreliable hearsay
            accounts from characters whose senses are flawed and whose accounts are contradictory. In Carlo Emilio Gadda’s That Awful Mess on Via Merulana (1957), about a grisly murder that never gets solved, the detective believes that crimes are never the consequence of single
            motives but are “like a whirlpool, a cyclonic point of depression in the consciousness of the world, towards which a whole
            multitude of converging causes have contributed.” He elaborates that investigative theory into a more general philosophical
            claim that we must “reform within ourselves the meaning of the category of cause” (5). Friedrich Dürrenmatt’s The Pledge, subtitled Requiem for the Criminal Novel (1958), is indeed just that, because it fatally ridicules the entire rational framework of such novels—coherent plots, clear
            motives, genius detectives, even causal reasoning itself—and in the end the murders are solved by nothing more than dumb luck.12

         
         
         
         
         Reading these novels revealed that from the nineteenth century to the twentieth century understanding of the causes of murder
            in them shifted in five interrelated ways. That multifaceted shift is the thesis of this book—namely, that causal understanding
            moved in the direction of increasing specificity, multiplicity, complexity, probability, and uncertainty.
         

         
         
         
         
         The historical significance of these changes can be seen if they are viewed against the dominant thinking about causality
            in the preceding period, which I begin to trace in 1830, when August Comte published the first volume of his Course in Positive Philosophy, an influential statement of the positivistic epistemology and determinist philosophy of science that dominated Victorian
            thought.13 In that same year Charles Lyell published Principles of Geology, which demonstrated that geological phenomena are caused by gradual and uniform forces acting according to continuously operating
            laws. Soon thereafter, social researchers applied positivist methods to show that “moral facts” were subject to behavioral
            laws similar to physical laws.14 The first cited reference to determinism in the Oxford English Dictionary is dated 1846. Balzac underscored the deterministic philosophy that informed his novels. “In this world,” he wrote, “every
            effect has a cause and every cause a principle, every principle is dependent upon a law. The principles which have created
            extraordinary men can be studied and known.”15 In 1851 the novelist George Eliot expressed her confidence in a deterministic causal order of nature in terms of “undeviating
            law in the material and moral world,” an “invariability of sequence,” and an “inexorable law of consequences.”16 A materialist-determinist causality dominated much scientific research, in accord with the view of the German physiologists
            Emil du Bois-Reymond and Ernst Brücke in 1842 “that in the organism no other forces are effective than the purely physical-chemical.”
            Five years later they were joined by the biophysicists Hermann von Helmholtz and Carl Ludwig and collectively resolved to
            “constitute physiology on a chemicophysical  foundation and give it equal scientific rank with physics.”17

         
         
         
         
         While there was spirited resistance to such a materialistic determinism that would reduce explanation of all phenomena to
            matter in motion, especially explanations of human behavior, it nevertheless shaped thinking throughout the remainder of the
            century.18 In England, as Frank Turner noted, it was “part of a general cult of science that swept across Europe during the second half
            of the nineteenth century and that was associated with the names of Renan, Taine, Bernard, Büchner, and Haeckel.”19 An evolutionary determinism was reinforced by the enormous impact of Darwin’s theory beginning in 1859. A materialistic determinism
            applied to mental life peaked with the “mental physiologists” such as Henry Maudsley, who, in 1874, argued that “lunatics
            and criminals are as much manufactured articles as are steam-engines and calico-printing machines.”20 The French essayist and fictionist Paul Bourget elaborated such thinking in his novel The Disciple (1889), which ridiculed the extreme positivism of one arrogant character, who updated Pierre Laplace’s famous determinist
            hypothesis of 1814 in speculating that “if we could know correctly the relative position of all the phenomena which constitute
            the actual universe, we could, from the present, calculate with a certainty equal to that of the astronomers the day, the
            hour, the minute when England will evacuate India . . . or when a criminal, still unborn, will murder his father.”21 A physics based on classical mechanics, thermodynamics, and electrodynamics filled out the determinist model with an explanatory
            system that could account for, and in many cases predict, a spectrum of phenomena such as planetary orbits, tides, trajectories,
            heat, light, and magnetism. Hard determinists believed that biological and even psychological and social phenomena could be
            reduced to matter in motion governed by lawlike mechanical forces in addition to electromagnetic, thermodynamic, and gravitational
            forces. These philosophical and scientific ideas were the foundation for the spectacularly successful positivist-determinist
            framework of nineteenth-century economy and society as well as its life and thought.
         

         
         
         
         
         Against this sketch of the highlights of nineteenth-century positivism, reductionism, determinism, and materialism, I offer,
            by way of introduction, a sampling of evidence for my thesis about the increasing specificity, multiplicity, complexity, probability,
            and uncertainty of causal understanding that challenged this earlier model.22 These changes are evident in the murder novels as well as in the history of science and systems of thought.
         

         
         
         
         
         Increasing specificity includes modern novelists’ invocation of the explanatory knowledge of new professional specialists such as forensic scientists,
            endocrinologists, sociologists, and neuroscientists. In these and other areas, the increasing specificity includes more precise
            and in some instances more valid causal explanations, such as the way modern genetics specified more precisely and accurately
            the causal action of chromosomal DNA in contrast to the invalid nineteenth-century theory that hereditary traits are transmitted
            by mixing male and female sexual fluids. Specificity was also a function of the increasing division of labor in academic disciplines
            and professions. In addition to those new disciplines concerned with the causes of murder, already mentioned, others emerged
            that analyzed causality more broadly: molecular biology, biochemistry, nerve electrophysiology, bacteriology, epidemiology,
            existential phenomenology, and modern probability theory.23

         
         
         
         
         These new specialists identified an increasing multiplicity of causal factors from their respective sciences and systems of thought.24 In 1907 Henry Adams described a new “multiverse” brought about by modern science. “The child born in 1900 would, then, be
            born into a new world which would not be a unity but a multiple.”25 He was referring to the newly discovered forces and processes at work in a human being, but the new sense of living in a “multiverse”
            came from the identification of many new forces and causal factors from new ways of thinking. In subsequent years, linguists
            probed new causal functions of language in structuring basic concepts and individual behavior. Sociologists identified multiple
            ways in which society impinges on behavior from the immediate environment to broad social forces. In biological sciences increasing
            multiplicity included the identification of new causally acting entities, such as the approximately thirty thousand genes,
            several hundred hormones and peptides, and fifty neurotransmitters. Forensic psychiatrists, beginning with Richard von Krafft-Ebing,
            identified new varieties of sexual pathology that led to bizarre sex crimes. Modern criminal profilers drew on increasingly
            precise and enormous data banks to reconstruct the etiology of murder for purposes of police investigation. Psychoanalysis
            elaborated a detailed nomenclature of psychosexual etiology which influenced how some novelists made sense of their characters’
            behavior. In some areas, however, modern science reduced the number of causal factors. Many nineteenth-century medical and
            psychiatric researchers elaborated long lists of causes of diseases because they had no clear understanding of their specific
            etiology. The contribution of the germ theory of disease reduced the causes of diseases to single specific organisms, offering
            one particularly clear example of the progress of causal understanding as a reduction and simplification rather than a multiplication
            of causal factors. It should be added, though, that in identifying specific germs, scientists vastly increased the number
            of specific etiologies for an increasing number of specific diseases. The larger picture is therefore one of a dramatic increase
            in the number of causal factors identified ever more precisely by new sciences (such as genetics and sex endocrinology), as
            well as new systems of thought (such as psychoanalysis and sociology).
         

         
         
         
         
         Increasing complexity was a consequence of efforts to integrate these new causally acting entities and forces in comprehensive systems. In 1902
            the French physicist Henri Poincaré connected the increasing specificity and complexity of recent scientific knowledge in
            noting that “we are continually perceiving details ever more varied in the phenomena we know, where our crude senses used
            to be unable to detect any lack of unity. What we thought to be simple becomes complex, and the march of science seems to
            be towards diversity and complication.”26 A few years later Henry Adams listed the many causal forces that must be taken into account in addition to electrical forces:
            thermal, magnetic, chemical, osmotic, cohesive, elastic, vibratory, capillary, and sexual. Science has found that forces “sensible
            and occult, physical and metaphysical, simple and complex, surround, traverse, vibrate, rotate, repel, attract, without stop.”
            He concluded that “a historian after 1900 would think in complexities unimaginable to an earlier mind.”27 More recently the historian of science Gerald Holton concluded that “it is as if after a successful search for simplicities
            and harmonies in science over the last three centuries, the search has turned to a more direct confrontation of complexity
            and derangement, of sophisticated and astonishing relationships among strangely juxtaposed parts.”28

         
         
         
         
         Around the mid–twentieth century researchers began to explore complex feedback systems under the general rubric of cybernetics.
            Modern systems theory and, later, chaos theory were based on the interactive causal action of complex systems. In the last
            thirty years computers have enabled scientists to solve nonlinear problems and to understand more fully the complex systems
            of such phenomena as heart fibrillations, population ecology, and weather patterns. In consequence, as Alan Beyerchen noted,
            “the rise of an aesthetic of complexity in science” has made “a significant challenge to the primacy of simplicity.”29 Some researchers applied a nonlinear causality to the human sciences, emphasizing that culture emerges as a series of causally
            interactive feedback loops, making it possible for individuals to “transform nature or society in dramatic and unpredictable
            ways.”30 Prior to around 1980, complexity referred to something complicated, with many layers of meaning that are difficult to sort
            out; after that time it began to refer to the specific science of adaptive and self-organizing systems in which the whole
            is greater than the sum of its parts. In 1984 the Santa Fe Institute was founded to explore such complex systems.
         

         
         
         
         
         Modernist fiction, as David Lodge argued, “eschews the straight chronological ordering of its material [and] tends toward
            a complex or fluid handling of time, involving much cross-reference back and forward across the temporal span of the action.”31 In 1925 Virginia Woolf made a classic statement among modernist novelists on the need to move from a linear to a nonlinear
            narrative form that does justice to the complexity of experience: “If a writer were a free man and not a slave, if he could
            write what he chose, not what he must, if he could base his work upon his own feeling and not upon convention, there would
            be no plot, no comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style. . . . Life is not a series of gig
            lamps symmetrically arranged; but a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness
            to the end. Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration
            or complexity it may display?”32 Joseph Conrad and Ford Madox Ford made similar appeals.33 The novels of Proust and Joyce attempted to capture the luminous halos of life across time and space in ways that would have
            been unthinkable to earlier realists. Later in the twentieth century Vladimir Nabokov, Jorge Luis Borges, and Thomas Pynchon
            explicitly invoked scientific field models for causal action to create novels based on what N. Katherine Hayles subsequently
            characterized as a “cosmic web.”34

         
         
         
         
         The increasing specificity, multiplicity, and complexity of causal knowledge was made more calculable with the computer and
            made more visible by other new research technologies, beginning with X rays around the turn of the century. Later, with the
            widespread use of electron microscopes in the 1950s, biologists were suddenly able to observe numerous subcellular structures
            that had been invisible through light microscopes. Within a decade they amassed an array of high-resolution photographs of
            different types of cells, revealing a vast new realm of life processes. Since that time researchers worked to understand the
            causal functions of the structures that first appeared in these early electron micrographs along with other causally significant
            processes. More causally acting entities and processes throughout the body and the brain were revealed by the electroencephalogram
            (EEG) in 1929 and a series of breakthroughs in the 1970s: computerized axial tomography (CAT), magnetic resonance imaging
            (MRI), and positron emission tomography (PET).35 These technologies produced more exact knowledge of ever smaller structures and functions never before viewed so precisely,
            and in so doing they raised questions about complex interactions that constitute the cellular and molecular springs of human
            behavior and thought.
         

         
         
         
         
         Increasing probability refers to new interpretations of chance in the novel and to probabilistic explanations in science. In the nineteenth-century
            novel, chance or coincidence was invariably a sign of some transcendent controlling destiny if not divine plan.36 In the modern novel, chance is more often evidence of life’s fundamentally stochastic nature and the absence of any ultimate
            designing mind.37 Nineteenth-century sciences were themselves increasingly probabilistic. The kinetic theory of gasses, Darwin’s theory of evolution,
            Mendel’s experiments on hereditary transmission, and sociological studies of suicide and crime by means of “moral statistics”
            all involved probabilistic calculations. Modern probability theory refined the statistical techniques for dealing with such
            probabilistic explanations. For example, early nineteenth-century phrenologists believed that enlarged “organs” of the brain
            directly cause the increasing activity and importance of the individual faculty supposedly located in them. Modern neuroscientists
            exposed such erroneous confusions of correlation with causation and made probabilistic causal analyses of the relative causal
            role of brain anatomy, neuropeptides, neurotransmitters, and environmental stimuli in the determination of behavior. Such
            calculations were made possible by what historians of science have called “the probabilistic revolution,” which centered on
            developments among statisticians who, in the generation around 1900, refined and developed a number of new techniques for
            calculating probabilities, including standard deviation, the chi-square, analysis of variance, and the t-test and its distribution.38 These techniques revolutionized social science and made it possible to assign magnitudes to a variety of causal factors impinging
            on single events and thereby determine the statistical probability of their respective causal roles. Relating to the causality
            of murder, researchers conducted statistical analyses of the causal significance of reduced levels of the neurotransmitter
            serotonin relative to other neurobiological agents and social factors among incarcerated men to help explain why they committed
            murder. With such calculations, causal explanations throughout the physical as well as the natural sciences became increasingly
            probabilistic.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nineteenth-century physicists conceived of probability as dealing with limits in the knowledge of what they believed to be
            phenomena that ultimately, at least in theory, could be reduced to deterministic, lawlike processes. In the twentieth century,
            quantum physicists theorized that some phenomena were irreducibly indeterministic and that the world was therefore ultimately
            explicable with only a probabilistic causality, at least at the subatomic level.
         

         
         
         
         
         Increasing uncertainty is a function of increasing multiplicity, complexity, and probability, which modern novelists dramatized in their narratives
            and which scientists studied in their research. Philosophers in the sway of pragmatism and pluralism, contextualism and historical
            relativism, abandoned the earlier absolutist “quest for certainty.”39 Modern novelists reveal a greater willingness to accept open-ended stories with less satisfying closure than one finds in
            the Victorian novel, which typically was governed by what Thomas Vargish called “the providential aesthetic”—a belief in some
            guiding transcendent destiny or ultimate meaning to life.40 In contrast, modern philosophers and novelists were more willing to accept higher levels of uncertainty in understanding the
            causes of behavior, while some such as Nietzsche, Sartre, Gide, Bernhard, and Pynchon reveled in it.
         

         
         
         
         
         In 1911 Karl Pearson, a pioneer of modern probability theory, wrote, “Nobody believes now that science explains anything; we all look upon it as a shorthand description, as an economy of thought.”41 A year later Bertrand Russell underscored that skepticism, specifically with regard to causal knowledge: “The word ‘cause’
            is so inextricably bound up with misleading associations as to make its complete extrusion from the philosophical vocabulary
            desirable. . . . The reason why physics has ceased to look for causes is that, in fact, there are no such things. The law
            of causality, I believe, like much that passes muster among philosophers, is a relic of a bygone age, surviving, like the
            monarchy, only because it is erroneously supposed to do no harm.”42 Later in the century the uncertainty of knowledge of events in the physical world became a defining feature of modern science,
            formalized by Werner Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle. It maintained that it is impossible to know with unlimited precision
            both the position and momentum of an electron or any subatomic particle at the same instant. The product of the error or uncertainty
            in these two measured values is approximately equal to a constant (discovered by Max Planck in 1900)—a small but discrete
            magnitude that appears in many places in quantum physics and functions in the physical world as an insurmountable margin of
            error in all measurements. This further limit on deterministic causal understanding fueled speculation, sometimes rather loosely,
            that uncertainty was a defining feature of modern life and thought.43

         
         
         
         
         My book draws on a wide range of sources—from quantum theory and genetics to existential philosophy and murder novels—to track
            changing thought about the increasing specificity, multiplicity, complexity, probability, and uncertainty of causal knowledge
            across 170 years. Some of these changes begin well back in the nineteenth century or well into the twentieth century and vary
            widely in their extensive range and intensive depth among different sciences and systems of thought. They proceed with different
            paces and magnitudes for each discipline and science and so preclude any broad chronological ordering of them across the entire
            cultural record, although the turn-of-the-century period produced a great many new ideas and is generally the historical pivot
            for this history. I am describing the logic of a general development in many areas, a gradational shift, not a specific turning
            point in the history of ideas or a single paradigm change. In some places I refer to this shift as going simply from Victorian
            to modern modes without qualification. Such renderings are usually a shorthand formulation of what is more precisely a gradational
            change unless otherwise specified, as in those occasional instances when a later idea is absolutely unprecedented (e.g., Freud’s
            theory of the causal role of child sexual trauma) or when an earlier idea is flatly rejected (e.g., hereditary traits passed
            through the blood).
         

         
         
         
         
         The scope of this undertaking obliged me to combine these five developments into a single argument that readers could grasp
            with a single concept and visualize with a single image. That argument is a variant of the epistemological cliché that the
            more we know, the more we realize how little we know; or, specifically applied to causality, the more causes we understand,
            the more we realize how many more causes there are to discover and how little we actually know about the causes we think we
            know. I refer to this argument as the specificity-uncertainty dialectic. I use the terms specificity and uncertainty because they come closest to expressing the positive and negative aspects of this interaction, but they each stand for a cluster
            of concepts. Specificity may also imply precision and validity, while uncertainty may imply multiplicity, complexity, and
            probability.
         

         
         
         
         
         The specificity-uncertainty dialectic embraces the interdependence of the two main concepts. Thus, as researchers sharpened
            their understanding of causal factors in the physical, biological, and social sciences, they also disclosed new areas of ignorance
            about what they did not know and new sources of uncertainty about what they did know, and those areas of ignorance and uncertainty
            suggested new projects for more specific inquiry. The visualizability of the concept is suggested by my use of the image of
            areas or realms of ignorance to refer to the palpable volume of all that was not known, which was increasingly delineated
            by ever more specific accounts of those causal agents and causal processes that were known. This expanded realm of ignorance
            suggested to some observers that causal knowledge was increasingly complex and uncertain. And because that realm seemed to
            grow in size in comparison to the area of empirically verifiable and causally acting biochemical substances and psychosocial
            determinants, causal understanding seemed to many observers to be moving toward greater uncertainty. Early on, Oliver Weldell
            Holmes noted the dialectical interaction of knowledge and ignorance and used a spatial metaphor to illustrate it: “Science
            is the topography of ignorance. From a few elevated points we triangulate vast spaces, including infinite unknown details.
            We cast the lead, and draw up a little sand from abysses we may never reach with our dredges. The best part of our knowledge
            is that which teaches us where knowledge leaves off and ignorance begins.”44 Similar formulations can be found at will throughout the modern period, such as one about the impact of computer modeling
            on the study of oceans made by the oceanographer Jochem Marotzke in 2002: “We are in a state now where the more we know, the
            more it becomes clear how little we really understand about the system.”45 Arkady Plotnitsky ran the dialectical argument the other way—from the unknowable to the knowable—in maintaining that in quantum
            theory the impossibility of knowing certain things about subatomic events has “shaping effects upon what can be known.”46 In mathematics and science generally, he concluded, “the threshold of the unknown, and even the unknowable . . . defines all
            significant knowledge.”47

         
         
         
         
         A graphic example of the specificity-uncertainty dialectic is the human genome. The discovery that it is made up of three
            billion pairs of nucleotides snaking around one another in double helixes enormously increased the specificity of scientific
            knowledge of the complex interaction of a great number of new causally acting entities in the process of hereditary transmission.
            At the same time, it opened vast realms of uncertainty about what exactly all of these causally acting entities do and how
            they do it. Modern novelists were increasingly aware of the complexity of genetics but less inclined to explain behavior based
            on it in contrast to a number of nineteenth-century novelists who eagerly invoked “hereditary taints” flowing “in the blood”
            to make sense of their characters’ acts of murder.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the modern period novelists rarely explained behavior in terms of cellular and, even less frequently, molecular processes.
            They occasionally mentioned genes, hormones, and neurotransmitters to suggest that a detective, forensics expert, or scientist
            was aware of current knowledge, but causally acting biochemical entities play an insignificant role in explaining the motive
            for murder or any other behavior. I found no references to neuropeptides by their technical name, although their aliases as
            opiates do cause numerous murders indirectly by addicts who kill to get money to buy drugs, such as heroin, that initiate
            the same physiological response as neuropeptides. Nevertheless, I include the history of understanding of these causally acting
            biological substances for four reasons: (1) because understanding of their causal function is distinctive to the modern period
            and therefore offers compelling evidence for historical change, (2) because these substances account for human behavior at
            the most basic level and as such imply the most basic causal explanation, (3) because theories about their causal role make
            vivid historical contrasts with less precise nineteenth-century theories about gemmules, germ plasm, body humors, vital forces,
            and imagined ultimate atoms of life, and (4) because the history of their discovery, which opened up vast new realms of the
            unknown, offers compelling evidence for my argument about the specificity-uncertainty dialectic.
         

         
         
         
         
         That argument raises a major evidentiary problem, however, because increasing specificity implies progress, not in a moral
            or aesthetic sense, but according to the standards of scientific research. One can claim that the history of science, and
            especially the history of medicine, progresses in understanding the causes of ever more numerous and precise aspects of observed
            phenomena. The accomplishments of Newton, Darwin, Mendel, Pasteur, Koch, Einstein, Heisenberg, Crick, and Watson mark unmistakable
            progress in the direction of increasing accuracy, detail, and verifiability in explaining phenomena. But one cannot argue
            that causal understanding in novels progresses—that explanatory understanding of characters or even of specific acts of murder
            in Dreiser or Don DeLillo is more valid than, or represents progress over, such understanding in Dickens or Zola. Without
            making such a claim, I believe that one can integrate evidence from the history of science and literature in support of an
            argument about the specificity-uncertainty dialectic based on six considerations.
         

         
         
         
         
         1. Modern science is more precise and valid than Victorian science.48 The emergence of the germ theory of disease in the 1870s is a hallmark of modern medicine, which is clearly more effective
            than was earlier medicine in diagnosing, preventing, and curing illnesses.49 Today anyone practicing Victorian science would be incompetent, and anyone practicing Victorian medicine would be subject
            to malpractice suits. If a contemporary physician treated a tubercular patient 1830s-style by opening a vein in the neck,
            he or she would be indicted for assault. One early-nineteenth-century medical organization estimated that in 1810 there were
            nine quacks in England for every regular doctor.50 At the turn of the twentieth century, Sherlock Holmes’s detecting was supposed to be based on the latest and best science,
            and Conan Doyle invented for Holmes some scientific breakthroughs of his own, which themselves represented progress over earlier
            investigative methods. The first words Holmes utters are “I’ve found it!”; and “it” refers to a test for the presence of blood.
            In investigating murders it is useful to be able to test for blood, and any discovery that makes such identification possible
            is evidence of progress toward achieving that result. Modern pharmacologists have discovered drugs that target specific enzymes
            with minimal negative side effects. Twentieth-century physicians, psychologists, sociologists, and criminologists improved
            on earlier methods of data collection and statistical analysis to make their probabilistic causal explanations more reliable.
            Modernist novelists’ ability to draw on that science gave them a more precise understanding of specific causal processes and
            also helped identify their work as distinctly modern.
         

         
         
         
         
         2. I compare not whole novels but parts of novels, which I draw on as if they were criminological or psychiatric case histories.
            Dreiser in total did not understand the causes of behavior better than did Zola in total, because each novelist understood
            behavior according to the current level of knowledge and explanatory categories of their respective times. Nevertheless, specific
            parts of their dramatizations of human causality are historically marked, and the more modern explanations—to which Dreiser
            had access, and Zola did not—were better able to explain more precisely the function of such causally acting entities as genes
            and hormones. Dreiser was particularly influenced by current theories about tropisms and hormones, and while one cannot argue
            that his novels represent progress in artistic expression, one can argue that specific parts of them explained behavior based
            on more verifiable science than was available to Victorian novelists.
         

         
         
         
         
         3. Modern novelists had the benefit of hindsight in that they were able to draw on as well as critically evaluate the novels
            of their predecessors. Gide criticized the psychological and social determinisms in Zola and Bourget, while Alain Robbe-Grillet
            targeted Balzac for similar reasons. Virginia Woolf registered her disappointment with the subject matter of H. G. Wells,
            Arnold Bennett, and John Galsworthy, concluding forcefully that “the sooner English fiction turns its back upon them . . .
            the better for its soul.”51 Such criticism suggested that the novel was moving beyond earlier conventions in ways that were historical and directional,
            if not progressive. Many modernist novelists viewed themselves as an avant-garde, by which they meant a group that led the
            way into formerly tabooed topics and new artistic strategies that improved on outmoded traditions and conventions. The historian
            Christopher Butler noted that insofar as the development of new paradigms for art is seen “to derive from innovative technical
            breakthroughs, they are by definition ‘progressive,’ because if you can imitate the technique, you can do something that you
            could not do before.” Butler dissociated himself from the claim of progress in art by putting the word in quotation marks,
            but his study documents the pervasive sense among avant-garde artists that they were breaking new ground in a positive direction.
            Some modernists, like the German expressionists, emphasized the social and political aspect of that emancipatory role from
            the grip of “bourgeois” morality and oppressive family psychodynamics. Others emphasized their contribution as technical and
            formal, but they shared a sense of surpassing what had gone before, at least during the heyday of their stylistic triumphs.52 The benefit of hindsight that the moderns enjoyed did not in itself enable them to understand or explain human behavior any
            better than their predecessors, to be sure, but it did create a sense of historical development, however difficult it may
            be to define precisely its meaning or logic.
         

         
         
         
         
         4. In writing about causality, modern novelists and scientists used rhetorical techniques and explanatory models that are
            closer to our own, and they therefore addressed some issues that may seem more germane and responsive to contemporary scientific
            and artistic concerns, if only for their more up-to-date rhetoric, subject matter, value judgments, and methods. The language
            that novelists, critics, and especially scientists used to contrast past and present work was shot through with value judgments
            implying a sense of progress, because later as opposed to earlier work avoided the deficiencies of exhausted topics, dated
            material, passé attitudes, outmoded styles, refuted theories, and obsolete research methods.
         

         
         
         
         
         5. Evolution and human history suggest kinds of progress or at least directed change. Evolution produced more complex living
            forms with human brains instead of primitive nerve nets, offering a controversial but compelling model of the progress of
            higher forms of organization and consciousness throughout the eons. In the first edition of On the Origin of Species, Darwin claimed that “as natural selection works solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental endowments
            will tend to progress towards perfection.”53 In history the Judeo-Christian tradition offered the hope for worldly perfection, the fulfillment of the millennium. History
            generally was a story of movement toward goals resulting in more complex social organizations and indisputable progress in
            at least one area—knowledge of the time span of history itself. A sense of progress lies behind the grand historical narratives
            of nineteenth-century thought: Hegel’s view of history as the realization of the idea of freedom, Comte’s theory of the three
            progressive stages in the history of knowledge (theological, metaphysical, positivist), Kierkegaard’s three progressive stages
            on the way to true Christian faith (aesthetic, ethical, religious), Marx’s theory of the dialectical advance of history toward
            communism, Darwin’s theory of evolution in the direction of what is increasingly well adapted and reproductively successful,
            and Spencer’s notions of the survival of the fittest and evolution from simple to complex. Although Nietzsche rejected any
            collective historical improvement of human life, his exhortative positive philosophy charted a way to the “higher man,” or
            overman, as a way to an increasingly meaningful existence. The purpose of Freud’s psychoanalytic therapy was to make progress
            toward mental health, while Jung viewed individual life as a process of increasing individuation.
         

         
         
         
         
         6. Human beings individually experience progress in many simple acts such as drinking in order to quench thirst, studying
            in order to pass an exam, or practicing a musical instrument in order to improve.
         

         
         
         
         
         Thus, the tendency to view history, evolution, and individual lives in matters big and small as stories of progress, or at
            least of accomplishment, is an abiding temptation. Although that temptation has sometimes substituted for careful argumentation
            and led to crudely self-congratulatory Whiggish history, it is built into the primordial intentionality and purposiveness
            of human experience and shapes the way we view our own life in time as well as the larger sweep of history. We judge as progressive
            whatever satisfies our immediate desires, resolves our daily challenges, and realizes our endlessly projected goals. The widespread
            belief in some such design to life is further evidence of this insistent explanatory instinct.
         

         
         
         
         
         These six considerations address the difficult problem of integrating the history of science, which clearly progresses in
            some aspects, with the history of literature, which does not reveal even an overriding direction or meaning, let alone a story
            of progress. They also apply to another body of evidence, the systems of thought that make other historically distinctive
            contributions to the understanding of causality—psychoanalysis, linguistics, philosophy of language, sociology, cybernetics,
            systems theory, and existential philosophy. These systems of thought aspired to the rigor of observational sciences but based
            their explanations more on interpretations, philosophical arguments, and historical narratives. Freud, Saussure, Wittgenstein,
            Derrida, Durkheim, Weber, Nietzsche, Wiener, Bertalanffy, and Sartre contributed to the specificity of causal understanding
            of various human behaviors and experiences by raising awareness, redirecting attention, and clarifying thought about a host
            of issues and therefore must be characterized as progressive.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although these considerations justify using scientific, philosophical, and literary evidence together in support of my argument
            about the increasing specificity of causal knowledge, these clashing sources nevertheless generated interpretive instability
            that, I must concede, would not go away. However, to generalize about the history of such a complex concept as causality across
            almost two centuries demands a broad evidentiary base and bold interpretations. Without the novels, this history would lack
            dramatic action to flesh it out in observable movements and lack the voices of the past in dialogue to articulate its living
            actuality; without the systems of thought, it would lack evidence from some of the most probing and influential examinations
            of the human condition made during the years of this study; and without the science, it would lack concrete evidence for the
            essentially progressive movement of historical change that an argument about increasing specificity implies. The discoveries
            of germs, genes, hormones, peptides, and neurotransmitters were specific, datable events that—yes—improved the way scientists
            understood the causes of disease, hereditary transmission, sexual desire, emotion, and neural transmission. Novelists from
            both periods were perceptive observers of scientific achievements in their own times, but only the moderns had access to such
            findings of modern science that made it possible to understand these phenomena more precisely and fully.
         

         
         
         
         
         The novels I use for evidence to make that argument are not so much typical of their time as representative. By this I mean
            that novels render the causes of murder in ways that are historically marked in that some of the causal analyses in them are
            unlikely, if not inconceivable, in other historical periods.54 Thus in Zola’s Germinal (1885), Etienne kills because of a hereditary taint from his remote human ancestors, an explanation that is unlikely in a
            serious modern novel. Conversely, in Compulsion (1956), Meyer Levin explains a murder by two young men as caused by their childhood sexual traumas, an explanation that appears
            nowhere in the cultural historical record before Freud, as far as I have been able to determine.
         

         
         
         
         
         Another reason for viewing these novels as representative of the times in which they were written or set is that many of their
            authors took pains to craft a sense of historical verisimilitude and create murderers based on real people—beginning with
            Stendhal’s The Red and the Black, subtitled “Chronicle of 1830” and based on a real-life model for Julien Sorel. A few of the many other fictional murderers
            with actual models include Vautrin in Old Goriot, Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, Pozdnyshev in “The Kreutzer Sonata,” Clyde Griffiths in An American Tragedy, Moosbrugger in The Man without Qualities, Bigger Thomas in Native Son, Jame Gumb in The Silence of the Lambs, and the titular murderers in Eugene Aram, The Count of Monte Cristo, Thérèse Raquin, The Picture of Dorian Gray, and Lafcadio’s Adventures.55 In the modern period a new genre also appeared—“nonfiction novels” based closely on actual murders, as in Levin’s Compulsion and Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood. 
         

         
         
         
         
         These novels also document historical change in that they function as a filter for current scientific explanations of behavior.
            Reductive scientific explanations deaden fiction, so novelists glean scientific ideas from wide reading and everyday experience
            to understand how they are disseminated in popular culture and shape everyday understanding of human action; then they sift
            and adapt those ideas to make their novels plausible. Dreiser, for example, studied new theories about tropisms and hormones,
            which he wove into his rendering of Clyde’s murder of Roberta in An American Tragedy in order to evoke a sense of contemporary historical actuality and draw authority from the current state of scientific understanding.
            In Berlin Alexanderplatz: The Story of Franz Biberkopf (1929), Alfred Döblin explained one murder, ironically, with reference to the causal action of the pituitary, thyroid, suprarenal,
            and prostate glands. DeLillo invoked neurotransmitters to help explain a murder in White Noise. Dozens of novelists drew on Freud to explain how adult character and actions derive from childhood experiences and are shaped
            by unconscious mental processes, while Thomas Pynchon satirized Pavlovian sex conditioning in Gravity’s Rainbow (1973). In A Philosophical Investigation (1992), Philip Kerr mined Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language in crafting a main character, actually named Ludwig Wittgenstein,
            who attempted to put into practice the philosopher’s ideas (grotesquely misinterpreted) by committing serial homicide.
         

         
         
         
         
         I rely primarily on novels by male authors about male murderers, because my method is comparative and requires controlling
            variables to focus on historical change. To add female writers and female murderers would have multiplied those variables
            and reduced the sharpness of the historical comparisons. Moreover, in fact and fiction the majority of murderers are male,
            as are almost all serial murderers. I do, however, include a few female novelists or female murderers when the evidence is
            clearly marked historically: for example, the female author Mary Braddon, who used Victorian theories of heredity and insanity
            to explain the attempted murder by a female in Lady Audley’s Secret (1862); and the female serial murderer in Laurence Sanders’s The Third Deadly Sin (1981), who kills men and mutilates their genitals at twenty-seven-day intervals because of hormonal problems that are detected
            by endocrinological and hematological analyses that would have been impossible a century earlier.
         

         
         
         
         
         The interpretive problem of authorial distance further challenged my synthetic objective. Historically revealing ideas can
            be uttered by a character in a novel who speaks for the author (Pozdnyshev in “The Kreutzer Sonata”), by a character who does
            not speak for the author (Bill Sikes in Oliver Twist), by a character who explicitly subverts the author’s ideas (Edouard in The Counterfeiters), by two characters who formulate the author’s ideas in dialogue ( Julius and Lafcadio in Lafcadio’s Adventures), by a first-person narrator (Humbert Humbert in Lolita), by a third-person narrator ( Joseph K. in The Trial ) who may occupy varying distances from the author’s “actual” view, by the author in an interview about a novel (DeLillo in
            “American Blood”), by a journal entry (Gide in his Journals), or by a subsequent essay that explains what the author had in mind (Richard Wright in “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born”). While I
            was aware of the different evidentiary value of these various sources, I did not make a systematic assessment of them, which
            would have enormously complicated my synthetic task and cluttered my presentation of evidence.
         

         
         
         
         
         This book is organized in chapters on changing ideas from Europe and America about causal factors. Their classification and
            ordering is based on three guidelines: the chronology of when factors effect their causal action (ancestry before childhood
            and language), physical factors before mental (sexuality and emotion before ideas), and individual factors before collective
            (mind before society). Of course, these orderings are arbitrary and these distinctions are not absolute: language is acquired
            in childhood, sexuality and emotion have a mental aspect, and society shapes mental development just as it shapes social pressure.
            These ordering principles and the classifications they determine are therefore approximate and interrelated, neither precisely
            delineated nor mutually exclusive. Changing ideas about these factors emerged in nineteenth-and twentieth-century modes, which,
            for purposes of conciseness, I refer to as Victorian and modern. Victorian does not denote specifically English developments or any sexual morality; I use it because the period to which
            it refers, 1837–1901, approximates my periodization of this earlier stretch of time, 1830–1900. Modern denotes the entire
            twentieth century, including developments that some critics call postmodern.
         

         
         
         
         
         Each chapter surveys changing ideas about a different causal circumstance or motive for murder in novels supported by developments
            in the new sciences or disciplines that are its intellectual pivot. These shifts are about causality in general, not just
            the causality of murder, and so they are drawn from the natural and social sciences, as well as from novels and systems of
            thought. Their groupings in my chapters are: ancestry with genetics, childhood with psychoanalysis and psychohistory, language
            with philosophy of language and linguistics, sexuality with sexology and endocrinology, emotion with economics (for greed)
            and physiology (for emotion generally), mind with neuroscience and psychiatry, society with sociology, and ideas with existential
            philosophy (primarily Nietzsche’s).
         

         
         
         
         
         Causality, or causation (the terms are used interchangeably), is a metaphysical (or ontological) concept that refers to actual
            cause-and-effect relations between events or to dynamic interactions and processes in the world; it is also an epistemological
            concept that refers to knowledge involved in answering “why” questions about those interactions and processes. These two definitions
            are circular, because causality is a fundamental aspect of human existence in the sense that all human beings necessarily
            have some elementary causal understanding, such as, for example, that dropping an object will cause it to fall or that running
            into a tree will cause pain. The philosopher and historian of causality in science and medicine K. Codell Carter concurred
            emphatically in noting “how totally pointless, hopeless, and downright silly it is to think one can ever state precisely what it is for one thing to cause another.”56Although that elemental sense is universal, elaborations of it vary culturally and emerge in historically changing ways which
            are the focus of my study. Human causality refers to causes of human action and ways of understanding them. Other terms in this study refer to aspects of human causality.
            Motives are inner impulses toward action, while intentions are object-oriented plans for fulfilling the motive. Causal understanding can also include purposes for actions directed toward the realization of goals. Reasons are the rational grounds for behavior and may form part of explanations that answer causal questions. Explanations may include a broad range of factors such as universal covering laws and a specification
            of initial conditions, a single decisive factor such as an icy road in a car crash, or a mix of factors such as heredity,
            desire, belief, childhood background, and social pressure.
         

         
         
         
         
         Causal knowledge is most specific at the molecular level, less so at the cellular level, and extremely complex and uncertain
            at the behavioral level, generating in the modern period many new unanswered questions about the way in which molecular or
            cellular entities cause gross behavior. This increasing uncertainty at higher levels of complexity is also a function of the
            phenomenon of emergent properties. This concept refers to the fact that at higher levels of complexity properties emerge that
            cannot be predicted from lower levels. For example, a precise understanding of the properties of protons, neutrons, and electrons
            would not enable one to predict the properties of combinations of those subatomic components into atoms of oxygen and hydrogen,
            and a precise understanding of the properties of those atoms would not enable one to predict the properties of molecules of
            water such as its surface tension and boiling point, and so on to cells, individual behavior, and group behavior. The phenomenon
            of emergent properties reveals a central methodological problem in this history: the impossibility of achieving a fully integrated
            history of causal analysis that would include subatomic, atomic, molecular, biological, individual psychological, and collective
            social causation.
         

         
         
         
         
         That problem is further complicated by the different sorts of phenomena treated by novelists, philosophers, natural scientists,
            and social scientists. While they are all concerned with causality, they approach it in radically different ways with different
            purposes and different criteria for precision, evidence, and argumentation. A few novelists draw on scientific findings, while
            the arrow of influence almost never goes the other way.57Formal thinkers such as Darwin, Spencer, Lamarck, Mendel, Weismann, Nietzsche, Freud, Wittgenstein, Sartre, and Derrida exert
            some direct influence on murder novelists, and I have been attentive to such influences.
         

         
         
         
         
         This study is primarily an interpretive history of changing ideas about causality (the epistemology of causality), but such
            a history cries out for some causal explanation of those changing ideas based on changing ways in which people actually experienced
            causality (the ontology of causality). While my primary focus is on those ideas, in every chapter (usually at the end) I do
            consider concrete historical developments that helped shape new experiences of causality as well as thinking about it. The
            major concrete historical influence is the increasing division of intellectual labor and analytical precision that resulted
            from the rise of new academic disciplines in universities and from the increasing specialization among professionals such
            as doctors and lawyers, whose diagnoses and briefs rested ultimately on causal analysis. A related influence is the increasing
            complexity and interdependence of social relations and market activities in cities, which also increased reliance on a wide
            range of highly specialized professionals. The expansion of capitalism in scale and scope brought more remote and complex
            productive and distributive forces to bear on local activities. Industrial production became the consequence of ever more
            temporally and spatially remote psychological, social, technological, and economic determinants, creating a potential market
            for new professionals who were trained to analyze specific causal actions.
         

         
         
         
         
         Among the most concrete historical influences on the experience of causality are the new transportation and communication
            technologies. Across the years of my study the telegraph, railroad, telephone, automobile, airplane, cinema, radio, television,
            computer, and Internet accelerated communication and transportation across time and space to create new paths and variable
            speeds of transportation and information flow, including computerized global communications networks, which reworked the experience
            of causality for everyone. The same communication and transportation technologies that expanded the spatial and temporal range
            of causal action in social relations and economic undertakings also revolutionized how individuals became motivated to commit
            murder and carried it out. A number of fictional murderers, and especially serial murderers, found their victims or became
            worked up about something they learned about them from modern communication technologies such as newspapers, movies, and television—media
            they also used to follow investigations into their own murderous acts and observe their growing public reputations afterward.
            In Richard Wright’s Native Son (1940), Bigger Thomas first becomes attracted to the woman he will eventually kill when he and his friends masturbate while
            looking at her in a newsreel shown in a movie theater, and he commits a cover-up murder of someone else in reaction to the
            attack on him in the newspapers while he is still at large.58One murderer from Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1965) dreamed of “fast money” from finding hidden treasures he learned about in travel magazines and movies such as The Treasure of Sierra Madre, which he had seen eight times. The serial killer in Kerr’s A Philosophical Investigation (1992) revels in the fact that “you kill enough people, you get your story in the papers all the time” (176). In DeLillo’s
            Libra (1988), Lee Harvey Oswald targets JFK by watching him on television and then imagines himself being seen live on TV as he
            is being shot by Jack Ruby. In Thomas Harris’s Red Dragon, a serial killer finds his victims from the home videos he processes in the laboratory where he works and makes a movie of
            his slaughter of a family, which he then uses to arouse himself for subsequent killings.59

         
         
         
         
         In real life, the causal role of media technology is operative in copycat killings, terrorism, and the murder of media celebrities
            and political leaders—including, most famously, the assassination of John Lennon in 1980 by Mark David Chapman and the attempted
            assassination of Ronald Reagan in 1981 by John Hinckley, who was morbidly inspired by the movie Taxi Driver and the movie actress Jodie Foster. After seeing the movie A Clockwork Orange, Arthur Bremer changed his assassination target from Richard Nixon to George Wallace. The motivation for September 11 was
            likely shaped in part by the conspicuous American values, economy, foreign policy, and lifestyle that were communicated around
            the world by television and movies and symbolized by the World Trade Center.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sometimes the most important things in history are the most obvious. I had mixed feelings about my argument for this huge
            subject turning out to be as obvious as a cliché—that the more one knows, the more one realizes how little one knows. Its
            obviousness meant that it was easy to grasp, although it also suggested that the argument might be trivial. But the force
            of my argument about the specificity-uncertainty dialectic is not its unexpected nature but its broad applicability, which
            implies that there just might be a unifying sense to the history of such a fundamental concept as causality that grounds many
            natural and social sciences and also shapes how novelists over the past 170 years made their characters’ actions plausible.
            My argument integrates the various modes of changing thought about the increasing specificity, multiplicity, complexity, probability,
            and uncertainty that are evident in a wide range of sources from genetics, neuroscience, and psychoanalysis to sociology,
            existential philosophy, and murder novels. That integration also embraces a set of concrete developments in the ontology of
            causality, as it was shaped by the increasing division of labor among research professionals, the increasingly complex and
            interdependent life in modern cities and industrial capitalism, and new technologies of communication and transportation.
            Making that argument involved a comparative cultural history of thinking about the nature of causal explanation across two
            ages—Victorian to modern. The scale of that undertaking obliged me to focus on the act of murder. That approach made it possible
            to identify a coherent evidentiary base for a broad cultural history of causality, and while the overall argument about that
            history was as simple as a cliché, its elaboration proved to be richly varied and endlessly surprising.
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         Ancestry

         
         
         
         
         IN THE COURSE of the nineteenth century, as industrialism and urbanism transformed life beyond recognition and beyond conventional
            explanations, new disciplines emerged that looked increasingly to the past for causal understanding of human origins and the
            meaning of life. Geologists and paleontologists found evidence of evolution in the earth’s strata and the fossil record; anthropologists
            and archaeologists dug information out of buried civilizations; philologists charted the emergence of modern languages from
            ancient ones; biologists looked for the origins of human anatomy in embryological development; and psychologists sought the
            origins of adult mental life in the mind of the child. The century’s most influential thinkers developed historical approaches
            to knowledge; Hegel, Comte, Marx, Darwin, Spencer, and Freud interpreted how things came to be as a result of conflict and
            resolution out of the way things were. The scale of this shift has been forcefully assessed by Carl Schorske: “Never in the
            history of European culture had Clio enjoyed such preeminence—not to say hegemony—as in the mid-nineteenth century. . . .
            History’s mode of thought and its temporal perspective penetrated most fields of learning, while models of the past inspired
            the nineteenth century’s arts.”1

         
         
         
         
         Victorian personal lives were rooted in an ancestry of dynastic pedigrees and family genealogies, of portrait galleries and
            photo albums.2 Expert thinking about the mechanism of ancestral influence diverged widely, but it centered on the erroneous belief that some
            blending of parents’ sexual fluids transmitted to children a blending of their inherited as well as acquired characteristics.
            The causal force of ancestry loomed large among Victorians, whose ignorance about the mechanism of hereditary transmission
            fueled exaggerated fears about how children will inherit their ancestors’ birth defects, diseases, and vices along with their
            ideas, property, and social standing. A few of the many Victorian fictional characters who inherit plot-turning financial
            legacies include Jane Eyre, Pip, Dorothea Brooke, and Jude Fawley, while legacies of degeneration pass to Jonas Chuzzlewit,
            Jean Des Esseintes, Little Father Time, and Hanno Buddenbrook. Thomas Hardy explained how a simple genealogy could inspire
            a novelist to flesh out such complex stories: family trees “may be transformed into a palpitating drama . . . and anybody
            practiced in raising images from such genealogies finds himself unconsciously filling into the framework the motives, passions,
            and personal qualities.”3 More recently, the critic Patricia Tobin documented the pervasiveness of “the genealogical imperative” in the Victorian novel
            in which “the individual member is guaranteed both identity and legitimacy through the tracing of his lineage back to the
            founding father, the family’s origin and first cause.”4

         
         
         
         
         On the ancestral causes of murder, Victorian novelists and researchers explored five periods of time prior to birth: animal
            ancestry, remote human ancestry, recent human ancestry, moment of conception, and pregnancy.
         

         
         
         
         
         ANIMAL ANCESTRY

         
         
         
         
         The idea that human beings inherit traits from animal progenitors was supported by recapitulation theory and Darwin’s theory
            of evolution.
         

         
         
         
         
         Recapitulation emerged in Germany in the early nineteenth century among “teleo-mechanists” who sought to find laws of purposive
            development based on the differentiation of structures in the developing embryo to show how individual life (ontogeny) paralleled
            the history of the species (phylogeny).5 In 1821 Johann Meckel argued that the embryonic development of complex animals recapitulates and ascends the hierarchy of
            the organizational forms of lower animals from fish to reptile to mammal. “The development of the individual organism obeys
            the same laws as the development of the whole animal series: that is to say, the higher animal, in its gradual evolution,
            essentially passes through the same permanent organic stages which lie below it.”6 In 1836 the American biologist Louis Agassiz extended recapitulation into a triple parallel between fossil history, embryological
            development, and rank in classification, all of which documented the animal origins of human existence.7 In 1857 he concluded, “The phases of development of all animals correspond to the order of succession of their extinct representatives
            in past geological times.”8

         
         
         
         
         Some scientists viewed recapitulation as a function of a divine purpose or life force inherent in organic matter; for others
            it came from the repetition of simple chemical or biological processes repeated in ever more complex patterns. But in spite
            of all the controversy, recapitulationists agreed that human instinct, anatomy, intelligence, and memory derive from animal
            ancestors, are recapitulated during embryological development, and are retained with modifications in adult human beings.
         

         
         
         
         
         Recapitulation enjoyed broad support in the last third of the nineteenth century. Its most famous German proponent was Ernst
            Haeckel, whose General Morphology (1866) was based on a biogenetic law that ontogeny is a compressed recapitulation of the adult stages of ancestry and therefore
            is caused by phylogeny.9 His Natural History of Man (1868) depicted an evolutionary tree pasted over with markers for human ancestors ranging from tiny organisms at the bottom
            of the trunk up to humans at the top branches. The English read about recapitulation in Henry Maudsley’s Body and Mind (1870): “every human brain does, in the course of its development, pass through the same stages as the brains of other vertebrate
            animals, [and] the stages of its development in the womb may be considered the abstract and brief chronicle of a series of
            developments that have gone through countless ages in nature.”10

         
         
         
         
         Animal ancestry became downright threatening after the appearance of On the Origin of Species in 1859. This book, which revolutionized conceptions of human nature, had, amazingly, only one sentence about humans: “Light
            will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.” 11 The rest was primarily about animals, but many Victorians were shocked by its implications about the origin of human beings.
         

         
         
         
         
         To some troubled observers, Darwin replaced the creative hand of God with the germ plasm of an ape. In place of a comforting
            belief in the divine creation of each species, Darwin proposed a discomforting first cause by common descent from some ape-like
            ancestor or even, before that, from some microorganism drifting through primeval ooze.12 All species may have “one progenitor,” Darwin hypothesized, and may “have descended from one ancient but unseen parent.”13 Thomas Huxley linked the human brain phylogenetically to a rat’s by arguing in Man’s Place in Nature (1863) that “Nature has provided us . . . with an almost complete series of gradations from brains little higher than that
            of a rodent, to brains little lower than that of man” (115).
         

         
         
         
         
         The abundant evidence for evolution from an ape-like ancestor radically demoted human beings from their traditional position
            as the pinnacle of all life. Some evolutionists became obsessed with finding the “missing link” in the ancestral chain, which
            could complete the line back to that transition creature between animal and man. To that end, much excitement was generated
            in 1857, before Origin of Species, by the discovery of the Neanderthal skull with prominent eyebrow ridges, which the paleontologist Richard Owen concluded
            were similar to gorilla eyebrow ridges and therefore proof that the missing link was ape-like. The even more primitive Java
            man was discovered by Eugene Dubois in 1891. In The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), Darwin linked humans to animals with pictures of frightened cats with bristled fur and angry dogs showing bared teeth.
            In between man and animals, he speculated, “our semi-human progenitors uncovered their canine teeth when prepared for battle,
            as we still do when feeling ferocious.”14 Following Darwin, the field of comparative psychology began comparing human mental activity with that of lower animals.
         

         
         
         
         
         Many Victorians associated animal origins with the instinct to kill. Before Darwin, Tennyson’s In Memoriam (1850) evoked the killing ground of nature with a disturbing image of “Nature, red in tooth and claw.” While natural selection
            was phrased in euphemistic terms about favorable adaptations and chances of survival, it could more accurately have been termed
            evolution by a killing of the weak, sick, and congenitally deformed. Darwin offered a striking example: “It may be difficult,”
            he wrote, “but we ought to admire the savage instinctive hatred of the queen-bee, which urges her instantly to destroy the
            young queens her daughters as soon as born . . . for undoubtedly this is for the good of the community.”15

         
         
         
         
         Hugo invoked animal atavism in Les Misérables (1862) to explain the behavior of his thief Jean Valjean: “it was not the man who had stolen; it was the animal which, from
            habit and instinct, had brutally set its foot on the coin” (117). Atavistic murderous impulses wreak havoc over generations
            in Zola’s novels about the Rougon-Macquart family. The title of one of them, La bête humaine (1890), refers to the animal in humans as well as humans’ beastly nature. The novel’s main character, Jacques, inherited a
            homicidal impulse that is triggered by sexual arousal, but its deep source is a hereditary taint that originated with an event
            from the time of his animal forebears: “he had been carried away by inherited violence, the instinct for murder that in the
            primeval forests had hurled one beast onto another” (332). His lovemaking with Séverine, whom he eventually kills, is a search
            for sexual release in killing achieved “with the same agonizing pleasure as beasts disembowelling each other in mating” (235).
            Elsewhere Zola suggests that the taint may derive from sometime later “when man strangled wild beasts in the forest,” a time
            of “women-devouring savages” reenacting some “resentment passed down from male to male since the first betrayal in the depths
            of some cave” (237, 66, 67).
         

         
         
         
         
         REMOTE HUMAN ANCESTRY

         
         
         
         
         The causal function of remote human ancestry figured large in Victorian novels, which drew on Lamarck, Darwin, Lombroso, and
            theorists of organic memory.
         

         
         
         
         
         Lamarck’s theory of the hereditary transmission of acquired ancestral characteristics and experiences in evolution is a checklist
            of Victorian values; it holds that evolution follows from human intentions and efforts of the will and from the accumulated
            residue of utilitarian use and disuse to give a meaningful direction and overall purpose to the progressive achievement of
            accumulated habits and traditions from distant ancestry to the present.16 Although this “soft” theory of heredity based on the transmission of acquired characteristics was challenged by Darwin’s “hard”
            theory of natural selection through random selection, which did not allow for the transmission of acquired characteristics,
            Lamarckism prevailed throughout the century. Darwin himself repeatedly contradicted his own hard formulation to include explanations
            of how parental experiences might be transmitted.
         

         
         
         
         
         The theory of organic memory relied on a Lamarckian mechanism of hereditary transmission and on recapitulation theory to argue
            that new living forms remember and in some compressed form recapitulate the experiences of their ancestors.17 Organic memory was popularized in Germany in a lecture by Ewald Hering in 1870, On Memory as a General Function of Organized Matter, which defined memory as a basic reproductive capability of all living matter. The theory aligned memory with heredity and
            suggested that the entire history of the race was evident in the individual memory, which retains and succinctly recapitulates
            life experiences of ancestors. In 1878 the British novelist Samuel Butler incorporated the theory in arguing that the small
            ovum from which we have sprung “has a potential recollection of all that has happened to each one of its ancestors.”18 In 1880 Butler quoted from Hering’s article to underscore the ancestral foundation of organic memory, which he eventually
            incorporated into his fiction: “We must bear in mind that every organized being now in existence represents the last link
            of an inconceivably long series of organisms, which come down in direct line of descent, and of which each has inherited a
            part of the acquired characteristics of its predecessors.”19 The theory grounded human causality in a dynamic embodied memory that united mind and body in a sequential development through
            species, races, nations, and family ancestries.
         

         
         
         
         
         Darwin’s original formulation of natural selection was a theory of ancestral influence based on the progressive accumulation
            of slight and successive variations. Although he accepted that some variations were random, he could not accept that all were
            random, unaffected by ancestral experience. The first edition of Origin of Species held that no acquired characteristics were inherited, but subsequent editions and later publications became increasingly Lamarckian.
            He explained this channel of inheritance with his theory of pangenesis. In sexual reproduction, every cell in the body produces
            tiny gemmules that register the experience of that cell and then flow through the blood to the gonads, where they form germ
            cells that contain gemmules from all other body cells, at all periods of development, even from past generations. During fertilization
            these gemmules are somehow combined from the male and female parent to produce progeny. In 1868 he wrote, “It is probable
            that hardly a change of any kind affects either parent without some mark being left on the germ.”20 Like so many Victorians, he was unable to believe that the prodigious efforts of a lifetime become extinct with the individual’s
            death.
         

         
         
         
         
         With solid Darwinian influence, British psychiatry affirmed clear ties between heredity and crime. Darwin had applied his
            theory of atavism to warn that “some of the worst dispositions which occasionally . . . make their appearance in families,
            may perhaps be reversion to a savage state.”21 In 1870 the Scottish prison surgeon J. B. Thomson argued that there is a distinct criminal class of “demi-civilized savages”
            who are “born into crime.” These hereditary criminals frequently inherit other disorders such as epilepsy and insanity and
            tend to be incurable.22 In 1873 Maudsley held that “in consequence of evil ancestral influences individuals are born with such a flaw or warp of nature
            that all the care in the world will not prevent them from being vicious or criminal. . . . No one can escape the tyranny of
            his organization.”23 In 1893 W. Bevan Lewis wrote that a large proportion of criminals “are the degenerate relics of an ancestry who have passed
            through the more acute stages of mental derangement.” 24 Such overheated rhetoric of ineluctable hereditarian etiology can be found at will in late Victorian journals dealing with
            mental illness and crime.
         

         
         
         
         
         Italy produced Europe’s most influential theorist of the hereditary causes of crime, Cesare Lombroso. In L’uomo deliquente (1876) (Criminal Man), he adduced massive evidence to argue that evolutionary atavisms cause the notorious “born criminal,” who reveals animal
            ancestry with visible “stigmata” such as ape-like pointed ears and a protruding jaw. Victorians were eager to displace the
            etiology of crime from current social conditions to remote human or even animal ancestral origins over which modern society
            had no control and for which it bore no responsibility. With such a theory, officials could treat born criminals as a race
            apart, their blood tainted by sins committed in the distant past.
         

         
         
         
         
         Victorian novels are rife with causal accounts of murderers based on remote ancestry backed by the theories of Lamarck, Hering,
            Darwin, or Lombroso. To explain the murderous personality of Jonas Chuzzlewit, Dickens claimed that “the more extended the
            ancestry, the greater the amount of violence.” Throughout English history “the Chuzzlewits were actively connected with diverse
            slaughterous conspiracies,” and the arch-traitor Guy Fawkes himself might have been “a scion of this remarkable stock” (51–52).
            In The House of Seven Gables (1851), Nathaniel Hawthorne invoked a two-century-old curse of Matthew Maule that God would give his unjust persecutor, Colonel
            Pyncheon, blood to drink. The colonel dies, choking on his own blood in an apoplectic fit, as does his equally evil descendant,
            Jaffrey Pyncheon, while sitting under the portrait of the colonel, whom he resembles. Although Hawthorne indicated that these
            deaths may have been from natural causes, he implied some remote ancestral etiology with the symbolism of family resemblance
            in old portraits and with revenge for a two-hundred- year-old injustice through the fulfillment of a blood curse. The preface
            made explicit Hawthorne’s moral purpose to show “that the wrong-doing of one generation lives into the successive ones.”
         

         
         
         
         
         In Paul Bourget’s The Disciple (1889), the murderous hero, Robert Breslou, confesses that he harbors “hates formerly felt by those whose sons we are and
            who continue to pursue, through us, combats of heart begun centuries ago” (181). Elsewhere he identifies his hereditary origins:
            “Persuaded as I am of the laws of prehistoric atavism, I aroused in myself . . . the rudimentary mind of the ancestral brute,
            of the man of the caves from whom I, as well as the rest of mankind, am descended” (245). The hero of Zola’s Germinal (1885) kills a rival as the “blood lust rose up in him and his will-power was swept away before the onrush of his hereditary
            taint” (478). In Nana (1880), Zola’s heroine is “descended from four or five generations of drunkards, her blood tainted by a cumulative inheritance
            of poverty and drink.” Her heredity has taken the form of an exaggeration of the sexual instinct which leads to death, if
            not murder, as she becomes “a ferment of destruction, unwittingly corrupting and disorganizing Paris between her snow-white
            thighs” (221). Frank Norris invoked Zolaesque rhetoric in McTeague (1899), about a man driven to murder by his remote ancestry. Below the good in McTeague “ran the foul stream of hereditary
            evil.” “The vices and sins of his father and of his father’s father, to the third and fourth and five hundredth generation,
            tainted him. The evil of an entire race flowed in his veins” (19).
         

         
         
         
         
         In Dracula (1897), Bram Stoker exploits the imagery of predatory impulses inherited from ancient times through the blood with Count Dracula,
            who assimilated his urge to attack from the four-hundred-year-old ancestral blood that flowed in his veins. The pedigree of
            his murderous instinct hovers between ancient human and animal, as in one vampire outing he changes into a bat and crawls
            like a lizard down the wall of his castle. His victim Lucy devolves into a savage beast who sucks the blood of children. Although
            Dracula ingests his victims’ blood rather than transfuses it, Stoker implies that somehow it got into his veins. For all the
            dangers explored in Dracula, Stoker was unaware of the danger of a transfusion from someone with a different blood type. The specificity of blood types
            was pioneered within four years of the publication of the novel by an Austrian researcher who distinguished blood types, labeled
            A, B, and O, which explained why fatalities following blood transfusions were so common throughout the nineteenth century.25

         
         
         
         
         Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891) is about a Victorian murderess harking back to remote ancestors. Parental pressure sets tragedy in motion after Tess’s
            father learns that he is descended from an ancient aristocratic family. First she is raped by Alec, posing as her “cousin”
            and a d’Urberville. For her rape by a sham relative Hardy offers an ironic explanation: “doubtless some of Tess d’Urberville’s
            mailed ancestors rollicking home from a fray had dealt the same measure even more ruthlessly towards peasant girls of their
            time” (119). Since Alec is no blood relative, this explanation is invalid, even by nineteenth-century ways of thinking, but
            still Hardy offered it as part of the explanatory mix. Tess’s husband Angel Claire tells her of the legend that some d’Urberville
            of the sixteenth or seventeenth century committed a dreadful crime, and later she learns that it concerned “a murder, committed
            by one of the family, centuries ago” (280, 437). On their wedding night Angel takes Tess to one of her family’s dilapidated
            mansions where she sees a portrait gallery of her ancestors with treacherous narrow eyes and large teeth. After learning of
            her rape, Angel charges that “decrepit families imply decrepit wills” and accuses Tess of being “the belated seedling of an
            effete aristocracy” (302). After learning that she killed Alec, Angel wonders “what obscure strain in the d’Urberville blood
            had led to this aberration” (475).
         

         
         
         
         
         In 1890, while writing Tess, Hardy read August Weismann. There he could have found scientific evidence against the Lamarckian notion that an actual murder
            centuries earlier could influence anyone in a later generation to commit a specific deed such as a murder. Still, in successive
            revisions of the novel, he made Tess increasingly subject to hereditary degeneration.26 Nine months after publishing the novel, Hardy told an interviewer: “The murder that Tess commits is the hereditary quality
            . . . working out in this impoverished descendant of a once noble family.”27 Although Hardy distanced himself from Angel’s theorizing about ancestral destiny causing a specific murder, he endorsed popular
            views that governed the Victorian belief that the force of ancestral influence somehow coursed through the blood and determined
            the workings of fate.
         

         
         
         
         
         RECENT HUMAN ANCESTRY

         
         
         
         
         The causal role of recent ancestry derived from the theories about remote ancestry as well as degeneration theory. Historians
            and politicians made depressing analyses of current problems and dire predictions for the future, drawing evidence of degeneration
            from physics, medicine, evolutionary biology, sociology, psychiatry, and criminal anthropology.
         

         
         
         
         
         In a stunning essay of 1852, the physicist William Thomson (Lord Kelvin) generalized the second law of thermodynamics into
            “a universal tendency in nature to the dissipation of mechanical energy.” In conclusion he made the ominous claim that “within
            a finite period of time past, the earth must have been, and within a finite period of time to come the earth must again be,
            unfit for the habitation of man as at present constituted, unless operations have been or are to be performed, which are impossible
            under the laws to which the known operations going on at present in the material world are subject.”28 This law hypothesized that the entropy of the universe is increasing and consequently that warm bodies tend to lose heat to
            cooler bodies. As a result, the sun will cool, and life on earth will freeze to death. In medicine, discoveries about contagion
            from the 1860s to the 1880s revealed how germs were supposedly pooling in ever greater concentrations and virulence, causing
            hereditary degeneration. The apparent rise in tuberculosis and syphilis, spiked by what many thought to be an overworked and
            oversexed population, seemed to demonstrate the spread of killer bugs everywhere from congested cities to the individual bloodstream,
            from crowded brothels to marriage beds. In a letter of 1881 the influential French historian Hippolyte Taine wrote of “the
            morbid germ which entered the blood of a diseased society [and] caused fever, delirium, and revolutionary convulsions.” 29 Evolutionary theory, specifically Darwin’s theory of reversion to earlier forms, was also used to explain degenerative tendencies.
            Social thinkers believed that environmental poisons and social pressures somehow made their way into germ cells (whatever
            they were), further intensifying degeneration from parent to child. From about 1885 to World War I, as Robert Nye concluded,
            degeneration theory “asserted practically an imperialistic sway over all public and professional discourse concerning individual
            and social pathologies.”30

         
         
         
         
         Psychiatrists in France, United States, Germany, and England saw degeneration progressively corrupting ancestral lines with
            physical, mental, and moral deterioration. In 1857 the French psychiatrist B. A. Morel introduced the term dégénérescence in a treatise that outlined how a family line could die out over four generations, beginning with nervousness and moral depravity
            in the first generation, neurosis and alcoholism in the second, defective intellect and mental disorders in the third, and
            congenital deformities and sterility in the fourth.31 This sequence was caused by myriad biological and social factors and could effect most anything—hernias, alcoholism, impotence,
            suicide, moral corruption, insanity, and crime. This confusion of pathological scenarios was shunted through a theory that
            centered on the explanatory concept of degeneration, which became a catchall for the apparent ills of the age: overwork and
            laziness, hyperrefinement and primitivism, hypernervousness and nervous exhaustion, boredom and mania, premature senility
            and infantilism, English homosexuality and French infertility. Charles Féré applied it to crime in Dégénérescence et criminalité (1888), which added a poisonous environment along with a hereditary lesion to the mounting list of factors liable to cause
            a hereditary taint in “the neuropathic family” that breeds insanity and crime.32 As the historian Daniel Pick concluded, dégénérescence became “the ultimate signifier of pathology. . . . It explained everything and nothing as it moved back and forth between
            the clinic, the novel, the newspaper, and the government investigation.”33

         
         
         
         
         Etiologies of degeneration abound in period fiction: Huysmans, Laforge, Maeterlinck, and Péladan. Source material on degeneration
            came from psychiatric case histories and court records, from Baudelaire’s poems and the Goncourts’ journals, from Bourget’s
            essays and Zola’s novels.34 The murderess in Zola’s Thérèse Raquin (1867) has inherited the “degenerative” blood of her dangerously seductive mother. Thérèse burns for revenge against the aunt
            who adopted her and made her live with her sickly son, whom Thérèse is forced to marry (and ultimately murders), fulfilling
            a degenerate ancestral destiny.
         

         
         
         
         
         American psychiatry also emphasized somatic etiology along with hereditary degeneration. Researchers fused these approaches
            by claiming that heredity caused structural malformations, if not actual lesions, that created a susceptibility to physical
            disease and pathogenic social pressures, which in turn could trigger crime. In 1872 Charles Brace offered such a grab-bag
            causal explanation of a nine-year-old with criminal tendencies: “The ‘gemmules’ or latent tendencies, or forces, or cells
            of her immediate ancestors were in her system and working in her blood, producing irresistible effects on her brain, nerves,
            and mental emotions.”35 In “The Jukes”: A Study in Crime, Pauperism, Disease, and Heredity (1877), Richard Dugdale made one American family synonymous with hereditary degeneration. He traced reversion and atavism
            in the Juke family, all with “Juke blood,” that produced a “criminal stock” including 1,200 bastards, beggars, prostitutes,
            syphilitics, thieves, and murderers.36 References to the Jukes were common among later thinkers who recommended removing the hereditary taint in society by forced
            sterilization of criminals, a procedure later called negative eugenics.37

         
         
         
         
         In 1900 August Drähms, the resident chaplain at San Quentin Prison, explained the genesis of an “instinctive homicidal proclivity”
            with an adaptation of Weismann’s theory of the continuity of the germ plasm: “In almost every instance it is the direct entailment
            of a precriminalistic stock whose antecedent moral ideals were low, and whose nature had already received the inviolable impress
            of the pregenital taint to be transmitted to the descendant with the unerring certainty characteristic of Nature in all her
            ways.” The “congenital offender,” he concluded, “is the entailed inheritance from ancestral germ-plasm . . . carrying in its
            current and inoculating that new life with the very germs of theft and murder already stirring in the blood of its progenitor
            ages back.”38 Such protracted speculation, using ten synonyms for heredity in a single sentence, strained to channel the complex etiology
            of crime through the single concept of hereditary degeneration, supplying medico-psychiatric prestige for a repetitious monocausal
            explanation. Lacking specific knowledge of the causes of crime based on experimental evidence, Victorians sometimes compensated
            with rhetorical excess. In 1897 another American psychiatrist linked the singularity of hereditary etiology with its universality:
            “the laws of heredity are fixed and unchangeable as those of gravitation, heat, light, or any others known; and one of those
            is that like begets like.”39

         
         
         
         
         In Germany, Max Nordau listed in his immensely popular alarmist tract, Degeneration (1892), the signs of cultural and moral decline. Without the restraint of any clear understanding of the causes of hereditary
            degeneration, Nordau was free to elaborate a long list of its causes leading to such diverse effects as neurasthenia, immorality,
            sacrilege, and anarchy as well as Nietzsche’s megalomania, Verlaine’s erotomania, Huysmans’ decadence, Wagner’s graphomania,
            Wilde’s aestheticism, and Maeterlinck’s mysticism.40 German playwrights Richard Voss and Wolfgang Kirchback explored the consequences of familial degeneration, as did Hauptmann
            in Before Sunrise (1889), which dramatized the effects of familial degeneration from recent ancestry.41

         
         
         
         
         In England the essayist George Henry Lewes surveyed research on animals and humans to support the hereditary transmission
            of acquired habits. To evidence from breeders on how horses transmit acquired “vicious dispositions,” Lewes added that “the
            ‘thieving propensity’ is transmitted from father to son through generations,” and “murder, like talent, runs in families.”42 Maudsley stressed recent ancestry in the causes of degeneration that led to mental illness and crime: “The different forms
            of insanity that occur in young children . . . are always traceable to nervous disease in the preceding generation.”43 He combined Lombroso’s criminal anthropology, Morel’s stages of dégénérescence, and Darwin’s theory of regression with a broad indictment of the increasingly pathogenic effect of urban life.
         

         
         
         
         
         English fiction abounds with explanations of murder from degenerative ancestors. In Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), Elizabeth Braddon invoked it to explain the insanity that caused the murderous acts of her heroine: “a hereditary
            disease transmitted to her from her mother, who had died mad.” Audley’s secret is the hereditary disease that had emerged in her mother at the moment of her birth. When Audley’s own child is born, she explains,
            “the crisis which had been fatal to my mother arose for me . . . the hereditary taint that was in my blood.” Later she refers
            to it as “the hidden taint that I had sucked in with my mother’s milk” (348, 393). Her confusion about when she inherited
            her taint was typical in an age when experts were confused. In a morbid circularity of ancestral causation, she attempts to
            kill because of a hereditary taint in order to keep secret her hereditary taint.
         

         
         
         
         
         Even light-handed Oscar Wilde indulged in some heavy-handed ancestral explanation for his murderer in The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). Dorian believes that his “flesh was tainted with the monstrous maladies of the dead.” He wanders through a family
            portrait gallery of beautiful, sensuous women and evil, sinister men “whose blood flowed in his veins” and wonders about his
            own ancestry: “Had some strange poisonous germ crept from body to body till it had reached his own?” (157, 158). For the Victorians,
            such speculations were indeed metaphorical, but, compared with moderns, these were taken more seriously and energized by confused
            theories of heredity. Wilde interrupts the conventional causal scenario of the nineteenth-century portrait, in which real
            faces determined the images of them in paintings, with a unique portrait of Dorian that itself does the aging and shows the
            effects of his dissolute life while his actual face remains young and beautiful. Years later, Dorian murders the portrait
            artist after he asks to see the portrait that Dorian has kept hidden. Dorian suspects that letting the artist discover that
            the now degenerate face on the portrait has miraculously substituted for the actual degeneration of his own face might somehow
            end the miracle and restore his actual face to its deservedly degenerate condition marked by his own evil deeds.
         

         
         
         
         
         Several murderers hunted by Sherlock Holmes are tainted by degenerate ancestry. In “The Speckled Band” (1892), Dr. Roylott,
            who murders his stepdaughter to prevent her from inheriting money upon her marriage, is the last survivor of one of the oldest
            Saxon families in England, which went into progressive decline in “four successive heirs” over a century (possibly modeled
            after Morel’s four generations of dégénérescence). The surviving daughter tells Holmes that “violence of temper approaching mania has been hereditary in the men of the family.”
            In “The Final Problem” (1894), Holmes explains that his archrival, Professor Moriarty, “has hereditary tendencies of the most
            diabolical kind.” In The Hound of the Baskervilles (1901), a reversion to ancestral evil motivates the murderer Stapleton, who kills the family patriarch for an inheritance.
            Holmes discovers a portrait of the original bad Baskerville, Hugo, from 1647 with “a lurking devil in his eyes” that resembles
            Stapleton, “an interesting instance of a throw-back” to primordial family evil (139).44 In “The Empty House” (1903), Holmes draws on evolutionary reversion to explain the ancestral origins of the murderer Colonel
            Moran: “There are some trees, Watson, which grow to a certain height and suddenly develop some unsightly eccentricity. You
            will see it often in humans. I have a theory that the individual represents in his development the whole procession of his
            ancestors, and that such a sudden turn to good or evil stands for some strong influence which came into the line of his pedigree.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Conrad’s The Secret Agent (1907) is transitional between Victorian degeneration theory and more modern views of criminal motivation, because it explains
            the murder with Victorian hereditarianism but mocks the degeneration theory on which it was based. Winnie Verloc stabs her
            husband to death after she learns that he accidentally killed her mentally retarded younger brother, Stevie, while the two
            were on an anarchist mission. Conrad’s account of Winnie’s homicidal act suggests her remote ancestral heritage. “Into that
            plunging blow . . . Mrs Verloc had put all the inheritance of her immemorial and obscure descent, the simple ferocity of the
            age of caverns, and the unbalanced nervous fury of the age of bar-rooms” (234). “The age of caverns” is from Victorian theorizing
            about animal atavisms, although Conrad concentrated on more recent motives, beginning with Winnie’s emotional reaction to
            overhearing how Stevie was blown to bits by the premature explosion of Verloc’s bomb. In the end Conrad mocks degeneration
            theory by presenting it through the cowardly anarchist Ossipan, groping to rationalize his betrayal of Winnie by taking her
            money and then abandoning her: Ossipan “gazed scientifically at that woman, the sister of a degenerate, a degenerate herself—of
            a murdering type. He gazed at her and invoked Lombroso” (259). In the twentieth century the idea of explaining any murder
            from animal ancestry or Lombroso’s hereditary criminal type became suspect, and murderers typically did not look the part.
            In place of the Victorians’ linear and positivist explanatory models, moderns offered more multiple, complex, and probabilistic
            explanations and drew spiritual and artistic sustenance from the increasing uncertainty.
         

         
         
         
         
         MOMENT OF CONCEPTION

         
         
         
         
         While most Victorian thinkers screened their confusion about ancestral causality by displacing its source to shadowy stretches
            of family history, remote antiquity, or even caveman times, some focused on the state of the parents during sexual intercourse,
            which most also believed to be the moment of conception. The historian Charles Rosenberg concluded that in America, “both
            popular and scientific treatises warned throughout the century of the need to conceive children only when both parents were
            relaxed, well-rested, and affectionate. Tension, hostility, even exhaustion during intercourse could result in weak and unhealthy
            offspring.” 45 The father was thought to contribute body stature and intellect, while the mother contributed inner organs and temperament.
            In Transmission; or Variation of Character through the Mother (1877), the American essayist Georgiana Kirby argued that both parents’ condition during the sex act was important. As she
            urged hopeful mothers, “Never run the risk of conception when you are sick or over-tired or unhappy; or when your husband
            is sick, or recovering from sickness, exhausted, or depressed,” she warned, “for the bodily condition of the child, its vigor
            and magnetic qualities, are much affected by conditions ruling this great moment.”46 In 1879 the popular moralist J. H. Kellogg maintained that “the moment of the performance of the generative act” can be a
            source of crime, because “the unhappy or immoral thoughts of one alone at the critical moment when life is imparted may fix
            for eternity a foul blot upon a character yet unformed.”47 Others argued that if a mother were intoxicated at the moment of conception the offspring would be an alcoholic; if she were
            overly aroused, the offspring would be demented. In The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), Stevenson suggested how seriously Victorians worried about the state of mind of a father at the moment of conception.
            In a dark-comedic account (no doubt unintended) Dr. Jekyll laments the troubled circumstances of the moment of his “conception”
            of his perverse double, Mr. Hyde: “had I risked the experiment while under the empire of generous or pious aspirations, all
            must have been otherwise, and from these agonies of death and birth I had come forth an angel instead of a fiend” (45). Although
            we have no idea what is in the mixture that brings about the transformation, Stevenson’s account strains even Victorian fantasies
            of generation to suggest that Hyde would have come out generous and pious if Jekyll’s mood had been different when he concocted
            the drug that brought Hyde’s character into being.
         

         
         
         
         
         Victorians emphasized the moment of impregnation, when a lifelong accumulation of physical and psychic experience of both
            parents was somehow channeled into offspring. Misunderstanding of the mechanism of that process was sometimes veiled by overblown
            Victorian rhetoric, such as O. S. Fowler’s in a popular marriage manual: “And it is this combined and concentrated, as well as high-wrought, inter-communion of every physical, every intellectual, every moral element and function of humanity in generation as it is by constitution, which renders the pleasure attendant on this double repast so indescribably exalted and beatific to those who spiritually love each other or in proportion thereto; besides being the ONLY means of augmenting and perfecting the intellectuality and morality of its product—redoubling more and more as its handmaid
            love becomes more and more perfect, and thereby enhances, and also unites, in this holy alliance, faculty after faculty, till
            finally, when both love and generation have their perfect, and of course united, work, they embrace within the wide range of their sanctified enjoyment, every animal, every intellectual, every moral, organ
            and function, and element of man’s entire constitution!”48 Fowler’s frenetic prose replicates the sex act itself: Laced with italics and prolonged as though he could not bear to bring
            his sentence to an end, it strains to convey the exclusivity and totality of a marriage yielding an offspring that embodies
            the parents’ thoughts, morals, emotions, and physical traits all in proportion to the intensity and spirituality of their
            love, united under the witness and sanction of God.
         

         
         
         
         
         PREGNANCY

         
         
         
         
         Even though motherhood was a defining experience of a Victorian woman’s life, pregnancy was obscured by the conspiracy of
            silence about sex.49 And because pregnancy was the only period without ancestral or direct paternal influence, research on it, conducted mainly
            by men, was skewed to minimize fears about the father’s irrelevance and to maximize concerns about the mother’s responsibility.
         

         
         
         
         
         The idea that the fetus is affected by the mother’s thoughts and emotions had appeared in philosophy and fiction since antiquity.
            Without a clear understanding of sexual reproduction, Victorian experts speculated wildly about how during pregnancy the fetus
            can also be affected by its mother’s blood and sex organs as well as her food and drink. In 1868 William A. Hammond, a New
            York physician, cited more than a dozen writers who gave examples of pregnant women seeing something shocking and then imprinting
            a mark of that shock on their baby. One saw a leech on someone’s foot and then bore a child with the “mark of a leech” on
            the same spot. Although Hammond conceded that there was no general acceptance that the mother’s mind can directly affect the
            fetus, “many of the most eminent physiologists hold to it, and among the people at large throughout the civilized world .
            . . it is received with unquestioning faith.” He suggested an explanation: “The blood which circulates through [the fetus’s]
            body is separated from her blood by an exceedingly thin membrane and is thus impressed with the mental characteristics . .
            . which arise from her brain and nervous system.” He therefore urged pregnant women to avoid anger, sexual desire, or envy,
            as these might adversely affect their children. As he noted, “Within the womb a new connection is set up between the ovum
            and the mother—that of the blood; and it is through this medium that all impressions from her mind to her offspring must pass.”50

         
         
         
         
         One pregnant woman’s emotional shock explains the genesis of a murderer in E.T.A. Hoffmann’s “Mademoiselle de Scudéry” (1816).
            René Cardillac is a brilliant goldsmith who develops an uncontrollable compulsion to kill customers and repossess the exquisite
            jewels he has created and sold to them. On being caught, he explains that when his mother was pregnant with him, she had been
            captivated by an ornately jeweled Spanish cavalier who attempted to seduce her. A struggle ensued and he died. Her resultant
            trauma caused the unborn child’s subsequent homicidal mania. In Oliver Wendell Holmes’s novel Elsie Venner (1859), a monstrous child is born to a pregnant woman terrorized by a snake, this being “an ante-natal impression which had
            mingled an alien element in her nature.”51

         
         
         
         
         For other thinkers, a child could be shaped by its mother’s experiences prior to pregnancy, especially a former pregnancy.
            This supposed causal influence fascinated breeders and researchers beginning in 1820, when Lord Morton reported to the British
            Royal Society that his chestnut mare had bred two generations of foals with stripes that came not from her or the black Arabian
            that sired them but from the sire of her first foal, a striped horse called a quagga.52 In 1892 Weismann named the phenomenon telegony, meaning offspring at a distance, or, more precisely, the direct influence of male gametes on a female’s reproductive system
            and consequently on all of her subsequent offspring.53 “The concept of telegony,” wrote Harriet Ritvo, “was almost universally believed by nineteenth-century breeders and fanciers
            and widely accepted within the zoological community.”54

         
         
         
         
         Victorian researchers offered two scenarios for telegony: (1) the direct impact of a pregnancy, possibly even mere intercourse,
            on a female’s sex organs, which subsequently affects a second fetus (called maternal infection), and (2) the indirect impact of the sire’s hereditary characteristics on a fetus, which pass to the mother during pregnancy
            and then are transmitted to any subsequent fetus, possibly through maternal-fetal blood exchange (called maternal inoculation).
         

         
         
         
         
         A distinguished proponent of maternal infection was Louis Agassiz, who believed that a first pregnancy permanently “affects
            the whole system, the sexual system especially; and in the sexual system the ovary to be impregnated hereafter is so modified
            by the first act that later impregnations do not efface that first impression.”55 Darwin risked undermining his theory of natural selection with his efforts to explain telegony by gemmules from the sire of
            a mother’s earlier pregnancy collecting in her gonad’s germ cells and then being passed to her subsequent fetus. In 1868 he
            maintained that Lord Morton’s studhorse affected the character of the offspring subsequently delivered by his mare. He concluded
            that in general “it is certain that [the mother’s] ovaria are sometimes affected by a previous impregnation, so that the ovules
            subsequently fertilized by a distinct male are plainly influenced in character.”56

         
         
         
         
         While Zola’s hereditary killers are tainted from remote ancestry, if not animal forebears, some of his other characters are
            tainted by a prior pregnancy. He was influenced in this thinking by the hereditarian theory of Prosper Lucas and by the popular
            psychology of Jules Michelet, both of whom argued that a pregnancy imprints a woman forever and leaves traces that may appear
            in her subsequent children sired by another man.
         

         
         
         
         
         Lucas accepted such instances, provided they were considered atypical. 57 Michelet believed them to be typical, arguing that “woman, once impregnated, carries her husband everywhere in herself. .
            . . A widow with a second husband often has children who resemble the first.”58 Zola went further back in time with a heroine in Madeleine Férat (1868) who is physiologically tainted not from a pregnancy, but from her earlier defloration. “When Madeleine had forgotten
            herself in Jacques’s arms, her virgin flesh had received the ineffaceable imprint of the young fellow’s nature . . . [and]
            the fatality of physiological laws had bound her closely to him and filled her blood with his.” As a result her first child
            resembles her first lover Jacques instead of her first husband, its biological father.59 In a later Zola novel, Dr. Pascal’s analysis of the Rougon-Macquart family’s heredity includes “one example of transmission
            by influence, Anna [actually Nana in L’Assommoir], the daughter of Gervaise and Coupeau, who bore a striking resemblance, especially in her childhood, to Lantier, her mother’s
            first lover” (108). The Austrian philosopher Otto Weininger drew exceptional attention to maternal infection when he committed
            suicide just after publishing his dissertation, Sex and Character (1903), which maintained that the woman is “impregnated not only through the genital tract, but through every fiber of her
            being. All her life makes an impression on her and throws its image on her child.”60 Such anxious theorizing about what is and is not exchanged between mother and fetus fueled a host of Victorian anxieties about
            virginity, sexual exclusivity, and family pedigree.
         

         
         
         
         
         The second explanation, maternal inoculation, is that a sire somehow imprints its traits on the fetus, and during pregnancy
            the mother’s body absorbs those traits from the fetus and subsequently transmits them to other offspring. Lacking a clear
            understanding of how the placental barrier blocks the exchange of blood between mother and fetus, theorists suspected that
            mothers share some fetal blood, if not all of it. Therefore the father’s character traits flow in the veins of a fetus and
            consequently in the veins of the mother before and after delivery. Thereafter, any subsequent child she might have with another
            man will bear some trace of the father of the first child, because she will pump his residual character traces into the blood
            of her second fetus.
         

         
         
         
         
         William Hammond argued that “the offspring has received certain physical or mental impressions from the father; it conveys
            them through its blood to the blood of the mother, and the latter in turn gives them through the blood to a subsequent fetus
            in her womb.” The consequences of this phenomenon were ominous: “it is not uncommon to see the children of a widow by her
            second husband resemble in mind and body her first husband, provided she has had children by him.”61 Alexander Harvey offered evidence of maternal inoculation in a medical tract bearing what had to be a frightening title for
            pregnant women: On the Foetus in Utero as Inoculating the Maternal with the Peculiarities of the Paternal Organism (1886). He argued that “the fetus, partaking, as it must, of the character or peculiarities of its father inoculates therewith the blood, and, generally, the system, of its mother.”62

         
         
         
         
         August Strindberg was tormented by fear of maternal infection and inoculation, which convinced him that his children had been
            contaminated directly and indirectly by the infidelity of his wife, who, he claimed, drove him mad with uncertainty about
            his fathering role. Insane jealousy led to his distressed reasoning: “My heart’s blood transmitted through my wife’s uterus
            into the veins of their [his children’s] small bodies.”63 But if his blood could get into the veins of his children and then circulate back into his wife’s veins, so could that of
            any of his wife’s previous lovers, a fear he explored in several plays. In The Father (1887), the Captain, beginning to question whether his daughter is really his own, asks a doctor, “Is it true that if you
            cross a mare with a zebra you get striped foals?” Panicked about a phenomenon identical to Lord Morton’s mare and obviously
            aware of that specific example, the Captain asks further, “if the breeding is then continued with a stallion, the foals may
            still be striped?” The doctor assures him that such hereditary influence by a previous sire is possible. Strindberg dramatized
            those anxieties in The Creditors (1888) by having a woman’s first husband return to haunt, and eventually destroy, her second marriage. Her second husband
            is in anguish because “when the child was three years old it began to look like him, her former husband.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Strindberg also believed in psychic telegony, as did Henrik Ibsen. In The Lady from the Sea (1888), Ellida thinks she sees in her child the eyes not of its father but of a mysterious seaman who had intrigued her years
            before. In Ghosts (1881), Mrs. Alving believes that her son’s mouth resembles not that of his father but of a pastor with whom she was infatuated
            before her marriage. An article titled “Ibsen, Strindberg, and Telegony” surveyed both Scandinavian playwrights’ use of psychic
            and physiological telegony in a number of major plays in which children show the influence of an earlier intense but thwarted
            love or in which adults believe that traces of some amorous predecessor flow in their own veins. In Strindberg’s To Damascus, a former husband challenges his male successor directly: “Your child shall be mine, and I shall speak through its mouth.
            . . . I am in your blood—your lungs—your brain.”64

         
         
         
         
         The German philosopher Eduard von Hartmann wrote in 1895 that during pregnancy the mother experiences “an interchange of blood
            with a second body, whose composition is only half-conditioned by qualities inherited from the mother, the other half being
            contributed by paternally inherited characteristics.” Some of the father’s traits therefore “lie dormant within her but can
            manifest themselves all the more strikingly in the children of a later marriage. . . . The husband of a widow does not therefore
            find a clean page, but one written over by his predecessor, with whose hereditary tendencies his own must enter into conflict.”65 For the Victorians with such a view of heredity, virginity had enormous biological as well as characterological significance.
         

         
         
         
         
         Telegony may have been on the mind of Thomas Hardy when he created Tess of the d’Urbervilles and was reading Weismann. In the novel the contaminating effects of a previous pregnancy surface in the explanation for murder,
            because Tess not only inherited her remote ancestor’s destiny to kill (“a murder, committed by one of the family, centuries
            ago”), but she presumably also absorbed some traces of her rapist Alec, who left her pregnant with a child who died in infancy.
            On her wedding night her husband Angel is shocked to learn of her former pregnancy and rejects her in disgust, charging that
            she is not the woman he thought she was. He means this characterologically, but perhaps also biologically if he suspected
            that she had absorbed Alec’s essence from the pregnancy and was therefore forever tainted, because he tells her that any child
            they might have together would be tainted, adding: “You were one person; now you are another.” Angel returns to this obsession
            with the bitter question: “How can we live together while that man [Alec] lives? He being your husband in Nature, and not
            I.” If he married her, their children would become “wretches of our flesh and blood growing up under a taunt” (313). Angel’s
            chilling emphasis, “while that man lives,” suggests another possible motive for Tess to murder Alec. Angel’s word taunt also suggests taint, as if in his mind any children he might have with Tess would be exposed to taunts because of their taint. Angel’s despair
            is a culmination of the anxiety about impure blood and hereditary taints that plagued the Victorians in their ignorance of
            genetics.
         

         
         
         
         
         GENETICS AND MEDICINE

         
         
         
         
         Genetics is the pivotal science for this chapter. It came into prominence at the turn of the twentieth century and profoundly
            shaped thinking about the causal role of ancestry.66 In 1865 Gregor Mendel published the results of experiments crossing pea plants with different characteristics that revealed
            four features of hereditary transmission which, when ultimately accepted, demolished Victorian hereditarianism: (1) Characteristics
            of parent plants are transmitted in discrete units of inheritance (genes) that are present as pairs (alleles) throughout life.
            During reproduction, members of each pair of genes segregate into different reproductive cells. This being so, Victorian notions
            of a blending of parents’ traits from a blending of their reproductive units or fluids became untenable. (2) A trait, such
            as blood type, derives from the influences of both male and female alleles, although one allele is often dominant and the
            other recessive. This finding, that both parents contribute equally, refuted a cluster of Victorian theories about specific
            traits coming exclusively from the mother or the father. (3) According to Mendel’s law of independent assortment, hereditary
            influence on one trait is independent of influence on another trait. This independence undercut the notion that complex behaviors,
            such as an instinct to commit murder based on many genetically determined traits, could be inherited in toto. (4) When first-generation hybrids self-fertilize, individual traits in the next generation occur in fixed ratios, roughly
            3:1, further refuting any multiple-particle theory such as Darwin’s pangenesis.
         

         
         
         
         
         Recent scholarship has suggested that Mendel was not fully understood in 1865 because his generation was committed to a paradigm
            that made it impossible to grasp the significance of his findings. His contemporaries were more concerned with breeding new
            species by hybridization than with understanding the mechanism of heredity and so could not detach evolution from individual
            ontogenic development, a crucial distinction for the emergence of scientific genetics. Further, Mendel himself thought of
            hereditarian influence in terms of Aristotelian opposing essences and so was unable to develop the key concept of paired material
            particles as the decisive agent in hereditary transmission.67 This construction of Mendel supports my larger argument that this new approach to hereditary transmission was part of a broad
            cultural shift in thinking about the causes of human experience generally. The inability to grasp and accept Mendelism in
            full, even by Mendel himself, is evidence of the importance and tenacity of the concepts he challenged; the accurate interpretation
            of his results undercut Victorian notions of hereditary continuity, blending of sexual fluids, male or female primacy, inheritance
            of complex behaviors, and an evolution-designing mind.
         

         
         
         
         
         After 1865 scientists concentrated on finding the nature and location of reproductive units within the cell. This research
            was facilitated by the invention of the oil immersion lens (1870), along with the newly invented microtome, aniline dyes,
            and stains, which made possible more detailed observations and precise explanations. In 1875 Oscar Hertwig observed that only
            a single sperm is involved in the fertilization of a sea urchin, not a swarming of male sexual fluid causing a hereditary
            blending. In 1879 Hermann Fol actually observed a sperm penetrating an egg and the fusion of the two nuclei. These findings
            demolished preformation of the embryo in either the egg or the sperm along with other Victorian theories that fertilization
            is caused by some mechanical or chemical force exciting the egg to develop.68

         
         
         
         
         Beginning in the 1880s researchers focused on the behavior of material in the nucleus, which during cell division formed threadlike
            structures that were believed to carry out the reproductive function. By 1888 Theodore Boveri named them chromosomes. In 1885 Weismann announced “the continuity of the germ plasm” and its independence from influence by the body cells (soma),
            thereby severing hereditary transmission from any influence of acquired characteristics.69 He argued for a continuity of mindless germ plasm instead of a continuity of mindful soma. Five years later George J. Romanes
            summarized Weismann’s theory for English readers and challenged the intractable Lamarckism that had for so long justified
            Victorians’ confidence in the hereditary continuity of their hard-earned acquired characteristics. Romanes was triply blunt:
            all acquired variations are “ruled out as regards the species,” “blocked off in the first generation,” and “entirely lost
            to progeny.”70

         
         
         
         
         In 1900 Mendel was rediscovered by Hugo De Vries, Carl Correns, and Erich von Tschermak. The next year De Vries introduced
            the term mutation to account for variations but erroneously thought that mutations involved a sudden change in the phenotype rather than a change
            at the genetic level, and he had no clear understanding of how they occurred. William Bateson coined the term genetics in 1905. Four years later W. L. Johannsen coined gene for the material basis of heredity. That same year Thomas Hunt Morgan researched mutations in fruit flies, which clarified
            the mechanism for variation (mutation) and showed that genes reside on chromosomes. Two years after that Morgan introduced
            the term crossing over to account for unexpected combinations of traits in offspring coming from a breakdown in linkage during sexual reproduction.
            Since the extent of recombination was determined in part by the distance that separates genes, he reasoned that recombination
            frequencies offered a way to map genes on the chromosomes. Subsequent gene mapping vividly illustrated modernists’ increasing
            specificity of causal understanding of ancestry, although filling out the map proved to be difficult, and mapping itself charted
            a vast molecular realm that geneticists did not understand along with what that they did understand. Morgan’s work also increased
            the complexity of genetics by showing that a trait can be influenced by several different genes, that a single gene may affect
            more than one trait, and that any gene’s influence could be modified by neighboring genes. Genes not only affect traits from
            scattered segments of their chromosome (or another chromosome) but they do so at different stages of development. By 1910
            researchers had concluded that DNA molecules contained four nucleotides—guanine, adenine, cytosine, and thymine—although it
            took another forty-three years before James Watson and Francis Crick discovered how they were intertwined into a double helix
            that provides the biological information for sexual reproduction and cellular differentiation.
         

         
         
         
         
         Over the past 135 years, conceptions of the nature of the gene underwent dramatic revision, as the techniques for probing
            gene structure became increasingly refined: the gene was defined as an abstract unitary factor (Mendel, 1865); a chromosome-bound
            element (Sutton, 1903); a mutable element (Morgan, 1909); a specific portion of a chromosome whose position can be mapped
            (Sturtevant, 1911); a visible band on a chromosome (Painter, 1930s); a segment of DNA (Avery, 1944); and a sequence of codons
            that determines the amino acid sequence (Nirenberg, 1961).71

         
         
         
         
         Revolutionary developments made by geneticists since the 1970s increased the precision of DNA analytic techniques and the
            specificity of understanding how genes affect anatomy, development, pathology, health, and behavior. These developments involve
            gene mapping, recombinant DNA technology, DNA sequencing and cloning, and genetic engineering, which includes the creation
            of genetically modified plants and animals that may lack specific genes or carry extra copies of genes bearing specific mutations.72 The increasing specificity of genetic explanations has sharpened causal understanding in developmental biology, immunology,
            endocrinology, neurobiology, and every other discipline of the medical sciences. Yet with all the increasingly precise knowledge
            has come more uncertainty. In an interview in 2000, Craig Venter, chief scientific officer of the Celera Genome Group, explained
            to a reporter what was being accomplished in a roomful of powerful new computers working on sequencing the human genome: “There
            are three people working in this room. A year ago this work would have taken one thousand to two thousand scientists. With
            this technology, we are literally coming out the dark ages of biology. As a civilization, we know far less than one per cent
            of what will be known about biology, human physiology, and medicine. My view of biology is ‘We don’t know shit.’”73

         
         
         
         
         The spectacular increase in the specificity of genetic understanding coupled with an expanding sense of its uncertainty are
            related historically to developments in theories of disease, which eventually became based in part on genetics. While not
            at first directly concerned with heredity, the rise of a causal theory of disease sharpened standards for explanation that
            influenced hereditarian thinking and eventually included genetically caused diseases. As K. Codell Carter noted, early nineteenth-century
            physicians who explained disease by too many causes (miasma, tainted water, contaminated soil, poor living, sleeping while
            intoxicated, etc.) actually had no causal theory at all.74 Since around 1835, researchers began to discover that diseases were caused by specific microorganisms, beginning with fungi,
            parasites, and decaying organic matter. This research eventually focused on the causal role of bacteria. The word “germ” to
            refer to organic bodies that cause disease came into medical use in 1876 in a letter from Joseph Lister to Louis Pasteur,
            which the latter quoted in a book of that year.75 During the 1880s Pasteur developed vaccinations for anthrax and rabies based on the causal role of specific bacillus germs.
            In 1882 Robert Koch announced his discovery of the tuberculosis bacillus and challenged the prevailing miasmatic theory that
            disease was caused by pathological states of the atmosphere, full of noxious exhalations from putrescent organic matter or
            stagnant water. In opposition to miasmatic theory, Koch wrote: “It was once customary to consider tuberculosis as the manifestation
            of social ills. . . . But in the future, the fight against this terrible plague will no longer focus on an undetermined something,
            but on a tangible parasite, whose living conditions are for the most part known.”76 He also developed three criteria, known as Koch’s postulates, for establishing a specific etiology. To prove that a microorganism
            causes a disease one must (1) detect it in all cases of the disease, (2) show that it does not occur in other diseases or
            does so nonpathologically, and (3) purify it in a culture and cause the disease by introducing a pure culture of it into a
            healthy organism. As Carter concluded, “by the 1880s, we find a full-blown research programme focusing on the identification
            of universal and necessary causes [for disease].”77

         
         
         
         
         In the course of the twentieth century, medical diagnoses became ever more precise in identifying diseases caused by genetic
            and molecular malfunctions, often expressed as enzyme deficiencies in metabolic pathways. In 1902 Archibald Garrod first identified
            the disease alkaptonuria as a congenital metabolic abnormality. Subsequent genetic diagnoses became increasingly specific
            as well as numerous and complex, while relying increasingly on probabilistic data. Since the first genetic diagnosis was made
            for Down syndrome in 1958, researchers have made many others: sickle-cell anemia (1978), Duchenne muscular dystrophy (1987),
            Tay-Sachs disease (1987–88), cystic fibrosis (1989), and an inherited form of breast cancer (1994). One medical text of 1995
            lists the genetics, biochemical bases, and clinical symptoms of about five hundred disorders caused by a single anomalous
            gene.78 In recent years researchers have been able to identify the exact “address” of the genetic abnormality on the single linear
            DNA molecule that makes up a chromosome. The first such precise address for a disease was found for Huntington’s disease in
            1983, located between genes D4S127 and D4S180, on the distal end of the short arm of chromosome 4. 79

         
         
         
         
         But all this increasingly specific technique and knowledge also disclosed vast uncertainty. As Ernst Mayr admitted in 1982:
            “The role of nucleosomes and the various proteins in the eukaryote chromosomes is understood only in a rudimentary way. The
            role of introns, transposons, and supposedly ‘silent’ DNA is mysterious. New phenomena are discovered almost every month that
            pose new puzzles.”80 Because the gene is considered the most fundamental heredity-bearing causal entity, I have dwelled on theories about its complex
            nature, which show how much of its causal role remains uncertain. As with the other biological causal entities that I will
            consider (hormones, peptides, and neurotransmitters), the gene has come to be viewed as increasingly multiple and complex,
            and its causal actions increasingly probabilistic and uncertain, even as understanding of its multiple causal functions has
            become increasingly precise.81 In recent years hereditarian factors have further complicated thinking about the causes of disease. The etiological model
            of singular causal explanations of disease has increasingly been expanded to include elements of probability and uncertainty
            with new explanations such as multicausality, risk factors, and causal webs.82

         
         
         
         
         INTO THE MODERN PERIOD

         
         
         
         
         The historical significance of new thinking about hereditary causality can be assessed against the preceding sketch of the
            emergence of modern genetics. It demonstrated that the parents’ state of mind or body during coitus or at the moment of conception
            had no effect on the genetic makeup of offspring. It also showed that although the circumstances of pregnancy might affect
            a baby’s health and perhaps its character, they had no effect on its hereditary acquisition or on the mother’s subsequent
            offspring. As Richard Burkhardt concluded, modern geneticists “purged from the domain of their concerns such dubious phenomena
            as maternal impressions, the inheritance of acquired characters, and telegony.”83 Thus, the moment of conception and the period of pregnancy ceased to be taken seriously as sources of ancestral influence.
            On the other hand, knowledge of animal and human ancestry became more precise but also more complex and probabilistic. As
            that knowledge grew, it increasingly generated a huge realm of uncertainty. That epistemological dialectic continued to structure
            the way modern researchers and novelists viewed animal and human ancestry.
         

         
         
         
         
         It is ironic that Victorians should have generated so much anxiety over the animal origins of the instinct to kill, because,
            aside from a few exceptions (cases of infanticide and cannibalism), adult animals do not kill other members of their own species.
            Into the twentieth century, that fact became more clearly appreciated, although the subject of instinctual aggression continued
            to attract scholarly interest from Freud on. The idea that a human could inherit from animal ancestors something as complex
            as the impulse to strangle a sexual rival became untenable as the understanding of heredity became more precise, and such
            gross recapitulation of animal behavior was removed from serious research protocols. In the twentieth century, particularly
            relating to the genome project, ethologists continued to look for evolutionary connections between animals and humans embedded
            in instinctual behavior but with increasing awareness of the complexity of hereditary transmission and the uncertainty of
            causal understanding of the process at the genetic level.
         

         
         
         
         
         Since the mid-nineteenth century, knowledge of the biological source of animal ancestry focused on ever smaller heredity-bearing
            substances, from sexual fluids to germ plasm to chromosomes to genes to DNA. Current research shows that roughly 98.5 percent
            of human DNA matches chimpanzee DNA. The precision of that number is misleading, however, because most DNA does not perform
            functions that account for differences between apes and humans, while some small portions of DNA have enormous significance,
            such as the DNA that determines intellectual capacity. Still, scientific knowledge of similarities between humans and animals
            has become increasingly specific. That knowledge also reveals a vast realm of uncertainty, because with all the impressive
            new technologies and theories, geneticists still have no idea how specific genes cause the similarities or the differences
            between chimpanzees and humans.84

         
         
         
         
         The Victorians’ panic at the thought that they may have descended from apes has evolved into modern wonder that such an enormously
            complex evolutionary process was able to occur at all. Modernist artists and intellectuals embraced a primitivism that included
            human as well as animal origins, which they viewed as essential to fulfillment rather than as sources of degeneration or criminality.
            Expressionist writers and artists sought release from bourgeois conformism in a revitalizing primitivism. Freud found an “archaic
            heritage” energizing the human unconscious and driving the primordial id, while Jung based his psychology on individuation,
            a process of becoming aware of the psychic residue of ancestral experience that includes the archetype of the primitive, shadowy
            element of the psyche. In 1923 D. H. Lawrence inverted Victorian disgust about animal as well as remote human ancestry by
            arguing that “unless we proceed to connect ourselves up with our own primeval sources, we shall degenerate.”85

         
         
         
         
         That increasingly favorable estimate of our animal heritage has left a mark on the murder novel. Modernists may have referred
            to a primitive, murderous impulse raging in the blood, but only as a metaphor for a dark urge or a bloody past rather than
            as a specific biological carrier of animal ancestry. Of all of the modernist novels I have read, none seriously attempted
            to explain a murder as a direct consequence of animal ancestry.
         

         
         
         
         
         THREE FAILED THEORIES

         
         
         
         
         The changing role of both remote and human ancestry can be tracked in the fate of three failed theories: criminal anthropology,
            negative eugenics, and the XYY male.
         

         
         
         
         
         Lombroso’s theory of the hereditary origins of the “born criminal” lingered into the twentieth century under attack from supporters
            of environmental causation. The theory became unsupportable after the triumph of Mendelian genetics and its laws of segregation
            and independent assortment, and Lombroso himself included a multiplicity of other causes in later versions. The three-volume
            fifth edition of L’uomo delinquente (1896–97) was more than 1,900 pages. It included in addition to hereditary causes numerous environmental causes, such as climate,
            rainfall, religion, laws, sex, race, food, diseases, education, money, age, profession, newspapers, and politics. The table
            of contents of his last major book, Crime: Its Causes and Remedies (1911), included 129 separate causal factors listed under the “Aetiology of Crime.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Nineteenth-century theorists, with scant understanding of the actual workings of heredity, thought it to be as linear as the
            concussive causal action of one ball striking another and as cumulative as the amassing and transmission of a family fortune
            over successive generations. In contrast to such Victorian emphasis on direct and linear hereditarian etiology, modernist
            research began to envision more indirect, multiple, and complex causal explanations that included human heredity but also
            interaction with environmental factors.
         

         
         
         
         
         The rise of modern sociology further diminished the role of hereditarian etiology and Lombroso’s criminal anthropology. In
            1893 Emile Durkheim announced that “faith in heredity, formerly so intense, has today been replaced by an almost opposed faith.”
            His own research (discussed below in chapter 7) emphasized social over hereditary causes, including the causes of crime. He
            conceded to Lombroso that “the propensity toward evil in general is often heredity” but rejected the notion of a hereditary
            “criminal type.”86

         
         
         
         
         In 1865 Francis Galton began publishing his findings on inheritance, which were elaborated in Hereditary Genius (1869). It began with the claim that “man’s natural abilities are derived by inheritance” and then recommended that “it would
            be quite practicable to produce a highly-gifted race of men by judicious marriages during several consecutive 87 He coined the term eugenics in 1883 for his new science generations.”of improving the human race by applying statistical mathematics and probability theory
            to populations and by instituting reforms to increase the ratio of superior to inferior individuals. Around 1910–15, British
            and American eugenicists were applying, with increasing confidence, single-gene explanations of mental disorders such as feeblemindedness
            and seeking a way to eradicate them.88 Some findings seemed to show that crime was statistically correlated with certain families, hence its hereditarian nature.
            Galton reasoned that since plants and animals could be bred for superior species, so could humans. Positive eugenics encouraged
            the reproduction of such superior human beings, while negative eugenics aimed to eliminate inferior ones by sexual abstention
            or sterilization.
         

         
         
         
         
         Negative eugenics policies were instituted in the early twentieth century to carry out these objectives. In America, thirty-three
            states passed sterilization laws mainly for the mentally ill and sex criminals. Some countries in western Europe also passed
            laws restricting immigration, marriage, or racial mixing. The Holocaust dramatized the atrocity of negative eugenics practices
            based on theories of heredity, specifically the Nazi theory that Jews were causing Germany’s misfortunes by poisoning “pure”
            German blood.
         

         
         
         
         
         In disrepute in the post-Nazi years, hereditarian theories attracted renewed attention in 1965 from an article about a supposedly
            disproportionate number of men in an Edinburgh correctional institution who had an anomalous XYY sex chromosome, which, the
            researchers speculated, might predispose them to aggression.89 The theory explained aggressive behavior on the basis of a single anomalous chromosome, and it surged into popularity in 1968
            when an article reported incorrectly that the psychopath who killed eight nurses in Chicago, Richard Speck, was XYY. In subsequent
            years the myth of the XYY male flourished in sensationalist articles on “criminal chromosomes” and “criminal genes.”90 Although scientists were eager to document this causal connection, rigorous scholarship exposed its flaws. In 1974, a survey
            of more than 200 articles on the subject maintained that the research connecting the XYY male and aggression or criminality
            was methodologically flawed and concluded that “the frequency of antisocial behavior of the XYY male is probably not very
            different from non-XYY persons of similar background.”91

         
         
         
         
         The strongly hereditarian emphasis of criminal anthropology, negative eugenics, and the XYY male was rejected not only by
            modern anthropologists, sociologists, and geneticists but also by modern novelists.  They avoided structuring novels around
            hereditarian explanations of characters impelled by atavistic survival of animal or human ancestry flowing in the blood and
            erupting in criminal types fated to kill. They also avoided establishing motivation based on modern genetics. The hereditary
            action of chromosomal DNA just does not make for intriguing character motivation. Modernist writers shifted their emphasis
            toward the inner life of character and away from overbearing plots, especially those based on a hereditary destiny. A few
            tried to incorporate bits of modern genetics, but most either mocked hereditarian explanations or relegated them to the margins.
         

         
         
         
         
         As experts came to absorb Weismann’s message and accept the independence of sex cells, novelists were increasingly less inclined
            to rely on ancestry to explain murder, or at least less inclined to rely on hereditary features passed through the “blood.”
            Friedrich Dürrenmatt suggested a microscopic biological trigger for his serial murderer in The Pledge (1958). A psychiatrist explains to the detective that “it does not matter whether the feeble-mindedness is inborn or develops
            later,” because such persons have no control over their impulses. Their resistance to those impulses is small, and “it takes
            damnably little—altered metabolism or a few degenerate cells—and such a human being becomes a beast” (86). For the Victorians,
            by contrast, it generally took a long ancestral pedigree, not “damnably little” genetic material to cause a murder. Dürrenmatt’s
            murderer is a product of a genetic fluke or metabolic misrouting, not generations of ancestral misdeeds. The author of The Bad Seed (1954), explains a murder by eight-year-old Rhoda Penmark as a result of a hereditary taint, but it is one caused by a minute
            particle, a bad seed, not bad blood. One character does suggest that the taint may have come from remote ancestors five thousand
            years ago, before a moral sense developed, though short of the full Victorian pedigree of a cumulative inheritance of the
            entire life experience of her ancestors. Rhoda’s hereditary influence also skips a generation—her mother is virtuous, her
            grandmother a serial killer. The causal mechanism reveals shades of Victorian thinking, because the impulse to kill was transmitted
            in toto, but otherwise the account agrees with modern genetics, specifically the particulate nature of hereditary transmission,
            the function of recessive characteristics, and an appreciation for the complexity and probabilistic mix of environmental and
            hereditarian factors.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Lafcadio’s Adventures (1914), Gide was especially intent on stigmatizing the nineteenth-century convention of reconstructing a character’s ancestry
            back several centuries and the naturalist convention of motivating characters with overbearing hereditary taints. He satirized
            both conventions by tracing Lafcadio’s origins back to an irrelevant ancestor “who in 1514 married his second wife Filippa
            Viconti, a few months after the annexation of the Duchy to the Papal States.” In the midst of this tedious elaboration of
            the family’s history, Gide critiques himself: “it would be easy, though not very interesting, to trace the family fortunes
            up till 1807” (14). So he skips the two centuries and resumes his account with equally tedious recent family background. He
            completes the assault on gratuitous lineages by having the novelist Julius express his philosophy of inconséquence—that individuals ought to act freely in response to the dynamics of the moment and not in a way determined by their ancestors’
            pasts.
         

         
         
         
         
         Robert Musil tore up ancestral determinism by the roots. In The Man without Qualities (1930), the title character, Ulrich, lacks the conventional characteristics of the typical European. He has no clear profession,
            social status, moral values, marital inclinations, or personal identity. He struggles to find some compelling reason for being
            the way he is in opposition to the “already petrified carapace of the self of [his] predecessors, a pseudo self, a loosely
            fitting soul” (1:138). Ulrich feels remote from his family but strangely akin to a sex murderer, Moosbrugger, who, like himself,
            is not determined by tradition to be anything and who is defined in terms of what he lacks. Moosbrugger is an orphan, and
            his ancestry can only be guessed at, but the conventional observers represented by reporters, psychiatrists, gossips, lawyers,
            and a judge insist on creating a criminal ancestry for him in order to explain his brutal murder of a prostitute and so convict
            him. On the other hand, from Moosbrugger’s perspective the murder was a desperate and confused act of self-definition. In
            this novel, ancestry is uprooted or disjoined from these two main characters, who are defined negatively as essentially without
            any conventional antecedent causes, including heredity.
         

         
         
         
         
         William Faulkner despised the mythic ancestry that was responsible for those aspects of southern tradition that corrupted
            individuals, and he dramatized its erosive effect as the motive for murder in Absalom, Absalom! (1936). Thomas Sutpen’s lack of aristocratic ancestry and obsessive desire to establish a great family dynasty generate the
            corrupt values that his son Henry vows to protect. That corruption is dramatized in the cruel way Thomas treats everyone,
            which deprives him of any genuine respect from others. Ironically, his hunger to establish an ancestral line is the cause
            of his own downfall, because it leads his unworthy legitimate heir Henry to kill his more worthy illegitimate heir Charles,
            who personifies the lifestyle, if not the biological pedigree, of the aristocratic ideal that Thomas aspires to emulate. The
            impending marriage of Charles to Judith Sutpen triply threatens Thomas’s dynasty: it involves bigamy because Charles is already
            married, it involves incest because Judith is Charles’s half-sister, and it involves racial mixing because Charles’s mother
            was one-eighth Negro. When Thomas learns of the engagement, he manipulates Henry to kill Charles. Henry thus “inherits” his
            father’s obsession with racial purity as a foundation for family respectability, which inspires him to protect the family’s
            tradition by killing its most impressive member.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the context of evolving views of heredity, Faulkner’s novel is an interpretive challenge, because it was published in 1936
            but treats a murder committed in 1865 that is subsequently interpreted by several narrators in 1909. I view it as a modernist
            critique of nineteenth-century views about ancestry, dramatized in characters whose identities are shaped by a commitment
            to a world that is destined to moral failure because of its reliance on slavery, itself built on the obliteration of one race’s
            ancestry. Charles’s Negro blood is indeed the cause of the downfall of Thomas’s dream of establishing a great dynasty, but
            not for any reason that Thomas could have fathomed. Faulkner believed that identity cannot be tainted by racial mixing and
            that whatever nobility there might have been in the old South had nothing to do with pure blood. Faulkner makes no mention
            of genetics, but his exposé of a mythic old South based on aristocratic dynasties and obsession with pure bloodlines reflects
            the increasingly precise grasp of hereditarian theory available to him in the 1930s. Fears of racial mixing and tainted blood
            in the American South persisted well into the twentieth century, to be sure, but serious modern novelists of the South would
            not likely use them as the motivation for murder.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Being and Nothingness (1943), Jean-Paul Sartre relegated the causal role of ancestry to an essential but marginal element of human existence, which
            he called facticity—a set of defining characteristics of an individual, such as height and weight and hereditary endowments
            that are causally determined by circumstance and cannot be changed but do not identify what is distinctive about an individual.
            His philosophy of existence affirmed that at the core of every individual is nothing determinate, like a hereditary endowment,
            but rather a concrete nothingness, a gaping void of possibility and freedom that we try to avoid (sometimes with ideologies based on causal determinisms) but
            are condemned to confront and somehow fill with meaning throughout life.
         

         
         
         
         
         In 1939 Sartre insisted that the proper goal of the novelist was to avoid any deadening determinism and instead re-create
            a world of genuine expectation about a future full of surprise. “If I suspect that the hero’s future actions are determined
            in advance by heredity, social influence, or some other mechanism,” he wrote, “my own time ebbs back into me; there remains
            only myself, reading and persisting, confronted by a static book. Do you want your characters to live? See to it that they
            are free.”92 In 1943 he celebrated Camus’s novel The Stranger (1942), about a murderer, Meursault, who is uniquely devoid of conventional values and emotional responses. Sartre focused
            on Camus’s staccato prose, which resists determination and thereby preserves the vitality and uncertainty of the present.
            In Camus’s writing, “all causal links are avoided lest they introduce the germ of an explanation. . . . A nineteenth-century
            naturalist would have written ‘A bridge spanned the river.’ M. Camus will have none of this anthropomorphism. He says, ‘Over
            the river was a bridge.’” Sartre related the new technique to a subversion of determinism. “In this world that has been stripped
            of its causality and presented as absurd, the smallest incident has weight. There is no single one which does not help to
            lead the hero to crime and punishment.”93 Sartre downplayed the importance of overbearing causes and highlighted a new range of small incidents that open out toward
            future possibilities. That redistribution of the weight of deterministic and circumstantial causal factors creates the situation
            that he and Camus defined as the absurd. But far from being a condition of meaninglessness, the rejection of determinism is
            central to understanding human existence as absurd; to look at existence more fully one must avoid reductionist explanations,
            including ancestry.
         

         
         
         
         
         Murderers fascinated Sartre and Camus because the acts cry out for the sort of determinist causal explanations that existentialists
            avoided. Everyone wants to know why the murderer did it. The scandal of The Stranger emerges as the reader suspects first that Meursault will refuse to answer that question in any conventional way, then that
            he may not actually know the answer, and finally that there may be no answer, at least none that will satisfy the determinist
            parameters of the legal system. The central buildup of conflict is over Meursault’s resistance to explaining to the prosecutor
            why he killed the Arab, and its climax is Meursault’s famous reply to the judge that he pulled the trigger “because of the
            sun.” That reply marks a sea change in the rendering of causality in the modern murder novel. Victorian readers accustomed
            to the overdetermined murderers driven by hereditary taints would never have accepted such an explanation as carrying enough
            causal clout. It is hard to imagine a nineteenth-century murderer such as Tess explaining that she stabbed Alec because of
            the sun.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sartre and Camus accord with Gide because they also made explicit the rejection of a determinist causality as the way to a
            fuller dramatization of human existence. For them, overbearing causal explanations based on heredity or even social circumstance
            obscured the free, creative, and unpredictable nature of existence. Literary critics have concurred with this interpretation.
            For Jacques Guicharnaud, violent action in Sartre and Camus “takes on a new value in that their philosophy consists in destroying
            the importance traditionally accorded to motives.”94 What counted for them were not reasons for action but the act itself. Meaning did not boil down to causes, and the search
            for them obscured the fullness of the act itself.95 For these existentialists, characters who acted definitively because of any hereditary influence were incomplete characters.
            They did not make genuine existential choices in recognition of their responsibility for actions but made excuses for them
            based on causal analyses of their previous circumstances. Sartre’s famous definition of the central tenet of existentialism—that
            existence precedes essence—reversed the causal order of the Victorian world, in which ancestral essence along with a host
            of conventions and values preceded and determined existence. 
         

         
         
         
         
         Since 1830, understanding of the five aspects of ancestral causation that I have traced shifted in the direction of increasing
            specificity, multiplicity, complexity, probability, and uncertainty. Scientists rejected the Victorians’ ancestral influences
            such as animal atavisms, organic memory, recapitulation, telegony, maternal infection, maternal inoculation, and Lamarckism.
            In particular, geneticists’ explanations of the biological carrier of ancestral traits focused on ever smaller and more specific
            substances from sexual fluids and germ plasma to genes and DNA. Their explanations also involved ever more complex biochemical
            processes with an increasing number of active biological agents, such as proteins, amino acids, and enzymes, with even more
            precise phenomena at the molecular level. Along with all this increasing specificity of causal understanding, the realm of
            uncertainty also expanded. As early as 1930, Karl Pearson identified this historical movement in admitting that “during the
            last 25 years we seem scarcely nearer the exact knowledge of the laws of heredity; the farther we advance the more complex
            does the problem become.”96

         
         
         
         
         While scientists were drawn to make ever more precise causal explanations of behavior with specific causal agents, novelists
            were wary of such explanations; they needed to rely on a conscious human being, not chromosomal DNA, making acts occur. Their
            murder novels were more plausible when centered on murderers who were intentionally motivated, aware that what they were doing
            was wrong, and responsible for their acts, otherwise their actions would lack depth and plausibility. While most novelists
            resisted making precise scientific explanations for their murderers based on the increasing specificity of knowledge such
            as modern genetics, they did incorporate the increasing uncertainty about behavior that included the increasing multiplicity,
            complexity, and probability that became defining characteristics of the modernist conception of human nature. This literary
            response to increasing specificity helps explain why the argument in this chapter is based on missing evidence, that is, a
            dearth of hereditarian explanations of murders in modernist novels. Aside from Dürrenmatt and March, the other modernists
            I surveyed—Gide, Musil, Faulkner, Sartre, and Camus—mocked, rejected, or omitted ancestry to explain the actions of a murderer.
         

         
         
         
         
         Three historical developments play a decisive role in explaining these changing ideas about the value and importance of ancestry
            for causal understanding. The most important explanation is the increasing division of labor and specialization in science,
            which included a plethora of new specialities concerned with the causal phenomena of hereditary transmission: evolutionary
            biology, cytology, genetics, population genetics, biochemistry, biophysics, microbiology, electron microscopy, bioengineering,
            and molecular biology. A second explanation is the development of new technologies that facilitated the detection of ever
            more minute biological processes. The electron microscope and new techniques such as DNA fingerprinting and gel electrophoresis
            sharpened the increasing specificity of causal understanding but at the same time posed new questions and defined new areas
            of uncertainty.
         

         
         
         
         
         The final explanation is the increasing secularization of thought, which subverted God as the first cause of life and therefore
            as the first ancestor. It also allowed (or in some cases forced) researchers to do without a designing mind behind creation
            and evolution. The loss of a divine and primordial ancestral pedigree forced both scientists and novelists to find other sources
            of meaning in life and other ways of understanding experience. Scientists responded by finding more specific causes, while
            novelists created characters who acted in a world of increasing uncertainty. Modernism was forged out of those reciprocally
            related developments that are the scientific and literary outcome of the specificity-uncertainty dialectic.
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         Childhood

         
         
         
         
         IN Red Dragon (1981) Thomas Harris introduced a character who became the most notorious serial killer in twentieth-century literature and
            cinema—Hannibal Lecter. At the beginning of the novel, Hannibal was already imprisoned for several brutal murders involving
            cannibalism. In Harris’s next novel, Silence of the Lambs (1988), Hannibal escaped and murdered two police officers in acts that were presented as those of a deranged monster. In the
            conclusion to these novels, Harris provided motives for the serial killers who are the main target of investigation, but not
            for Hannibal himself. Finally, in Hannibal (1999), Harris made it clear that the motivation originated in a gruesome childhood trauma.
         

         
         
         
         
         Critics of Silence of the Lambs speculated freely that Hannibal’s motivation was homosexual or religious or psychopathic—as one put it, “yet another dangerous
            pervert” like Jeffrey Dahmer.1 Delacorte Press gave Harris a multimillion-dollar advance for Hannibal without having a clue to why Hannibal did what he did. Fascination with Hannibal was enhanced by the riveting performance
            of Anthony Hopkins in the movie of Silence of the Lambs, but Hopkins had no idea why Hannibal did what he did, or at least no idea what Harris thought the reason was. For eighteen
            years, readers and movie viewers were intrigued by a character whose motivation for committing vicious murders remained a
            mystery. I will postpone revealing the traumatic childhood origins of Hannibal’s pathology until later in this chapter to
            suggest the long delay until those origins are typically revealed during individual psychoanlyses and to re-create the sustaining
            interest generated in crime novels by the narrative technique of postponing the disclosure of those origins until the end
            of the story.2

         
         
         
         
         Freud’s conception of the childhood determination of adult mental life is the turning point in this chapter, because across
            the years of my study he influenced thinking about childhood causality more than anyone else. Psychoanalysis revolutionized
            popular ideas about nursing, toilet training, masturbation, exhibitionism, voyeurism, sadism, and family psychodynamics; it
            magnified the importance of childhood for the social sciences, literary criticism, and art history; it revamped biography;
            and it transformed child and adult psychiatry. Among modern murder novelists Freud was the psychiatrist of choice in part
            simply because as the most widely known psychiatrist, his theories were available for popular understanding. But more important,
            novelists writing about serial murderers in particular relied on the Freudian model for its substance, because a solidly entrenched
            cause—such as a childhood sexual trauma germinating over many years at the deepest levels of mental life—provided the most
            plausible explanation for the obsessional focus and frantic energy necessary to motivate increasingly brutal acts of murder,
            sometimes involving matricide, torture, dismemberment, necrophilia, and cannibalism.3

         
         
         
         
         VICTORIAN CHILD CAUSALITY

         
         
         
         
         Under Freud’s influence the causal role of childhood shifts along two interpretive gradations: from passivity to activity
            and from sexual innocence to sexual motivation. My survey of the Victorian view of childhood that Freud revolutionized draws
            on four major sources: Christianity, Romanticism, Darwinism, and, as a sampling of the fictional sources, the novels of Charles
            Dickens.
         

         
         
         
         
         Christianity viewed the child as a passive recipient of original sin that has to be absolved for all of humankind by the Crucifixion,
            washed away in infants by baptism, and warded off throughout life by stringent religious and moral discipline. Growth to adulthood
            takes shape around that discipline. The passive transmission of original sin condemns children to struggle actively to become
            moral Christian adults. Preoccupation with a such a defining event inclines the subsequent causal role of childhood to be
            singularly focused, in that it begins to operate with that unique event and functions continuously throughout life by instilling
            obedience to the moral precepts of the one and only God.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Romantics emphasized the child’s innocence and passivity. Rousseau viewed the child as born innocent but prone to guilt
            stemming from sexual desire that threatens to disrupt his education during puberty. Rousseau’s treatise on education, Emile (1762), urged that the model child, Emile, learn from nature and become self-reliant, but in fact he remains a passive recipient
            of moral and intellectual instruction by a private tutor throughout childhood and into adolescence. The innocence of the child
            was further captured in Romantic art, which mostly depicted children as miniature adults with faces reflecting angelic souls,
            untainted and uncomplicated by experience. The Romantic poet William Wordsworth believed that nature, which dominates the
            world of childhood, is benevolent and that man is inherently good, blessed by a divine creator: “Trailing clouds of glory
            do we come / From God who is our home: / Heaven lies about us in our infancy!”4 In The Prelude he viewed “our simple childhood” as a time of cognitive receptivity. “The Child is father of the man,” he wrote, although
            that reverse parenting happens only after the grown-up retrieves and redefines childhood experience.5 For the Romantics, childhood was passive, shaped by external sensation, and innocent in that it was devoid of sexual desire.
         

         
         
         
         
         Darwin conceived of the child as a passive recipient of evolutionary prehistory, seen in action as the growing child manifests
            in stages the mental and physical traits of lower species. In The Descent of Man (1871), he theorized about how such recapitulation applied to the mind: “We daily see these faculties developing in every
            infant; and we may trace a perfect gradation from the mind of an utter idiot, lower than that of an animal low in the scale,
            to the mind of a Newton.”6 The first serious German child psychologist, Wilhelm Preyer, tracked that evolutionary development as he observed his child
            day by day over his first three years and published an analysis of it in 1881.7 In Mental Evolution in Man (1888), the English psychologist George Romanes observed mental recapitulation in childhood, which he illustrated with a chart
            comparing the first fifteen months of human mental development week by week with the adult mentality of organisms from one-celled
            animals to the higher apes. In 1900 the English psychologist Alexander Chamberlain applied an evolutionary scheme with a grotesque
            racist twist in arguing that the expression of a Caucasian child in pain “resembles that of a monkey or a negro, while in
            a child of three, with its few speech-gestures, we have before us the picture of a savage.”8

         
         
         
         
         Most of late-nineteenth-century child psychology was undertaken to verify evolutionary theory. But with eons of evolution
            feeding into and governing whatever was supposed to cause the child’s mind to evolve into the adult mind, child psychology
            was awash with wildly speculative comparisons between the mental life of animals, “savages,” and children and was less interested
            in exploring how the specific experience of particular children determined their individual adult mental life. The huge impact
            of Darwinian theory tended to swamp the uniqueness of actual childhood experience under a formulaic recapitulation of the
            prehistory of the species. Darwinian child psychology focused backward toward that prehistory and viewed the child as passive
            in receiving its evolutionary payload rather than looking forward from childhood toward the active determination of particular
            adult characteristics.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dickens, who pioneered the novel about childhood, viewed children as passive victims of social neglect and personal abuse,
            who struggle mightily but still need the goodness of others to prevail. Oliver Twist (1839) was the first novel in English that focused on the life of a child, and it became the model for depictions of child
            abuse. Oliver is neglected by a mother who dies shortly after bearing him, is starved in the workhouse where he spends his
            first years, and is abused in his first employment with a casket maker who makes him dress in mourning clothes and attend
            children’s funerals. Oliver escapes to London, where a gang of child thieves force him to commit a burglary during which he
            is shot and left in a ditch. He is then betrayed by his half-brother, who is in cahoots with the leader of the thieves. Periodically
            Oliver is rescued from various scrapes by kindly Mr. Brownlaw, sympathetic Rose Maylie, and saintly Nancy. For the Victorians,
            Oliver was the quintessential passive victim of child abuse.
         

         
         
         
         
         Compared with post-Freudian views of children as driven by powerful inner desires stemming from their earliest experiences,
            complicated by traumas and fixations, childhood causality for Victorian thinkers was more passive and sexually innocent. It
            was more passive for the Christian child born stigmatized by sin, for the Romantic child shaped by external sensations, for
            the Darwinian child as a recipient of evolutionary prehistory, and for the Dickensian child rescued by others. It was also
            far more innocent. Freud rejected the prevailing conviction of the child’s asexuality along with the corresponding moral-religious
            model; instead he offered a medical-psychoanalytic model of childhood sexuality as the normal and universal foundation for
            character development.
         

         
         
         
         
         FREUDIAN CHILDHOOD CAUSALITY

         
         
         
         
         Freud’s conception of childhood causality is centered in his theory of psychosexual development. An examination of how long
            he took to discover and then accept the causal role of child sexuality suggests how original and unsettling his theory was.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Freud started practicing psychiatry in the early 1880s, most experts believed that mental illness was caused organically
            by heredity or by a physical shock such as a railway accident or blow to the head. In 1885, under the influence of Jean Charcot,
            Freud shifted his explanations of neurosis toward psychic causes, but still ones arising from adult experience.9 In 1888 he first referred to adult sexuality as a cause of neurosis but did so incidentally and not as a general theory. By
            1892 he came to believe that all neuroses were directly or indirectly caused by “a disturbance of the sexual factor” that
            occurred “before the age of understanding.”10 Over the next several years he pushed the upper age limit for that determinative sexual trauma back to puberty, then to the
            age of the Oedipus complex (five to six years), and finally to the age of three. Later he recalled how his search for the
            cause of mental illness carried him “further and further back into the patient’s life and ended by reaching the first years
            of childhood....Since these experiences of childhood were always concerned with sexual excitations and the reaction against
            them,” he wrote, “I found myself faced by the fact of infantile sexuality—once again a novelty and a contradiction of one of the strongest human prejudices. Childhood was looked upon as ‘innocent’
            and free from the lusts of sex.”11 By 1896 he believed that all neuroses were caused by traumatic sexual seductions in childhood. Freud’s important shift in
            1897, from that first seduction theory of neurosis to the psychoanalytic theory, can best be understood historically against
            a survey of his theory of normal child sexuality.
         

         
         
         
         
         Victorian thinking about child and adult sexuality was confused. Victorians believed that normal children have no sexual desires.
            Only sexually abused children have sexual desires, which are caused by seductions which they experience passively. Thus, whether
            children have innate sexual desires depends on an experience that is not innate. Throughout the Victorian period, sexuality
            in adults meant genital excitation. Freud expanded sexuality temporally back to childhood and expanded it anatomically to
            include more complex excitations associated with the erotogenic zones of the mouth, anus, and genitals. These zones have enormous
            psychosomatic force because they are made up of sensitive tissues that cause intense pleasure and are located at parts of
            the body that perform vital functions necessary for survival and reproduction and so are impossible to ignore. Freud’s child
            sexuality also includes the eroticism of smell associated with erogenous zones, the eroticism of vision from looking at or
            exposing stimulating parts of the body, the sexuality of pain linked with sadism and masochism, and cultural sources from
            jokes, myths, literature, art, and religion. Adult character is forged in stages during childhood when pleasure is focused
            at each of the erotogenic zones. During the oral stage the child develops character traits that resemble the anatomical functions
            of pleasurable sucking, nursing, nutrition, and later biting. These traits include the ability to relate to and love others
            (derivative of the infant’s primordial relation to the breast and then the mother), the ability to trust (derivative of the
            reliability of the breast and then the mother being accessible when needed), the ability to learn (derivative of feeding),
            and the ability to inflict pain (derivative of biting the nipple).
         

         
         
         
         
         A child traumatized during the oral stage will remain fixated at it, incapable of developing the normal character traits associated
            with that stage or of proceeding normally to the next stage. An oral trauma is caused when frustration and anxiety related
            to nursing surcharge the child with stimulations that its tiny ego is unable to process. Over the years, the energy that should
            fuel loving and trusting is wasted in defending the mind from the repressed memory of the precipitating trauma and in creating
            psychic mechanisms that operate at the unconscious level to generate mental illness. For a child traumatized by an anxious
            and rejecting mother or by an overprotective and smothering mother, the resulting disturbance will center on the inability
            to love or trust and may surface as intense hatred and mistrust, addictions and feeding disorders, or oral compulsions and
            sexual fetishes. Children fixated at the oral aggressive stage after teething may manifest verbal or physical rage, oral sadism,
            or, in extremely pathological cases, cannibalism.
         

         
         
         
         
         The anal stage centers on toilet training, when the child develops more traits that are analogous to the vital psychosomatic
            function that it must learn to perform—withholding or releasing dirty but valuable feces in cooperation with or against the
            wishes or demands of the beloved or feared mother. Other polar character traits that may emerge in adulthood include willfulness
            or lack of will, stinginess or profligacy, and cleanliness or slovenliness. The typical compulsive and retentive “anal character”
            may also be excessively pedantic or forgetful, punctual or procrastinating, and secretive or gossipy, all analogous to various
            aspects of the socially vital and complex function of learning to defecate at the right time in the right place with socially
            acceptable attitudes about hygiene, privacy, and authority. Anal fixation and trauma may cause exhibitionism, voyeurism, sodomy,
            coprolagnia, urolagnia, and flagellation among murderers as well as compulsive trophy collecting of clothing or body parts
            among serial killers.
         

         
         
         
         
         These polar character possibilities for both the oral and the anal stage added complexity to Freudian causal thinking. Especially
            evident in dream formation, such polarities function at the unconscious level during waking, sometimes alternating with one
            another, substituting for one another, or fusing in a single image, which Freud called condensation. Feelings of love can switch to hate, which he tagged reaction formation. Other unconscious processes include projection, which involves attributing to others what comes from the self, or its opposite, introjection. Displacement involves shifting ideas and emotions associated with one person or object onto another person or object.
         

         
         
         
         
         Any assessment of Freud’s historical role must include both his originality and his influence. At the end of this chapter
            I will consider his influence on psychohistory and murder novels. Here I turn to the originality of his thinking about oral,
            anal, phallic, and Oedipal sexuality by comparing it with that of his early contemporaries, who, after around 1880, began
            to theorize how character is shaped by the child’s nursing, toilet training, masturbation, and family relations.12 While late Victorian views increased the specificity of causal understanding compared with previous studies, Freud’s would
            be considerably more specific.
         

         
         
         
         
         Freud cited an article in 1879 by the Hungarian pediatrician S. Lindner as the first serious work to view infants’ sucking
            as sexual and consider its characterological consequences. Lindner argued that the impulse to suck is inherent in every infant
            and may lead to a pathogenic “delirious sucking” (Wonnesaugen).13 Two years later Preyer warned that any sucking beyond nutritional needs was a “vicious and highly reprehensible practice.”14 Most experts believed that allowing children to enjoy sucking led to lack of self-control and ultimately adult sexual perversion
            and that the use of a pacifier was as dangerous as masturbating children or using drugs to quiet them. Freud’s originality
            was in documenting the intense sexuality of sucking and its far-reaching characterological consequences and in challenging
            Victorian moral values by arguing that sucking for pleasure was a natural sexual instinct, had no degenerate consequences,
            and should not be restricted.
         

         
         
         
         
         Victorian literature on toilet training shows a similar mixture of sketchy understanding of its characterological consequences
            and fear of its moral perils. Some early professionals studied how toilet training shapes character traits such as cleanliness,
            orderliness, punctuality, discipline, and will.15 Others noted a connection between the anal region and sexual excitation, specifically warning that corporeal punishment might
            lead to adult sexual pathology or homosexuality.16 Several viewed the anus as an erotogenic zone, though they regarded any sexual arousal of it as pathological.17 Discussions of toilet training and anal excitation urged crushing the child’s interest in anal eroticism. In contrast, Freud
            viewed the child’s anal as well as oral experiences as important sources of sexual pleasure stemming from necessary stages
            of psychosexual development and warned against premature, overly severe, or anxious weaning or toilet training to avoid oral
            or anal fixations.
         

         
         
         
         
         More childhood determinants of character were implied by Freud’s concept of polymorphous perversity. Freud’s use of perverse was misleading, because it had no conventional moral connotation. He took the term from outmoded degeneration theory but used
            it to label any sexual activity that did not have as its goal heterosexual intercourse and orgasm. And since children did
            not normally aim at intercourse and were incapable of orgasm, their sexuality was perverse only in that precise sense and
            not degenerate or immoral. In a letter of 1896 he wrote that “during childhood sexual release would seem to be obtainable
            from a great many parts of the body.”18 By 1905 he elaborated that idea into his theory of the “polymorphous perverse disposition,” which referred to the way children
            are able to receive sexual stimulation over the entire surface of their body at just about any time, almost endlessly, in
            contrast to the postpubertal privileging of genital excitation terminating with orgasm.19 Compared with the Victorians’ denial of normal child sexuality, the expanded anatomical terrain of polymorphous perversity
            increased the multiplicity and complexity of the normal child’s bodily sources of sexual excitation as well as their subsequent
            causal roles.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the phallic stage, boys and girls develop distinct sexual traits beyond the bisexuality of the oral and anal stages. The
            immense Victorian literature on this subject generally viewed the penis and vagina or the sperm and egg as the biological
            determinants for adult sexual traits, interpreted those traits as polar opposites, and focused on how to prevent masturbation
            and its myriad pathological consequences. Freud challenged all three notions. He argued that the penis and clitoris determine
            the characterological consequences of the phallic stage because they are the bodily zones involved in childhood masturbation.
            He also challenged Victorian gender theorizers who argued that males are active like sperm cells, while female are passive
            like eggs, because men and women do not experience sperm cells and eggs consciously the way they do their external genitals.
            Freud derived sexual theorizing from sexual embodiment that is mediated by consciousness—specifically the penis and vagina, which determine strikingly different sexual character traits
            as a consequence of the way these parts of the sexual apparatus are experienced neurologically and psychologically during
            childhood masturbation and then even more differently during adult intercourse. Second, although he saw sexual divergence
            in this period as a consequence of those contrasting masturbatory activities with the penis and clitoris, he also insisted
            on the fundamental bisexual disposition of both sexes. In 1915 he wrote that “in human beings pure masculinity or femininity
            is not to be found either in a psychological or a biological sense. Every individual on the contrary displays a mixture of
            the character-traits belonging to his or her own and to the opposite sex.”20 Finally, he argued that masturbation was healthy and dismissed warnings about its dangers. 
         

         
         
         
         
         During the Oedipal stage, boys and girls experience intense ambivalence toward both parents, which is normally resolved as
            they pass into latency. For the boy especially, this ambivalence may lead to murder, because it includes the boy’s strong
            identification with his father mixed with murderous rage. Freud named the Oedipal stage after the character in Sophocles’
            play, who unwittingly carries out the two impulses that Freud believed motivated all young boys, sexual desire for the mother
            and murderous rage toward the father. Most boys resolve the rage in a healthy and nonviolent manner, but a few act it out.
         

         
         
         
         
         Victorian evaluations of the family glossed over its internal conflict and emphasized its harmony. That view was crystallized
            by John Ruskin in describing the home in 1865 as “the place of Peace; the shelter, not only from all injury, but from all
            terror, doubt, and division ... a temple of the hearth watched over by Household Gods.”21 Such hyperbole denied the tensions that began to peak after around 1880 in plays by Ibsen, Strindberg, Chekhov, and Shaw as
            well as novels by Butler, Zola, and Gide. Sons especially began to feel the explosive intimacy of family emotions, which came
            from increasing parental pressure for the child to study or work hard in order to enable the family to rise socially or from
            the son’s belief that he had been fated by heredity to inherit his parents’ vices or diseases.22 No major writer before Freud argued that family conflict originated in childhood sexual traumas. Dostoevsky hinted at a mother–son
            relationship motivating a murder in The Brothers Karamazov (1880) when Dimitry is driven to murderous rage against his father Fyodor out of sexual rivalry with his father’s mistress
            Grushenka. But this novel is transitional: Grushenka is not Dimitry’s mother, he does not actually kill Fyodor, and his love
            does not originate with any childhood sexual experience.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although many Victorians explored family psychodynamics, none argued as did Freud that intense, sexually charged family feelings
            existed from early childhood and were normal in all children. Victorians tended to view a son’s sexual feelings for his mother
            or hatred of his father as perverse. Freud argued that such feelings, when not excessive, are normal, and that the familial
            emotions that Victorians worked so diligently to repress are the very ones that need conscious recognition and expression.
            Pre-Freudian analyses and dramatizations of the family were vaguely aware of sexual tension and conflict, but not on the scale
            or with the degree of explicitness that such emotions had in Freud’s theory of the Oedipus complex. Without any acknowledgment,
            let alone clinical understanding, of childhood sexual traumas, Victorians were unable to trace any direct lines of causal
            influence from those traumas into adult mental life. One of the main reasons for Freud’s historical influence is that he charted
            those causal lines through complex but intelligible unconscious mental processes. His single most important clarification
            of that causal action was in 1897.
         

         
         
         
         
         THE PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORY OF NEUROSIS

         
         
         
         
         In 1895 Freud first shared with his friend Wilhelm Fliess his incipient theory that neurosis was caused by prepubertal sexual
            experience.23 On April 21, 1896, in a lecture before the Viennese Psychiatric and Neurological Association, Freud made that theory public
            and scandalized his audience by presenting what he believed to be the source of neuropathology. Drawing on analyses of six
            men and twelve women, he theorized about a common causal factor. “Sexual experiences in childhood consisting in stimulation
            of the genitals, coitus-like acts, and so on, must therefore be recognized, in the last analysis, as being the traumas which
            lead to a hysterical reaction to events at puberty and to the development of hysterical symptoms.” These seductions were made
            by other children, usually siblings, or by adult strangers or caretakers, not parents. The seductions did not become pathogenic
            in childhood but only later when they became “aroused after puberty in the form of unconscious memories.” That arousal was
            usually triggered by subsequent abuse that reawakened “the sensory content of the infantile scenes.” Freud admitted, however,
            that he imperfectly understood the mechanism of that subsequent symptom formation.24

         
         
         
         
         The difficult circumstances of Freud’s discovery, documentation, and public presentation of the seduction theory of neurosis
            illustrate how stunningly original it was. He himself resisted the theory, his colleagues were outraged by it, and his patients
            recoiled from it. Indeed, he insisted that all this resistance to the theory was further evidence of its credibility. He never
            claimed that his patients consciously recalled and directly admitted seductions, rather that he and they pieced them together,
            usually against great resistance on the part of the patient, from the direct reports of other people and from indirect, fragmentary
            evidence based on the interpretation of his patients’ dreams and from the neurotic symptoms themselves. Still he was convinced
            that the only way to make sense of the symptoms was on the basis of the repressed memory of a traumatic childhood seduction.
         

         
         
         
         
         After risking his reputation with such an outrageous theory, he disclosed to Fliess in a letter of September 21, 1897, that
            it had to be scrapped for several reasons, most importantly because it implicated many fathers as sexual abusers (even though
            fathers were not mentioned in the original formulation), and also because it was difficult to distinguish his patients’ fantasies
            of seduction from reality. As he explained, “there are no indications of reality in the unconscious, so that one cannot distinguish
            between truth and fiction that has been cathected with affect, ...[and] only later experiences stimulate fantasies, which
            then hark back to childhood.”25 Mulling over these two main reasons eventually led him to a new theory of neurosis with causal roles attributed to children
            as well as to their caretakers and to fantasized as well as to real seductions. Moreover, the fantasies did not obscure causes
            but provided material with which Freud and his patients were able to unravel them.
         

         
         
         
         
         That new theory was the psychoanalytic theory of neurosis, which Freud announced in late 1897. It revolutionized thinking
            about childhood causality by affirming the pathogenic force of fantasized seductions, by viewing those fantasies as full of
            sexual desire, by insisting that that desire was mixed with hostility, and by generally transforming the metapsychological
            structure of childhood causality.
         

         
         
         
         
         In affirming the role of fantasy as emanating from the child’s psychosexual development, Freud greatly increased the number
            of individual factors and the complexity of his causal explanation of neurosis. His discovery of the role of fantasies coincided
            with his discovery that in the unconscious there is no distinction between fantasy and reality. A fantasy of seduction could
            be just as pathogenic as an actual seduction, if not more so, because with fantasies the child is the originator.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although Freud questioned the frequency of real seductions, he never questioned that they occurred.26 He knew full well that some adults abuse children sexually and thereby activate their budding eroticism. But in 1897 he was
            concerned with documenting a shift in the child’s role in such awakenings from passivity to activity according to the new
            psychoanalytic theory that viewed all normal children as full of nascent but powerful sexual desires associated with erotogenic
            zones and undifferentiated polymorphous perverse stimuli augmented by erotogenic sights and smells. In 1898 he wrote, “We
            do wrong to ignore the sexual life of children entirely; in my experience, children are capable of every psychical sexual
            activity, and many somatic sexual ones as well.”27 It is ironic that Freud should be blamed for downplaying his patients’ sexual seductions when he was the first major thinker
            of his time to take them seriously and make sense of them while also having to fight his patients’ resistance and public censure.
            His originality lay in arguing that such seductions can be experienced as sexual by the child only because the child harbors
            nascent sexual desires and sexual fantasies of its own. Why some children are traumatized by seductive experiences and become
            neurotic while others do not remains an unanswered question, but the focus on that question in the psychiatric community is
            a legacy of Freud’s psychoanalytic theory.
         

         
         
         
         
         Compared with the seduction theory, the psychoanalytic theory also interpreted the child as more responsible for neuroses,
            because it held that the child’s fantasies, generated around its normal sexual desires, play an active role in the formation
            of neuroses. Sexual abuse, however severe, can be processed psychologically by the child only because it corresponds psychodynamically
            with the child’s own sexual desires and aims. In 1905 Freud theorized that “in everyone” there is something innate behind perversions—“the innate constitutional roots of the sexual instincts.” Freud stunned his
            readers by concluding that the roots of adult perversions originate in all children. “This postulated constitution containing
            the germs of all the perversions, will only be demonstrable in children, even though in them it is only with modest degrees of intensity that any of the instincts can emerge.”28

         
         
         
         
         The child’s active role in processing the seduction becomes morally stigmatized as its sexuality becomes censured during normal
            development when it abandons, as it must, the childhood modes of sexuality—the oral mode during weaning, the anal mode during
            toilet training, the phallic mode in shifting from masturbation to object relations, and the Oedipal mode in capitulating
            to anxiety generated by castration threats and guilt stemming from the incest taboo. Those instinctual renunciations take
            place under the overwhelming pressures of parents and society, so the child’s internal sources of sexual desire become morally
            suspect simply because they must be abandoned. That uncompromising suppression of the child’s own sexual constitution, which
            previously energized its most basic physical pleasures and its earliest intense love relation with the mother, lays a foundation
            for a lasting stigma of moral censure surrounding any subsequent sexual relationship. And so even malevolent seductions are
            grounded in the normal child’s sexual disposition. Those seductions do involve actual hostility directed against a child,
            but they can be registered in the child’s psyche only because the child harbors powerful hostile impulses of its own. Freud
            became convinced that children normally harbor aggression toward both parents even in the absence of seduction or abuse, sometimes
            triggered simply by witnessing adult sexuality but always motivated by the need to become an independent self by separating
            from parents with whom they identify strongly and whom they love intensely.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the boy especially, hostility toward the father reaches murderous proportions during the Oedipal stage, which Freud discovered
            over a number of years of psychoanalyzing patients and himself. In May 1897 he wrote to Fliess, “Hostile impulses against
            parents (a wish that they should die) are also an integrating constituent of the neuroses.”29 By October he generalized such feelings to all normal children; he had discovered love of his mother and jealousy against
            his father and considered it “a universal event in early childhood,” which explained “the gripping power of Oedipus Rex.” The patricidal impulse in boys comes from a “compulsion which everyone recognizes because he senses its existence within
            himself.” 30 In The Interpretation of Dreams (1899), Freud documented the boy’s normal “death-wishes against his parents” and interpreted dreams of the death of a parent
            as evidence of that hostility, which he elaborated with an extended interpretation of the Sophoclean play. In 1910 he first
            used the term Oedipus complex.31 Eighteen years later he offered an Oedipal interpretation of the parricide in The Brothers Karamazov. 
         

         
         
         
         
         The psychoanalytic theory of neurosis also transformed thinking about the metapsychological aspects of childhood causality
            from passive to active, conscious to unconscious, simple to complex, external to internal, linear to interactive, reactive
            to expressive, and sexually innocent to sexually responsible. The new theory reinterpreted the way the seduction occurred,
            from the child’s passive victimization experienced at the conscious level to the child’s active complicity experienced at
            the unconscious level. Instead of generalizing about chronic abuse, it focused on a specific trauma or series of traumas and
            the subsequent mix of pathogenic sequelae. As he explained in the first full-length case history that applied the new theory—the
            case of Dora—he was “anxious to show that sexuality does not simply intervene, like a deus ex machina, on one single occasion, at some point in the working of the processes which characterize hysteria, but that it provides
            the motive power for every single symptom.”32 The basic structure of the causal action also shifted from a linear series of sequential events to a field of interactive
            creations triggered by external events but also energized by the child’s normally developing sexual desires and fantasies.
            Instead of seeing symptoms as merely a defense against external pain, the new theory saw them as a product of the repression
            of psychosexual desires and of an effort to transcend that repression and communicate the desires to others. Finally, the
            new theory placed more responsibility on the sexually motivated patient. In Dora’s case, Freud concluded that although she
            was indeed the victim of adult abuse, she was also partly responsible for her neurosis, and the possibility of cure depended
            on her understanding and accepting her share of responsibility.33

         
         
         
         
         Thus, from the Victorian period to the modern, the role of childhood in the determination of adult mental life shifted along
            a set of gradations from passive to active, from simple to complex, and from sexually innocent and inert to psychosexually
            experienced and motivated. These shifts can be seen in psychohistory and murder novels.
         

         
         
         
         
         PSYCHOHISTORY

         
         
         
         
         Psychohistory is the use of psychological theory to explain the behavior of individuals or groups. An early attempt can be
            found in the German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey, who in the 1880s urged that history should center on intellectual history
            based on the great minds of the past. His psychological history ignored the childhood of these thinkers and of course their
            sexuality. Until the 1930s, biographers generally devoted more introductory pages to ancestral origins than to childhood experiences;
            references to child sexuality were unthinkable.
         

         
         
         
         
         In contrast, Freud’s psychohistory centered on determinative psychosexual experiences from the childhood of major figures,
            real and fictional. He explained the murderous plots against Moses and, later, Jesus as the collective rebellion of sons against
            fathers. He speculated that civilization began with a primordial family in which sons envied the powerful father’s monopoly
            of the women, conspired to kill him, ate him to assimilate his potency, felt remorse at their act, and reenacted it ritually
            while invoking stringent taboos against its recurrence of their own real or fantasied crimes of murder, cannibalism, and incest
            that became the foundation of civilized morality. In 1910 he viewed Leonardo da Vinci’s art as the product of a childhood
            desire to remain in a passive homosexual relationship with his mother and viewed his scientific research as a sublimation
            of childhood impulses to know and to see.34 Modern psychohistory since these early efforts has been based on Freud or on thinkers who used explanatory concepts that derive
            from aspects of his developmental psychology: C. G. Jung’s “individuation,” Alfred Adler’s “inferiority complex,” Erik H.
            Erikson’s “identity crisis,” Heinz Kohut’s “narcissistic transference,” and Jacques Lacan’s “mirror stage.”35

         
         
         
         
         By the 1950s psychoanalysis achieved considerable influence in literature, popular culture, and the social sciences.36 In 1957, in his presidential address to the American Historical Association, William Langer urged historians to use psychoanalysis
            to understand human motivation and thereby deepen their causal explanations. Langer conceded that “the experiences of earliest
            childhood are no longer rated as important for later development as was once the case,” but he emphasized the value of the
            other defining feature of psychoanalysis—its charting of unconscious mental processes, specifically “repression, identification,
            projection, reaction formation, displacement, and sublimation.”37 Langer’s manifesto underscored the increasing complexity and depth of causal analyses of human behavior made possible by the
            new “depth psychology.”
         

         
         
         
         
         A response to Langer’s recommendation for the profession was under way as he spoke. The next year Erikson published his influential
            psychobiography Young Man Luther: A Study in Psychoanalysis and History.  Erikson credited Freud with challenging the excessively teleological orientation of much nineteenth-century biography but
            criticized him for going to an opposite extreme by reducing all explanations to what came earliest.38 Instead Erikson saw Luther’s break with Catholicism and the Papacy as caused not by a childhood trauma but by an adolescent
            identity crisis, energized by rebellion against his father. The debt to Freud is illustrated by Erikson’s interpretation of
            Luther’s association of the anus with the devil’s face. Erikson saw himself supplementing Freud’s theory of anality with his
            own theory of autonomy, which, he conceded, included Freudian anal characteristics of defiance and stubbornness.
         

         
         
         
         
         Erikson explained an important chapter of Western history—the Protestant Reformation—as caused in part by Luther’s adolescent
            identity crisis in which “much that he had to say to the devil was fueled by a highly-compressed store of defiance consisting
            of what he had been unable to say to his father and to his teachers; in due time he said it all, with a vengeance, to the
            Pope.”39 In spite of the emphasis on adolescence over childhood, the basic structure of Erikson’s argument is Freudian, in that anal
            traumas and intense family dynamics determine adult behavior by means of mental processes operating at the unconscious level.
         

         
         
         
         
         Erikson warned against making facile connections between Luther’s anal preoccupations or his adolescent identity crisis and
            the rise of Protestantism. Still, he made audacious causal connections between one child’s psychosexuality and an enormously
            important historical event. In so doing he violated a respected rule among traditional historians—that big events must have
            big causes.
         

         
         
         
         
         Since the 1960s physicists have studied chaos phenomena, whereby minute differences in input cause enormous differences in
            output. This process is characterized as “sensitive dependence on initial condition” or, more commonly, “the butterfly effect,”
            after the illustrative hypothetical example of a butterfly’s wing motion generating a hurricane around the globe.40 But historians have resisted explaining huge outputs from tiny inputs. That resistance is especially strong against psychohistorical
            explanations of the Holocaust, such as that of Rudolph Binion, who in Hitler among the Germans argued that two traumas from Hitler’s early manhood laid the foundation for his subsequent obsession with killing Jews, both
            grounded in an initial childhood trauma.41 Binion’s book is highly controversial, positively infuriating to some readers who think it trivializes the Holocaust by explaining
            it ultimately from the accidents of Hitler’s life. I include the following detailed reconstruction of its argument, because
            it is a prime example of the new research specialty of psychohistory that was generally based on psychoanalytic theory, and
            it specifically connected childhood experience with adult life, which in the case of Hitler was that of a serial mass murderer.
         

         
         
         
         
         The origins of Hitler’s childhood trauma began even before his birth, because shortly before his conception his mother Klara
            lost her three young children to diphtheria. Deeply grieved by those deaths and feeling that she was somehow guilty, that
            her milk might be inadequate or even poisonous, she overfed and overprotected Hitler during his oral stage. She also deserted
            her husband emotionally as she smothered Adolf with love. She delayed weaning so long, Binion estimated, that Hitler’s nursing
            lasted into the teething stage when he was learning to talk and getting pleasure by biting and inflicting pain on his mother’s
            breasts. Klara traumatized Hitler orally by communicating to him her massive grief and guilt over the loss of her other children
            while nursing him inordinately long. His oral trauma and subsequent oral fixation were energized positively by his attachment
            to Klara’s unconditional and overwhelming maternal love, tainted by her feelings of guilt and inadequacy, and they were energized
            negatively by his anger because her overprotection ill prepared him to outgrow her consuming love and learn to deal with life
            on his own. The evidence for that crippling trauma of satiety, guilt, anxiety, helplessness, and aggression is abundant, if
            largely retrospective, as interpreted psychohistorically in Hitler’s craving for sweets, frenzied tirades, loud speaking at
            Nazi rallies, dictatorial rule, and lust to conquer more German feeding ground. It is also evident in disguised references
            to it in speeches to the effect that “the ‘Germanic mother’ could not feed her children adequately,” and, as when justifying
            ruthless territorial conquests to feed an expanding German population, Hitler noted, “the child does not ask, when it drinks,
            whether the mother’s breast is being tortured” (58). The abiding lessons of his first trauma was that the most important object
            is a mother’s breast and that the greatest danger is starvation.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hitler’s second trauma literally cut off his mother’s breasts and introduced an imaginary danger—Jews. On January 14, 1907,
            when Hitler was seventeen years old, Klara was diagnosed with breast cancer by the Jewish doctor Eduard Bloch. He recommended
            a double mastectomy, which was performed by a Christian surgeon in the presence of Bloch, who afterward pronounced her cured.
            By October the cancer returned, and Bloch diagnosed it as incurable. Frantic, Hitler urged Bloch to prescribe iodoform for
            his mother against Bloch’s advice that it was useless, painful, and toxic. Iodoform is a pungent-smelling drug applied topically
            in presoaked strips of gauze. In the patient it causes headaches, fever, burning thirst, and inability to drink, and is so
            painful that it is often accompanied by morphine injections. When inhaled it creates a burning sensation in the nostrils and
            eyes. Hitler moved into his mother’s tiny quarters in Linz where for seven weeks he watched her suffer day and night while
            himself inhaling the burning, nauseating stench from iodoform packed into suppurating postsurgical scars over what had been
            his mother’s breasts. Bloch reapplied the iodoform daily from early November until her death on December 21, probably from
            iodoform poisoning. He collected his fee from Hitler on Christmas Eve.
         

         
         
         
         
         One source of evidence for a link between this trauma and Hitler’s later killing of Jews is that all the terms of abuse that
            Hitler subsequently used against Jews over the years reduce to three terms that characterize Hitler’s distorted interpretation
            of Bloch’s role: “the Jewish cancer,” “the Jewish poison,” “the Jewish profiteer.” Hitler knew that cancer is not Jewish,
            that iodoform is not Jewish, that Bloch was not the cause of the cancer, and that the use of the “poison” (iodoform) was Hitler’s
            own idea, which Bloch opposed. Bloch’s Christmas eve “profiteering” was an accident of the calendar. Still, these expressions
            of anti-Semitism all associate Hitler’s hatred of the Jews with his mother’s treatment for breast cancer and death, which
            drew psychic force in Hitler’s mind from the infantile oral trauma that preceded it.
         

         
         
         
         
         The first trauma involved a hypercathexis of his mother’s breasts. The second trauma involved those breasts being horribly
            diseased, then surgically removed, then reinfected with cancer—a traumatic sequence capped by Hitler’s own responsibility
            for “poisoning” them with a desperate treatment that probably killed her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hitler’s third trauma magnified the first two into a world historical event. On October 15, 1918, while serving in the German
            army, Hitler was hit by British mustard gas, which burned his skin and temporarily blinded him. Until early November he convalesced
            in a hospital where his eyesight slowly returned. There, upon learning of the armistice he relapsed into a psychosomatic (hysterical)
            blindness accompanied by a seizure and a vision during which he heard a voice, possibly that of his psychiatrist, summon him
            to deliver Germany from defeat while himself being cradled in a nurse’s arms. He emerged from the hospital burning with rage
            against Jews and with a mission to get revenge.
         

         
         
         
         
         The shock of the gassing and the trauma of defeat triggered Hitler’s intense anti-Semitism, because he imagined Jews to be
            behind both events. In 1907 he had imagined a Jew behind his mother’s poisoning and his own physical suffering from iodoform
            fumes. But that imagining took much unconscious processing, because in fact he was behind her poisoning as well as his own
            physical suffering. In 1918 the mustard gas reactivated the somatic source of his earlier trauma because he experienced both
            of them as a burning of his own flesh, especially in the nose and eyes, which also effected a further identification with
            his mother, who had suffered from the “Jewish cancer” and then the “Jewish poison.” Along with other Germans he also imagined
            Jews to be behind the military defeat, sharing the widespread delusion that German armies had not really lost the war but
            had been stabbed in the back by civilians, most conspicuously Jews. Over the years, Hitler plotted to get revenge against
            Jews by pursuing domestic and foreign policies that would eventually enable him to conquer new living space, invade Russia,
            relocate Jews outside Germany, cleanse Germany of her poisoners, set up extermination camps, and finally kill Jews with a
            poisonous gas.
         

         
         
         
         
         Binion argues that Hitler was able to get the German people to help him with this revenge because his third trauma coincided
            in time and in content with a collective German trauma. The two traumas coincided in time because both were triggered by the
            shock of defeat in November 1918. They coincided in content because both had oral significance. For Hitler the oral content
            came from the stinging mustard gas, which reactivated somatically the stinging iodoform vapors and recalled his traumatic
            loss of the maternal breasts from cancer, mastectomy, iodoform poisoning, and death, a loss that was doubly traumatic because
            it reactivated his infantile oral trauma at those same breasts. For Germany the trauma came from the masses having experienced
            sudden and unexpected defeat after a glorious victory in the east, while the western front was still in France, and in anticipation
            of a final victorious offensive in the west by Ludendorff. That trauma of defeat had oral significance because it was preceded
            by food shortages arising out of the stress of warfare and the increasing effectiveness of the British “hunger blockade”;
            then, after the Treaty of Versailles, it was exacerbated by the territorial loss of feeding ground (Lebensraum) on Germany’s frontiers and its colonial empire overseas.42 Hitler was able to inspire German support because his rhetoric, fulminating with oral aggression from a massive oral trauma
            that started in infancy and was potentiated years later, hit a sympathetic chord among Germans who were also traumatized orally
            in the months before and after the shock of defeat in November 1918. They responded especially to Hitler’s aggressive campaign
            to get revenge against the “November criminals” who signed the armistice and against those who gave away German Lebensraum with the Treaty of Versailles.
         

         
         
         
         
         Binion’s evidence includes birth records, documents about nursing customs, Bloch’s medical records, a case history by Hitler’s
            psychiatrist, a novel about that case history, memoirs, and archival records; but the most convincing evidence are the psychohistorical
            interpretation of Hitler’s writings and speeches as reworkings of his last two traumas, which themselves went back to his
            infantile oral trauma. For example, in 1928 Hitler justified his own drastic program for Germany with words that barely disguised
            his frantic reasoning with Bloch in 1907 over iodoform: “To cure the national body of deep and grave illnesses is not a matter
            of finding a prescription that is itself completely nontoxic, but frequently of fighting one poison with another. To remove
            a condition recognized as deadly, one must have the courage to impose and enforce even decisions that themselves harbor dangers”
            (16). Binion reads such comments as a political reworking of Hitler’s traumatic past: his revenge against Jews would be a
            courageous attempt to cure the German national body of the grave effects of the Jewish poison with an even more potent poison
            of his own that would pose deadly dangers to Germany in the process. Or again, Binion sees the 1907 trauma behind another
            of Hitler’s comments in 1932, implying Hitler’s identification with Bloch as the responsible doctor: “Every plight has a root.
            So it is not enough . . . for me to doctor around its edges and try now and again to lop off the cancerous growth, but I must
            get down to its source.” (117). Here Hitler saw himself doctoring his way to the cancerous root of the maternal breast projected
            onto the geopolitical sphere. Such unconscious reworking of his traumatic past led Hitler to develop a foreign policy intended
            to get at the source of the “Jewish cancer” in Russia and to root it out with the “Final Solution,” which he implemented with
            a directive that a doctor (i.e., Bloch) must always be present to order the gassing.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although Binion emphasizes an adult trauma over a childhood one, his explanation of Hitler begins with a classic oral trauma
            and includes Oedipal material in arguing that Hitler’s relationship with his mother was a “breast-and-mouth incest” that “unsuited
            him for any normal erotic relationship” (56, 22). Hitler slept with his mother’s picture over his bed and claimed that he
            could not marry because he was married to the Motherland. The ultimate outcome of his Oedipus complex was violent and murderous,
            because just after he finally did marry, after resigning as Führer, he poisoned his wife and shot himself while the Fatherland,
            which he alone called the Motherland, went up in flames.
         

         
         
         
         
         Binion also explains by using Freudian unconscious mechanisms. Hitler repressed the infantile source of later traumas and behavior, so he did not consciously link his mother’s cancer in 1907 with what happened
            in his infancy and did not know that when he expanded Germany territorially to acquire feeding ground he was trying to recapture
            the blissful abundance of his mother’s love when nursing. He displaced his love for his mother onto Germany, which made it possible for him to sublimate his tabooed infantile love for his mother’s breast into a socially acceptable adult love for his Motherland. He further displaced
            the causes of his misfortunes in obsessing over the “Jewish cancer” and the “Jewish poison,” because Jews were responsible
            for neither. His attempts to poison the poisoner and reverse the defeat of 1918, although manifested with conscious words
            and deeds, were processed at the unconscious level by the mechanism of undoing. His private denial was reinforced by the collective national denial that the German army had not really lost the war but had been “stabbed in
            the back” by civilians. His traumatic reliving of the trauma of 1918 itself involved further regression back to his infantile experience of being coddled; these moments additively energized his compulsion to reexperience 1918
            in order to revise it as well as repeat it. He projected his responsibility for prescribing iodoform onto Bloch while also denying it. His attitude toward Bloch, and behind him Jews,
            involved a reaction formation (the turning of an emotion into its opposite, for example love into hate), because the Jewish doctor actually tried to protect
            Hitler’s mother by warning Adolf about the dangers of iodoform. Reaction formation also accounts for his unconscious transformation
            of an impulse to save Germany (i.e., his mother) into an impulse to destroy Germany. He did this on the conscious level by
            killing Jews and invading Russia, which drained military resources and corrupted morale, and, in the last weeks of the war,
            by ordering the destruction of key installations in Germany without regard for the safety of German citizens. The mechanism
            of incorporation, along with regression, accounts for the mustard gas causing Hitler to “suffer his mother’s martyrdom in his own flesh” (21).
            His conscious policy of expanding Germany’s frontiers for feeding ground symbolized his unconscious desire to recapture the maternal breast.
         

         
         
         
         
         I have reconstructed Binion’s argument in detail because it illustrates every feature of my larger argument about the specificity-uncertainty
            dialectic applied to childhood causality. It shows how psychoanalysis increased the specificity, multiplicity, and complexity
            of causal understanding by tracking specific stages of psychosexual development, multiple characterological consequences for
            each stage, the complex interdependencies of unconscious mental processes, and the numerous points of trauma and fixation
            which can cause adult neurosis by endlessly complex psychic pathways. It also reflects the incomplete and uncertain nature
            of psychoanalytic interpretation. Freud was a psychic determinist, insisting that every psychic event has a cause. What he
            did explain is not uncertain, but the many new determinants he identified raised new questions and created an additional sense
            of uncertainty or at least inconclusiveness to his interpretations. Similarly, Binion offered decisive determinative causes
            for Hitler’s central goal of killing Jews, but his last chapter, titled “Loose Ends,” conceded candidly that “every insight
            is tentative and every connection between insights tenuous” (129). Finally, Binion also explained how a childhood trauma can
            help explain a life of enormous historical significance that was based on murder, which is my focus.
         

         
         
         
         
         Literary dramatizations of how childhood experience affects adult mental life shifted gradationally from passive to active,
            simple to complex, chronic to acute, and sexually innocent to sexually motivated.
         

         
         
         
         
         ORIENTATION: PASSIVE TO ACTIVE

         
         
         
         
         In Victorian murder novels children are acted upon by others and shaped by passive experiences of abuse or neglect with a
            minimum of their own activity, as if they were Locke’s blank tablets. In Washington Irving’s “The Story of the Young Italian”
            (1824), the murderer’s first-person narrative is in the passive voice about how an “irritable temperament” was given to him
            at birth and then further provoked in childhood by the wickedness of others. He was “looked upon with indifference by [his]
            father” and sent to a convent where he heard dismal stories about evil spirits and “was taught nothing but fear and hatred.”
            These influences fated him to avenge his victimization by murdering a rival for a woman in a diabolical plot that stretched
            back to his childhood persecution.43 In Hugo’s Notre-Dame of Paris (1831), Claude Frollo’s childhood is one of indoctrination under the authority of Catholicism. Its restrictive morality repressed
            his sexuality, which later erupted in murderous jealousy over the gypsy dancer Esmeralda. The narrator who is the murderer
            in William Simms’s Guy Rivers (1834) explains his mother’s overbearing influence during his formative years: “She taught me the love of evil with her milk—she
            sang it in lullabies over my cradle—she gave it to me in the playthings of my boyhood; her schoolings have made me the morbid,
            the fierce criminal.” He concedes that she did not explicitly instruct him to do evil but influenced him in that direction
            by her own example and by neglect of his moral education.44

         
         
         
         
         In Martin Chuzzlewit (1844), Dickens’s murderous Jonas is schooled in vice by his own father, shaped “in the precept and example always before
            him to engender and develop the vices that make him odious, ... and justified from his cradle in cunning, treachery, and avarice”
            (39). When Jonas’s father discovers his son’s intention to poison him for an inheritance, he realizes his own responsibility
            and forgives Jonas because, he explains, “it began when I taught him to be too covetous of what I have to leave” (863). The
            murderous passion of Zola’s heroine in Thérèse Raquin (1867) is cultivated in the hothouse atmosphere of the squalid room where as a child she had been forced to share a bed with
            her sickly cousin Camille, whom she is subsequently obliged to marry and later murders. Zola acknowledged the “stored-up energy
            and passion lying dormant in her quiescent body,” but it is a vague energy and passion, far less specific than overt Freudian
            psychosexuality. In Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), the arrogant hero is passively destined for vanity because of his mother’s exquisite beauty, destined for violence
            as a consequence of a plot to kill his father shortly after his birth, and destined for evil and murder from early victimization
            under “the tyranny of an old and loveless man” (42).
         

         
         
         
         
         These Victorian murderers receive the seeds of the murder impulse passively: Frollo from Catholic dogma, Rivers from lullabies
            and his mother’s milk, Chuzzlewit from precepts and examples, Raquin from the oppressive atmosphere of her aunt’s home, and
            Gray from a tyrannical old man. Of course, for these passive influences to result in murder they had to be internalized and
            then activated. In the Victorian novel, those processes are ignored or explained imprecisely as the result of moral deficiency,
            errant destiny, or inherent evil. In the modern novel, children respond to external influences more actively, and the complex
            circuitry from childhood trauma to adult murder is explained more specifically as the product of unconscious mental processes.
         

         
         
         
         
         The formative experiences of the adult murderer in Horace McCoy’s Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye (1948) are triggered by others but registered in and elaborated by means of his emerging sexual desires. Ralph Cotter’s first-person
            narration probes the origin of his own murderous impulses, which are unknown to him at the outset of the story and revealed
            at the end as a series of childhood sexual traumas. At one and a half years of age he was walking to the outhouse, which he
            referred to as the cloaca, suggesting sewer or vagina. He was accompanied by his grandmother, whom he thought was his mother. When he became traumatized
            by the sound of horses mating, she playfully sheltered him under her large black dress. His more active role began when this
            innocent game turned serious as he came to long for her protective dress whenever his grandfather tried to find him and punish
            him, and, he narrates, “all the time I was growing up and getting bigger and wondering about things” (336). His sexual wondering
            became traumatic when he saw his grandfather castrate a ram. His sexual desires were aroused around the age of six when he
            pretended to be afraid, crawled under his grandmother’s skirt, “and finally started exploring her legs.” She got angry and
            threatened to have his grandfather do to him what he did to the ram (337). Terrified, he hit her on the head with a rock to
            silence her but accidentally killed her. These childhood traumas involved a number of causally decisive psychosexual experiences
            in which the child played an active role: pregenital association of anality and sexuality (the outhouse/cloacal setting),
            witnessing the primal scene displaced to animals (horses mating), castration anxiety (grandfather’s castration of the ram
            and threats against him), and an Oedipus complex (playing with grandmother’s/mother’s legs under her dress and the grandfather’s
            threat).
         

         
         
         
         
         The title of Meyer Levin’s novel Compulsion (1956) refers to the active impulses motivating Artie Strauss and Judd Steiner that originated in their childhood. In this
            novel, based on an actual murder by Nathan Leopold (Artie) and Richard Loeb (Judd), a psychoanalyst speculates on the childhood
            origins of their murder compulsion. Artie had sibling rivalry with his baby brother, and so he chose a young boy for a victim.
            In college Artie was impotent with women and therefore chose a taped chisel for a weapon, which symbolized a big hard penis
            to compensate for his phallic insecurity. Judd’s murder compulsion also went back to childhood. His parents had wanted a girl
            instead of a boy, and after his birth his mother’s health began to fail. The psychoanalyst explains, “This child feels his
            birth killed his mother, but his father killed her first. It’s the classic complex, the Oedipus ... the boy in love with his
            mother, hating his father” (305). Judd was the one who chose to pour acid on the face and genitals of the victim and then
            stuff him into a cistern. These acts symbolically undo Judd’s own identity, sex, and birth by obliterating the victim’s face
            and genitals and then stuffing the body, which symbolized himself as a naked and bloody, newborn baby girl, back into a tube
            from which water was slowly flowing. “This child had been placed naked in a womb, returned to pre-birth. And the womb was
            a sewer—the way he had always thought of females” (407). Levin’s explanation includes a cluster of traumatic childhood origins
            in which both boys’ emergent sexuality plays an active role: Artie’s sibling rivalry, phallic insecurity, and castration anxiety;
            Judd’s birth trauma, troubled gender identification, and Oedipal guilt.
         

         
         
         
         
         Levin wrote in the 1950s, when psychoanalysis peaked in influence before the assaults from some feminists and postmodernists
            in the 1970s. But Freud’s influence continued especially among novelists who needed to establish powerful motivation for serial
            killers driven to commit violent, sadistic murders by compulsions originating in childhood and germinating over many years.
            Although the traumas to these children were committed by adults, the child victims responded with their own emerging sexuality
            far more actively than their comparatively more passive childhood predecessors in Victorian murder novels.
         

         
         
         
         
         This modern emphasis on the child’s active complicity, however, does not diminish the reality of the traumas. An exceptionally
            brutal child abuse triggers a child’s increasingly emotional reactivity in Shane Stevens’s By Reason of Insanity (1979). Thomas Bishop was conceived during his mother’s rape by a man who, she later came to believe, was the convicted serial
            rapist Caryl Chessman. She cultivated a maniacal hatred of men and sex, which she displaced onto Thomas. She beat and burned
            him and told him bedtime stories about male monsters, sometimes named Chessman, who did hideous things to female victims.
            As Thomas matured she hated him for his growing masculinity and tormented him accordingly. The beatings became sadomasochistic
            orgies: “Horror-filled eyes huge now, mouth foaming, she would scream at him. ...Blood demons pouncing, crushing, wrenching
            muscle from bone. Insane paws ripping flesh apart, huge gaping mouths gulping whole intestines, heart, liver, kidneys slit
            open strap beating beating screaming both of them screaming now in nameless terror slowly sinking eyes unseeing frenzy-flushed
            pain-pleased bodies slowly sinking sinking softly into silent sleep” (40). One night he snapped and put his mother, still
            conscious, in the wood stove and watched her burn to bones. The prologue to the novel is his reaction to this atrocity: “Silent
            now but for a gurgling singsong moan from somewhere deep in his throat, his eyes maniacal in the red glow of the fire, the
            boy watched his mother’s body burn.” When he grew up he became a serial killer shaped by this traumatic past: he fancied himself
            raping like his “father” Chessman, beating and torturing like his mother, but going one better: after killing her once he
            killed her again and again, mutilating his victims and then having sex with them while he strangled or stabbed them.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Thomas Harris’s novels child sexual traumas are the earliest acting and deepest-lying causes for his characters becoming
            serial killers. In Red Dragon (1981), Francis Dolarhyde’s life began with an oral trauma when he was born with a cleft palate. His mother screamed when
            she saw him and abandoned him in the hospital. His deformity also made it impossible to suck or nurse, and later other children
            called him “cuntface.” His grandmother retrieved him from an orphanage and raised him. To cure his bed-wetting she pinched
            his penis in a pair of scissors and threatened to cut it off if he wet the bed again. Once he and a local girl stripped to
            see each other naked, and as he squatted to see her genitals, a recently decapitated chicken that was running around spattered
            blood on her legs. His grandmother saw this, sent him to his room, and told him to take off his pants and wait for her get
            the scissors. He never ceased that anxious waiting. Once he fantasized rescuing his grandmother from burglars to win back
            her love and lift the castration threat, but since he was too small to protect her from real burglars, he wrung the neck of
            a chicken instead. After his mother remarried, his stepbrother teased him for being ugly, once smashing his face into a mirror
            and smearing it with his own blood and mucus.
         

         
         
         
         
         Each of these traumas contributed to the modus operandi of his serial killing. He could not suck as an infant, so he made
            a replica of his grandmother’s dentures to fit in his surgically altered mouth and bite victims. But he did not suck or bite
            the wounds for pleasure or to eat his victims; his goal was pure oral aggression. The boy who had been called cuntface by
            the other boys in his orphanage ejaculated on the faces of his female victims. He had been abandoned by his mother, so he
            killed families out of attraction for the mother. He had been caught under the gaze of his watchful grandmother and had had
            his face smashed into a mirror, so he put shards of broken mirror in the mouth, vagina, and eyes of the dead mothers he killed
            so they could “see” him murder the rest of their family. He had been punished for being wet and later smeared with blood and
            mucus, so he punished his victims by making them wet with blood and semen. He compensated for the castration anxiety and poor
            self image of his childhood by fantasizing that while murdering he was becoming the red dragon in a William Blake painting,
            titled The Red Dragon, which had a huge, muscular phallic tail.
         

         
         
         
         
         Killers in nineteenth-century novels did not reach this level of brutality and did not have such horrific childhoods. The
            causal role of Dolarhyde’s birth deformity suggests a comparison with the creature in Frankenstein, who was also driven to murder because people recoiled from his frightening appearance. But Mary Shelley’s creature was not
            abused as a child and did not kill because the act of killing in itself fulfilled some deep-rooted sadistic need for murder
            that originated with his own emergent sexuality in response to childhood traumas.
         

         
         
         
         
         Thomas Harris crafted another traumatic childhood behind the serial killer in The Silence of the Lambs (1988). Jame Gumb had an intense, but largely fantasized, relationship with his mother, who became an alcoholic and abandoned
            him to a foster home when he was two. He remembers her with a VCR tape made from newsreel footage of her parading in a bathing
            suit in the Miss Sacramento beauty contest back in 1948, when she was one month pregnant with him. As an adult he became aroused
            watching the videotape before killing women to “harvest” their skin with which to make a vest-like suit that he would wear
            to effect a symbolic identification with his long-lost mother. Harris also added a childhood trauma for the detective Clarice
            Starling, who as a young girl discovered that her stepfather bred horses and lambs for slaughter. Her horror over killing
            innocent animals for food creates a bond with Hannibal, whose horror at killing the innocent for food also originated in a
            childhood trauma, which Harris finally disclosed in Hannibal.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hannibal was the son of a Lithuanian count. He was six years old in 1944 when retreating German panzers shelled their estate,
            killing his parents. Then he witnessed some starving German deserters who shot and brutally dismembered a deer for food. A
            few days later they were again ravenous and came for one of the children huddled in the barn. After feeling Hannibal’s skinny
            thigh they passed him by and went instead for his chubby two-year-old sister Mischa. They pulled her out of his desperate
            grasp, breaking his arm as they slammed the barn door. His fervent prayer that he would see Mischa alive again was interrupted
            by the sound of an ax and then horribly disappointed a few days later when he saw her teeth in the Germans’ reeking stool
            pit. Hannibal’s subsequent killing and cannibalism originated with this trauma. He killed and ate people who were cruel to
            animals or children, and he protected Clarice because she had a similar trauma from seeing innocent creatures slaughtered
            for food.
         

         
         
         
         
         Thus, a comparison of Victorian and modern murder novels reveals the shift from passive victimization to more active complicity
            emanating from the child’s emerging passions and sexual desires. Modernists writing about serial murder in particular needed
            a plausible explanation for brutal acts that were often driven by raging sexual instincts and repeated with increasing frequency
            and destructive force. Childhood sexual traumas provided the most plausible explanation for such acts, and so novelists were
            drawn to the Freudian model. This shift is not, however, absolute: the moderns retained elements of child passivity, and the
            Victorians acknowledged some active complicity. The moderns adapted more of Freud’s earlier seduction theory than his psychoanalytic
            theory because they wanted to dramatize more directly how horrible things actually done to children, rather than fantasized,
            caused them to do actual horrible things in turn. But compared with Victorians, the moderns still emphasized more active sexual
            desire coming from the child in response to those horrors. On the other hand, the Victorians acknowledged some active complicity
            by the child, but they accounted for it with vague concepts such as tainted heredity, moral evil, or errant destiny, whereas
            the moderns explained the action of the traumas with more precise accounts of an increasingly complex network of causal factors.
         

         
         
         
         
         EXTENT: SIMPLICITY TO COMPLEXITY

         
         
         
         
         In arguing for a second shift from simplicity to complexity, we must avoid two misunderstandings. First, while Victorian explanations
            of childhood determination were simpler than the modernists’, they were not simplistic. Victorian novelists such as Flaubert
            and Eliot were exquisitely sensitive to subtleties and complexities of human thought and emotion and their origins in memory.
            But Victorian explanations of the specific childhood determination of adult mental life were not as precise, detailed, or
            lengthy as those by later writers, especially those aware of Freud. Second, the argument about modernist complexity also invites
            misunderstanding. Throughout the years of my study, complex could mean chaotic or confused. Many moderns struggled to clarify more precisely the elements of an increasingly complex causal
            analysis. Mindful of these clarifications, I can abundantly document a measured argument about a gradational shift from simpler
            to more complex accounts of child causality.
         

         
         
         
         
         The passivity of Victorian childhood abuse that I traced in the preceding section meant that the determinative experience
            worked in a uniform way as a direct consequence of the conscious intentions and outward behavior of the abuser toward the
            child. The lack of reciprocity from the child also meant a relative lack of complexity. Thus Frollo’s childhood experience
            came from the single channel of religious discipline, Rivers’s came from lack of parental discipline, Chuzzlewit’s came from
            his father’s sowing of evil, and Raquin’s came from an oppressive aunt. In a study of homicide in American fiction, David
            Brion Davis noted how in many Victorian novels, overdrawn characters had simplified “good” or “bad” motives deriving from
            schematic childhood origins: “good brothers uncovered the villainy of bad brothers’ fathers, and good sons rescued hidden
            mothers and cleared the reputation of murdered good fathers.” Davis concluded that “moral values were simplified and clarified
            in this literature by a disproportional emphasis on family ties and sexual attraction.” 45 But the family ties and sexual attractions in Victorian novels did not emanate from the sorts of powerful fixations and deep
            instinctual drives that Freud believed were present in every normal child and that modern novelists adapted to motivate their
            murderers.
         

         
         
         
         
         In modern novels, childhood development is a network of psychosexual complexity. In An American Tragedy (1925), Dreiser spent the first third of this long novel on the childhood and youth of the murderer Clyde Griffiths. Dreiser
            implied a multifaceted childhood causality, characterizing Clyde’s family as one that “presented one of those anomalies of
            psychic and social reflex and motivation such as would tax the skill of not only the psychologist but the chemist and physicist
            as well, to unravel” (13). One might add the theologian, economist, and social historian to that list of specialists, because
            Dreiser elaborated Clyde’s motivation in this American tragedy as deriving from his childhood and youth out of a network of psychosocial factors as complex as American society itself.
         

         
         
         
         
         As I have noted, the childhood determinants of Ralph Cotter in Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye include anal sexuality from the cloaca associated with the sound of mating horses, tactile eroticism from playing with his
            grandmother’s legs under her dress, and visual anxiety from witnessing an actual castration magnified by his grandmother’s
            castration threats. To these interacting agencies McCoy added a haunting smell which eventually discloses the childhood origin
            of Ralph’s homicidal impulse. His lover Margaret Dobson exudes an odor that he recognizes but cannot place. When he finally
            identifies it as the perfume Huele de Noche, she insists that she is not wearing perfume. His search for the meaning of that odor combines theories of forgetting and
            recollecting from Proust and Freud. As he narrates, “I was close to remembering something, that I vaguely knew I did not want
            to remember, but ... like a clap of thunder there was a bright blinding light inside my head and through it I could feel the
            cold wind tunnelling from many, many years away and when it passed it left in focus only a white, white face, and black, black
            hair, and there was my grandmother stretched stiffly in the coffin in the parlor ...and the room was filled with the smell
            of the big Huele de Noche bushes which had grown around the house” (113). Then he realizes that he was not smelling Margaret’s perfume but his own imagination
            of it. “Her face was the same whiteness as my grandmother’s, and her hair of the same blackness, and ...this was what had
            done it.” To this Proustian involuntary memory, Ralph adds a Freudian repressed memory. The imagined odor is a “symbol that
            belongs to ...the infantile world of shameless libidinous fantasy that I have just left” (115). When he is with Margaret he
            imagines the odor, which triggers increasingly violent sexual impulses. During a climactic confrontation he tries to make
            love to Margaret and resist the murder impulse from his traumatic past, which is now clear. “I killed you once,” he pleads,
            “do not make me kill you again” (339). McCoy underscored the complexity of childhood origins by combining a Proustian search
            for the expanding intricacies of lost time with a Freudian search for the childhood determinants of a repressed traumatic
            memory triggered by an odor in addition to anal-erotic, tactile, and visual stimuli.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Compulsion, Levin’s account of the complexity of childhood determinants expands as the boys’ lawyers hire specialists to find more causal
            factors to increase the extenuating circumstances for the murder in their legal defense. Neurologists, endocrinologists, and
            cardiologists test for aberrations that may account for the homicide. They use cardiograms, X rays, Rorschachs, thematic apperception
            tests, and “newfangled metabolism tests” to look for motives. The lead attorney insists on completeness: “The whole past life
            of the patient, his diseases and accidents, his schooling, environment, and character, and the entire history of his antecedents
            should be examined” (340). The tactic is to overwhelm the judge with the complexity of the boys’ hereditary and environmental
            circumstances and their consequently varied and confused motives in order to create reasonable doubt about their criminal
            intent and thus avoid a death sentence.
         

         
         
         
         
         While Compulsion fictionalized the complex childhood origins of two real murderers in Chicago in 1924, Caleb Carr’s The Alienist (1994) projected the complex childhood of an imaginary serial murderer in New York back to 1896, the critical year when Freud
            published the seduction theory. One investigator in the novel is the psychiatrist Laszlo Kreizler, and his causal analysis
            draws from Freud’s seduction theory as well as his psychoanalytic theory of neurosis. While Kreizler is uncertain whether
            the determinative traumas had been real and imposed from without or partly fantasized in childhood by the serial killer he
            is hunting, he is confident they occurred in childhood. As he explains to his co-investigator, a newspaper reporter, “The
            creature you seek was created long ago. Perhaps in his infancy—certainly in his childhood” (68). Kreizler locates his analysis
            historically by explaining that he intends to find the murderer by following a psychological determinism leading back to childhood.
            His new causal analysis will reject older explanatory concepts such as “evil and barbarity and madness; none of these concepts
            would lead us any closer to him” (160). The elaborate sadism of the murders points to the perpetrator’s own victimization
            as a child. The first three victims were boy prostitutes found with their eyes gouged out, their inner organs exposed from
            knife cuts, and their genitals cut off and stuck in their mouths. Kreizler speculates that the victims are “a representation
            of what [the murderer] felt had been done to him—even if only psychically—at some point in his deep past” (193). Kreizler
            dates his theoretical approach more precisely by explaining, “The recent findings of Breuer and Freud on hysteria point to
            prepubertal sexual abuse by the father in nearly every case.” But then he adds, “Freud began by assuming sexual abuse as the basis for all hysteria, but recently
            he seems to have altered that view, and decided that fantasies concerning abuse may be the actual cause” (253). Carr fudged the chronology slightly here, because the story begins and ends
            in 1896, while only in 1897 did Freud abandon the seduction theory for the psychoanalytic theory.
         

         
         
         
         
         As the investigation proceeds, the causal analysis combines Freud’s earlier and later theories, starting with actual parental
            abuse but then augmented by the boy’s fantasies. Kreizler is able to speculate about those fantasies after interviewing the
            murderer’s older brother, who reveals the murderer’s name, Japeth Dury, and explains that their mother detested sex. The brother
            heard her scream the night Japeth was conceived, and Japeth grew up to symbolize her husband’s lust. So she weaned and toilet
            trained Japeth as early as she could and scolded him for bed-wetting. She seared his heart with her cruel eyes and lied to
            him that he was the child of “red Indians—dirty, man-eating savages” (421). While still a boy Japeth responded to this abuse
            with sadism when he began to cut up live animals. At age eleven he was sexually molested by a hired hand named George Beecham.
            In reaction, as an adult Japeth changed his name to Beecham and victimized young boys just as he had been victimized by the
            original Beecham, as well as by his mother and the Indians who were supposed to have been his parents. The link between the
            childhood traumas and the adult serial killing is revealed when Kreizler finds in Japeth’s apartment a photograph of an Indian
            massacre, showing a dead man who has been scalped, eviscerated, emasculated, and left eyeless. Japeth’s victims reenacted
            and reversed his own childhood trauma, with himself playing the victimizer.
         

         
         
         
         
         TEMPORALITY: CHRONIC TO ACUTE

         
         
         
         
         The argument about the shift from chronic to acute causality is based partly on missing evidence, because I did not find a
            single Victorian novel with a murder stemming from a specific childhood trauma. In William Simms’s Guy Rivers (1834), Colonel Munro speculates about the causes of Rivers’s penchant for murder. “I was always inclined to think that circumstances
            in childhood ... such as a great and sudden fright to the infant, or a blow which affected the brain, were the operating influences.”
            But, as David Brion Davis noted, “the colonel could not account for Rivers’s extreme malignity by such a theory.”46 Even this unusual Victorian theorizing about a decisive childhood trauma makes no reference to sexuality and does not explain
            the murderer.
         

         
         
         
         
         The concept of trauma itself became more integral to psychological causal explanations in the 1880s, when its source began
            to shift from the physical (typically train wrecks) to the mental. Those Victorian murderers whose childhoods were given greatest
            attention were shaped by chronic “cruelty to children” in the form of protracted moral neglect (Guy Rivers, Jonas Chuzzlewit,
            and Dorian Gray) or chronic monomaniacal zeal (Claude Frollo, Thérèse Raquin, and McTeague). For the modern period, in addition
            to the acute traumas in McCoy, Harris, and Carr already surveyed, William Faulkner, Jim Thompson, and Truman Capote also relied
            on traumas to establish compelling motivation.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! Thomas Sutpen’s childhood trauma is the mainspring for murder. When he was a young boy, Thomas’s father sent him to “the big
            house” with a message. A Negro in livery answered the door and told him to go around back (192). Faulkner provided three defining
            aspects of this trauma for young Thomas: “he was seeking among what little he had to call experience for something to measure
            it by, and he couldn’t find anything” (188); “he knew that something would have to be done about it in order to live with
            himself for the rest of his life” (189); and “it finally told him what to do that night he forgot about it and didn’t know
            that he still had it” (192). Thus, although the trauma is not sexual, it conforms to three other key aspects of Freud’s theory
            of the trauma: it is too powerful to be processed by normal psychological means, it is a determinative core of his emerging
            personality, and it is repressed but remains active enough to motivate a murder.
         

         
         
         
         
         The trauma motivates Thomas’s plan to make certain that such a thing could never happen again: he resolves to become wealthy
            and own a big house, have his own slaves, marry into a respectable family, and sire a distinguished dynasty. The plan is threatened
            when he learns that his first wife is part Negro. He divorces her, but years later their son Charles comes into his life by
            chance and successfully courts Thomas’s daughter Judith from his “respectable” second marriage. When Thomas discovers that
            Charles is his own racially mixed son, he realizes that Charles’s marriage to Judith would involve incest and miscegenation.
            To prevent this social catastrophe, he instills his son Henry with his own dynastic aspirations and motivates him to murder
            Charles. Although Faulkner set the trauma in the Victorian era, his literary use of it is unmistakably modern, if not directly
            influenced by Freud.
         

         
         
         
         
         The source of the homicidal urge of the serial killer Lou Ford in Thompson’s The Killer Inside Me (1952) is a traumatic discovery that the housekeeper who had initiated him into sex as a youth had once been his father’s
            mistress. Ford’s first-person narration reconstructs the shock of recognition as he examines an old photograph he discovered
            stuck in his father’s book: “It was a woman’s face, not pretty exactly, but the kind that gets to you without your knowing
            why. . . . Offhand it looked like she was peering through the crotch of a tree....She was looking through a crotch, all right.
            But it was her own. She was on her knees, peering between them. And those crisscross blurs on her thighs weren’t the result
            of age. They were scars. The woman was Helene, who had been Dad’s housekeeper so long ago.” That painful discovery clarifies
            the meaning of the violent confrontation he had overheard when his father fired Helene after discovering her seduction of
            his son. The interpretation of the photograph transformed Ford’s recollection of that disturbing confrontation into a devastating
            trauma by a mechanism that Freud called trauma by deferred action (Nachträglichkeit). Later Ford realizes that two of his female murder victims looked like Helene (105–8).
         

         
         
         
         
         In Capote’s nonfiction murder novel, In Cold Blood (1965), Perry Smith does the killing of the Clutter family, starting with the father. The foundation for that murder went
            back to childhood traumas. The first was one of terror and shame, as Perry watched his father beat his mother after catching
            her with a sailor. She became increasingly promiscuous and alcoholic and eventually choked to death on her own vomit. Perry
            grew up as a “hated, hating half-breed child” living in a California orphanage, where he was traumatized again when nuns whipped
            him savagely for bed-wetting. In a second orphanage, as Perry recalled, the cottage mistress “would throw back the covers
            and furiously beat me with a large black leather belt—pull me out of bed by my hair and drag me to the bathroom and throw
            me in a tub and turn on the cold water and tell me to wash myself and the sheets” (309). She also put burning ointment on
            his penis and encouraged the other children to call him a sissy.
         

         
         
         
         
         Perry’s childhood was marked by traumatic brutality and neglect, which resulted in his insecurity about being teased and inability
            to control anger. A minor insult could trigger blinding rage, which happened when he killed Mr. Clutter and the rest of his
            family after breaking into their home. The sudden impulsiveness of Perry’s slitting Mr. Clutter’s throat matches the suddenness
            of the childhood traumas that established the mental foundation for it.
         

         
         
         
         
         A fuller explanation of the connection between the childhood traumas and the murder is made by the psychiatrist hired to testify
            about Perry’s sanity. When Perry killed Mr. Clutter, he was “deep inside a schizophrenic darkness, for it was not entirely
            a flesh-and-blood man he ‘suddenly discovered’ himself destroying, but ‘a key figure in some past traumatic configuration’”
            (338–39). As a child, Perry had been traumatized by his parents’ fights and neglect and by the punishments and teasing he
            suffered because of his enuresis, which caused him to develop a fragile ego, a debilitating sense of sexual inadequacy, and
            a hair trigger on his anger.
         

         
         
         
         
         To support this analysis, the psychiatrist cited an article, “Murder without Apparent Motive,” which further explained seemingly
            “unmotivated” acts such as Perry’s as the result of unconscious reworkings of repressed childhood traumas. The article, written
            by four psychiatrists in 1960, summarized the current thinking about the childhood origin of such murders. “The history relating
            to extreme violence, whether fantasied, observed in reality, or actually experienced by the child, fits in with the psychoanalytic hypothesis
            that the child’s exposure to overwhelming stimuli, before he can master them, is closely linked to early defects in ego formation
            and later severe disturbances in impulse control.” In the four murderers studied, there was evidence of violence in childhood,
            emotional deprivation by parents, physical or sexual deficiencies (all were called “sissies”), and in some cases severe oral
            deprivation.47 

         
         
         
         
         The description of murders as “without apparent motive” implies a historical dating, because the lack of “apparent” motivation
            refers to the expectations of pre-Freudian analysis of murder by researchers who expected to explain conscious actions based
            on readily apparent motives such as greed or revenge. Axiomatic for Freudians is that “apparently” purposive behavior is caused
            by factors that are not readily apparent—mainly repressed childhood traumas that are reworked by unconscious mental processes
            and only become apparent after psychoanalysis.
         

         
         
         
         
         EMBODIMENT: SEXUALLY INNOCENT TO SEXUALLY MOTIVATED

         
         
         
         
         The first three shifts—toward increasing activity, complexity, and temporal acuteness—concern the structure of childhood causality.
            The final shift concerns the content of childhood traumas, which in the modern era was often sexual, as is especially evident
            in the relationship between male murderers and their mothers.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the Victorian novel, mothers are a source of love, goodness, and faith, and murderers are usually raised without a mother’s
            care or affection. Jonas Chuzzlewit, Claude Frollo, and Irving’s Italian murderer are raised away from their parents. When
            mothers do play a role, it is sexually innocent, as in Crime and Punishment (1866). Raskolnikov’s anguished mother love has roots in the past and plays a role in his decision to commit murder, but readers
            get no specifics about his childhood or any hint of its sexual content. Raskolnikov is incensed when he learns that his mother
            is urging his sister to compromise herself by agreeing to marry an unworthy older rich man to help him financially, and his
            decision to kill the pawnbroker for money is motivated in part by his humiliation and anger over their sacrifices. His mother
            love resurfaces in the end when he returns to Christian faith and appeals to his mother, “Let me make the sign of the cross
            over you and bless you!” (436). Then he kisses her feet and they embrace tearfully.
         

         
         
         
         
         In modern murder novels, the sexual content of a son’s relationship with his mother plays an increasingly prominent role evident
            in three main scenarios: some mothers seduce with overt sexuality, some mix love with aggression, while others create psychological
            havoc by emotional neglect. Although the victimized boy is largely passive, in each of these scenarios he is the source of
            some active response even if merely in providing the psychosexual foundation that enables him to experience and process the
            mother’s seduction, aggression, or neglect as traumatic. This he can do because he feels a nascent version of her desire toward
            him. For example, he knows what it is like for her to feel pleasure in touching him, because he has himself enjoyed her touch.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye, Cotter’s grandmother first aroused him sexually by hiding him under her dress, where he explored his own sexual desire by
            touching her legs. The classic modern novel about a sexually exploitive mother activating the pathological response of a serial
            killer is Robert Bloch’s Psycho (1959). At the beginning of the story the reader assumes that Norman Bates is living with his mother and running a motel.
            Bloch narrates the mother’s role as if she were alive, giving Norman advice, calling him impotent, chastising him for sins,
            and analyzing his problems with direct quotations: “Psychology, he calls it! A lot you know about psychology! I’ll never forget that time you talked so dirty to me, never. To think that a son could come to his
            own mother and say such things!” (17). But the reader begins to suspect that this dialogue is going on in Norman’s mind between the revengeful
            persona of his mother Norma and his own submissive little-boy self. He explains to one motel guest that after his father abandoned
            him, his mother raised him by herself and imposed strict controls. After the guest urges him to put his mother in a home,
            he flies into a rage and later stabs her in the shower, while dressed as his mother and assuming her crazed personality.
         

         
         
         
         
         A psychiatrist explains the childhood origins of Norman’s murders. When Norman’s overprotective mother prevented him from
            expressing normal sexual desires, he became a transvestite. When she threatened to disrupt their intimacy by marrying another
            man, Norman poisoned them. While writing her fake suicide note, he took on her personality. Then he missed her so much that
            he dug up her body and preserved it with his taxidermy skills. The person who murdered was a composite of three selves: the
            adult Norman who ran the hotel, the little boy Norman who still craved his mother’s approval, and the mother avenging anyone
            who threatened him as an adult.
         

         
         
         
         
         Another seductive mother raises a murderer in Don DeLillo’s Libra (1988), a fictionalized novel about the Kennedy assassination. It traces the motives of Lee Harvey Oswald back to his traumatic
            childhood with his overprotective mother, who stunted his normal sexual development. Lee slept in his mother’s bed until he
            was eleven and shared a small bathroom with her. Their intimacy was tactile and olfactory in the cloacal settings of childhood
            sexuality. “He could smell the air she moved through, smell her clothes hanging behind a door.... He entered the bathroom
            in the full aura of her stink.” His mother did not use deodorant, and their relationship was so oppressive that “something
            in him turned to murder at the sight of her” (38). When she worked as a nurse, her uniform triggered fantasies of an “angel
            of terror and memory sweeping down from the sky.... All this love and pain confused him” (227). Like the other murderers with
            overtly seductive mothers, Oswald’s violence came from a need to define himself as an individual out of the suffocating intimacy
            with his overprotective mother.
         

         
         
         
         
         The second scenario of determinative child sexual trauma comes from a mixture of maternal love and aggression. In The Alienist Dury’s mother hated him for being male and brutally punished him for bed-wetting, while in By Reason of Insanity Bishop’s mother blamed him for being the child of her rape and beat him until the two of them fell asleep together. In Red Dragon the one person who loved Dolarhyde as a child, his grandmother, threatened to cut off his penis for bed-wetting.
         

         
         
         
         
         The title of Robert Bloch’s novel The Scarf (1947) refers to a maroon scarf that Daniel Morley uses to strangle women who remind him of his sexually provocative and verbally
            aggressive mother, who laughed at him for bed-wetting, accused him of trying to seduce his sister, and ridiculed him for sex
            play with a neighbor. She also told him that sex was vile and tied his hands to bedposts with strips of red flannel to keep
            him from “polluting” himself by masturbating (23). One night, after discovering his parents having sex, he ran back to his
            bed in terror and slipped his hands back in the flannel bonds. In a journal, he recalled the connection between that moment
            and his murders: “You hated your mother from then on, although you didn’t know then that it was hate....You weren’t a pretty
            pair: the dumbly resentful son; the frustrated and antagonistic mother, unconsciously, unremittingly seeking revenge for something,
            not knowing what it was” (24). The night his schoolteacher gave him the scarf he tied her up with it, attempted to rape her,
            and then turned on the gas in an attempt to conceal his crime by killing her and himself, although they both survived. His
            strangulation victims were a displaced revenge against his mother, while the red strips and the maroon scarf linked her traumatization
            of him to his later murders.
         

         
         
         
         
         The third scenario is of murderers who were neglected or abandoned by mothers. In The Stranger Meursault seems indifferent to the death of his mother, as the famous opening lines reveal: “Maman died today. Or yesterday
            maybe, I don’t know.” Camus does not explain Meursault’s killing out of childhood neglect, but he does begin the novel with
            evidence of it. The professional killer in Graham Greene’s This Gun for Hire (1936) is obsessed with the memory of his mother’s suicide. The killer in Musil’s The Man without Qualities is an orphan, as is the serial killer in The Pledge, in which Dürrenmatt suggested a traumatic childhood sexual origin because the murderer married a woman who was thirty-two
            years his senior and called her “Mommy.” In Compulsion both murderers had to fight for their mother’s love—one out of gender confusion, the other out of sibling rivalry. The mother
            of Jame Gumb abandoned him to a foster home when he was two. The serial killer’s mother in Lawrence Sanders’s The First Deadly Sin (1972) was a drunk who never kissed him with her lips and instead would only brush his face with her cheek. Daniel Blank grew
            up in a “silent, loveless, white-tiled house” with “tiled emotions.” One of his victims manages “to peel clean what had always
            been in him but had never been revealed” and helps him come alive sexually as a force of evil by performing fellatio on his
            impotent penis while he describes his vicious murders (59). He rewards her for liberating his sexuality and his penchant for
            evil by hacking her to death with an ice ax.
         

         
         
         
         
         Modern thinkers following Freud viewed the causal role of childhood as more active, complex, acute, and sexual. They explored
            the active causal role of the child’s many sexual desires in the etiology of neuroses and saw more of those desires in normal
            children. They noted the complex interactions of pain and erotic pleasure that energize values and character traits associated
            with nursing, feeding, weaning, defecating, toilet training, scopophilia, and ambivalence toward parents. In discerning more
            sharply the connection between adult perversions and normal psychosexual development, they were better able to understand
            how perversions are possible in adults and why adults desire to seduce children. In arguing that perversions come ultimately
            from trauma and fixation out of the child’s normal sexual impulses and fantasies, Freud scandalized many in his generation
            and after, but he charted new modes of causal understanding for researchers and novelists. Although psychoanalysis was widely
            criticized, it continued to provide the basic terms of analysis for theorizing about childhood causality and remained the
            preferred explanation among novelists trying to make sense of murder.
         

         
         
         
         
         These historical shifts about childhood causality also accord with my larger argument about the increasing specificity, multiplicity,
            complexity, and uncertainty of causal understanding in general. Compared with the Victorians, moderns made a sharper delineation
            of the many specific sources and causal consequences of child sexuality that Freud traced to the interplay of developing erotogenic
            zones, polymorphous perversity, Oedipal psychodynamics, and nonlocalized components of vision and smell. Psychoanalysis expanded
            the number of motives for adult behavior that derive from childhood. As Frank Manuel noted in a 1988 assessment of the historical
            significance of psychohistory, “From now on human conduct can no longer be explained in terms of plain utilitarian motives,
            as it was by nineteenth-century writers.”48 Psychohistorians hold that people are motivated not merely by the desire to maximize “pleasure” or “happiness” or to realize
            conscious pragmatic goals but also by a host of new motives that emerge from earliest infancy. In 1936 Walter Benjamin also
            argued that psychoanalysis increased the precision of causal understanding of behavior similar to the way movies enriched
            the perceptual field. Just as fifty years earlier, he argued, “a slip of the tongue passed unnoticed, ...since Psychopathology of Everyday Life [1905] things have changed.” Like psychoanalysis, movies offer multiple points of view as well as slow-motion and close-up
            techniques that make the perception and analysis of human behavior more precise.49

         
         
         
         
         Moderns also more precisely understood the complexities of unconscious mental processes. Victorians knew that the mind can
            condense, displace, project, incorporate, sublimate, symbolize, undo, deny, somatize, censor, and symbolize; but they had
            no formal theory such as Freud provided for tracking how such mental processes working at the unconscious level transform
            childhood impulses, wishes, and memories into adult character traits. The key difference between Victorian and modern thinking
            centered on the concept of repression (Verdrängung). Victorians occasionally used the term, but it referred to what Freud called suppression (Unterdrückung), that is, the conscious and intentional suppression of painful thoughts. In all the nineteenth-century works in which I
            found the word repression—and it was commonly used—it invariably referred to conscious suppression.
         

         
         
         
         
         The increasing specificity also expanded the realm of uncertainty, which Freud acknowledged explicitly with his concept of
            overdetermination. The term refers to the way every mental event, from a simple dream image to complex neurotic behavior, is determined by
            more than enough causes to make it occur.50 While Victorian philosophy of science going back at least to John Stuart Mill had analyzed multiple causal factors producing
            a single effect, Freud’s concept of overdetermination was different. He emphasized not just the confluence of many causal
            factors impinging on a single event, as a vector of forces at a single point and a single moment in time, but a unique aspect
            of mental life that involves multiple associative pathways and layers of unconscious processes that direct or energize abundant
            and sometimes contradictory mental material over an extended period of time to create a single mental image or event. Overdetermination
            occurs in dreams when multiple past traumatic events or situations cause a single dream image. With such multiple determinants
            only partially represented in the dream recalled upon waking, any interpretation of it is necessarily fragmentary and incomplete,
            because there is no way to know whether every determinant has been disclosed or is even fully represented. Freud’s concept
            of overdetermination was a significant event in the history of thinking about human causality. Compared with the Victorians,
            Freud raised more questions than he answered and added increasingly complex networks of conjectures to his causal explanations,
            which in turned opened up vast new realms of uncertainty.
         

         
         
         
         
         Murder novels also document the four shifts in accord with the specificity-uncertainty dialectic. Modern novelists gave more
            details about the formative childhood experiences of murderers and related those details to more active, complex, acute, and
            sexually motivated experiences. Those greater details provided more material for explaining how and why children grow up to
            become murderers, as well as specific childhood determinants for the choice of victim, murder weapon, mode of killing, and
            treatment of the corpse. In many modern novels, detectives hired psychiatrists or themselves invoked psychological explanations
            that were often specifically Freudian. Levin’s fictional attorney hired a psychiatrist who quotes Freud, McCoy’s murderer-narrator
            relied on Freudian “libido” theory, Capote’s explanation was based on psychoanalytic theory, while Carr set his novel in the
            precise year when Freud was moving from the seduction theory to the psychoanalytic theory and explained the killer’s actions
            in terms of those theories. More novels based on psychoanalytic explanations of the childhood origins of a murderer can be
            found at will.51 Yet, with all the increasingly precise accounts of childhood determinants, modernists also left the reader with greater uncertainty.
            The delightfully arrogant concluding explanations by Sherlock Holmes are mementos of a lost era that expected “scientific”
            causal explanations based on “objective” evidence and “rational” thinking about a “natural” order and was less inclined to
            question those concepts. In the modern period, Holmes came to symbolize an age that was overly confident about its causal
            explanations.
         

         
         
         
         
         THE MAIN HISTORICAL explanation for these changing ideas about childhood causality is the increasing division of research
            labor. In the twentieth century, a host of new fields probed specific aspects of childhood causality—psychoanalysis, psychohistory,
            childhood and family history, child and adolescent psychology, pediatric neurology, endocrinology, social psychology, and
            cultural anthropology, with a variety of subspecialties in learning, intelligence, sensory capacity, motor performance, emotion,
            and language. I conclude this chapter with two foci of these subspecialties—multiple-personality disorders and serial homicide—because
            much of the research on them focused on the causal role of child sexual abuse.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Victorian conspiracy of silence about sex in general blocked any serious consideration of child sexual abuse. In Child Sexual Abuse in Victorian England, Louise Jackson showed that the language Victorians used to describe such abuse relied on vague euphemisms such as “molestation,”
            “tampering,” “moral outrage,” and “unlawful carnal knowledge.” Analyses were further clouded by moralizing and circular reasoning.
            Girls victimized by incest or enforced prostitution were innocent of the precipitating incident but afterward were judged
            to be guilty, a danger to other children, and destined to perversion and moral corruption.52

         
         
         
         
         Modern researchers became obsessed with establishing a causal connection between child abuse and multiple-personality disorders.
            Victorians were concerned about child molestation from outside the family, while moderns became increasingly concerned about
            sexual abuse and incest within the home. A turning point in modern research was an article of 1962 on “the battered-child
            syndrome,” which drew attention to physical abuse that was documented by shocking X rays of broken bones in three-year-olds.53 After that article appeared, experts focused their research more precisely. In the early 1970s, the issue of child abuse rallied
            feminists concerned about the way patriarchy and male violence caused children to develop multiple personalities. In 1973,
            Flora Schreiber’s Sybil traced a patient’s multiple personalities to anal sadistic child abuse by her mother.54 By the mid-1970s child abuse was increasingly considered sexual and incestuous, as researchers reprised Freud’s earlier seduction
            theory. Throughout the 1970s radiologists, orthopedists, pediatricians, and social workers joined with child psychologists
            and child psychiatrists to investigate child abuse and consider its long-term consequences.
         

         
         
         
         
         Some researchers concluded that people with multiple personalities were victims of traumatic abuse as children. When subjected
            to overwhelming pressures, these children developed alternative personalities for each pressured situation, and consequently
            each adult alter ego had a specific traumatic childhood origin. This explanation began with a concise causal source—a single
            trauma or related pattern of traumas. The causal role of trauma in mental life is analogous to the role of the gene in hereditary
            transmission and the role of germs in disease. Whereas genes and germs are materially compact, a trauma is psychologically
            compact.55 Like germs and genes, traumas are precisely defined nuclear entities with a specific structure that enables them to generate
            a wide range of consequences over many years by means of complex interactions with the environment.
         

         
         
         
         
         According to Ian Hacking, “The linkage between childhood trauma and multiple personality ...came into being almost suddenly
            in the 1970s” (86). Researchers announced their new causal understanding with bravado. In 1989 the president of the newly
            formed International Society for the Study of Multiple Personality and Dissociation announced, “Never in the history of psychiatry
            have we ever come to know so well the specific etiology of a major illness” (81). That etiology was proposed by researchers
            looking to isolate single causes, although much of their theorizing was more wishful thinking than verifiable science.56 Such thinking fueled a panic in America from 1985 to 1994 among some child therapists who coerced children into “remembering”
            sex abuse by parents. Recent studies emphasized the complexity of the linkage stemming from the way child abuse is socially
            constructed.57 For these critics child abuse is a Rashomon-like construction of different perspectives by specialists with different theoretical presuppositions, criteria for evidence,
            explanatory concepts, religious outlooks, and political agendas. Psychiatrists, social workers, and feminists not only define
            child abuse with different terminology but actually constitute the reality of it differently.
         

         
         
         
         
         Since the discovery of the battered-child syndrome in 1962 and the related attention to child sexual abuse, specialists have
            increasingly looked for childhood origins of murderers and especially serial killers. In 1963 John M. Macdonald found that
            among one hundred persons convicted of homicide, a significant number had common experiences as children: “great parental
            brutality, extreme maternal seduction, or the triad of childhood firesetting, cruelty to animals, and enuresis.”58 In the 1970s feminists probed the sexual motivation of serial killers and identified child sexual abuse among its causes.
            Criminologists, psychologists, sociologists, and FBI profilers explored the causes of the serial killings that began to mount
            alarmingly in the late 1970s, and among these specialists the idea that child abuse played a significant causal role became
            axiomatic.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although not all serial killers had traumatic childhoods, some notorious ones did. Henry Lee Lucas’s mother forced him to
            be in the same room with her when she had sex with her clients, and in 1960 at the age of twenty three he began his serial
            killing by stabbing her to death in her bed. In the early 1950s Edmund Kemper’s shrill and belittling mother locked him a
            cellar for eight months and berated him repeatedly. Later, after killing her, he cut out her larynx and put it in the garbage
            disposal. As a boy, Albert DeSalvo, the Boston Strangler, watched his alcoholic father knock out his mother’s teeth and break
            her fingers one by one. DeSalvo took out his anger on women after his wife rejected him.59 But there is no statistically significant correlation between child sexual abuse and serial killing. The demands on murder
            novelists to provide tidy concluding explanations has led them to imagine horrendous childhoods to explain their characters’
            actions, but researchers have found no significant correlation. Recent studies by Mark Selzer and Philip Jenkins focused on
            the broader social construction of serial killers by various professionals trying to justify their research specialty or careers.60 Again, the increasingly specific research has opened up larger realms of investigation.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ever since Freud, psychologists, criminologists, and novelists have been unable to resist the temptation to explain adult
            behavior, especially pathological or criminal behavior, as a result of some simple and visualizable cause from deep in an
            individual’s past. The history of thinking about childhood causality has been energized by that temptation, which has also
            led researchers into uncharted realms from which they consistently looked for intelligible explanations based on childhood
            trauma. That theoretical round-trip repeatedly led them to embrace childhood causality with an abundance of sexual detail
            that Victorians did not dare explore.
         

         
         
         
         
         After two novels and eighteen years, Thomas Harris could not resist providing such a singular and visualizable cause of Hannibal
            Lecter’s character, which is distinctly twentieth-century in the extent to which it was determined by the traumatic death
            of his sister Mischa. What happened to six-year-old Hannibal in the barn behind his burned-out home and its lurid consequences
            are unimaginable in a Victorian novel. His trauma was not sexual, but it did occur in childhood, did involve his sister, and
            ultimately governed his adult love relations and mode of killing. Harris was able to use such a traumatic childhood causality
            so plausibly in a story that would have been outrageous in the previous century because popular and scholarly analyses of
            the childhood determinants of adult mental life had specified many new pathways of its operation and affirmed their causal
            force.
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