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Alston Chase writes lucid and pro- 
vocative books, arid IIarvard and the 
Unabomberis no exception. Working out- 
ward f rom the t e r r o r i s m  o f  Ted 
Kaczynski, Chase presents a muhi-lay- 
ered indictment of the American edu- 
cational establishment of the 1950s, a 
period Chase regards as the source of 
the more widely recognized pathologies 
of the 1960s. IIe targets the anti-intel- 
lectualism of  high schools, the "culture 
of  pess imism" p r o m u l g a t e d  by the 
I Iarvard General Education curriculum, 
the dangerous social engineering pre- 
tensions of the social sciences, particu- 
larly psychology,  the  p r o b l e m a t i c  
relationship between government and 
the academy created by the (;old War, 
even the failure of the Enlightenment  
project. All become part of Chase's at- 
tempt to make Kaczynski exemplary of 
the willingness to kill for an idea that is 
both the heart of "contemporary terror'- 
ism" and "the nature of modern  evil" 
('~169). 

Such an account will seem implau- 
sible to those whose last thoughts of the 
Unabomber were informed by the news 
coverage of his capture or the legal pro- 
ceedings that have him serving four con- 
secntive life sentences. Not to put too 
fine a point on it, that coverage made it 
easy to dismiss Kaczynski as a danger- 
ously nutty recluse, driven to kill by 
fringe environmentalist views that gen- 

erated hatred of  modern technological 
society. For a host of reasons, (;hast." finds 
this account inadequate. Working back 
and forth between the particulars of  
Kaczynski's character and life story, and 
the broader  educational  and cultural 
milieus in which he moved, Chase at- 
tempts to show that the evil in him was 
as much  or more  made as born.  Its 
source was not exposure to marginal 
ideas, but to currents of thought  that 
were commonplace among the intellec- 
tual elite of  the 1950s arid have since 
become simply commonplace.  

Moving between intellectual and per- 
sonal history is difficult, to say the least, 
and Chase is aware of  the limited degree 
of causality which he can suggest; after 
all, most of those who grew up and were 
e d u c a t e d  u n d e r  c i r cums tances  like 
Kaczynski's did not become terrorists. 
Chase's attempt to account for the host 
of factors that led this particular person 
down the path to becoming a frighten- 
ingly meticulous, clever, and remorseless 
murderer  produces a rich, sometimes 
complicated, argument.  

We [night begin where most people 
are likely to begin these (lays when seek- 
ing to u n d e r s t a n d  a story like Ted 
Kaczynski's---with his psychology. Surely 
the m u r d e r  and  ma iming  by f inely 
crafted bombs that became his life-work 
are indicative of mental illness. But it 
turns out there is disagreement on this 
point among those who evaluated him 
for the purposes of  de t e rmin ing  his 
sanity by legal standards. Chase himself 
is at  pa ins  to n o r m a l i z e  some  o f  
Kaczynski's behavior, reminding us that 
it is not a sign of  illness to be passionate 
about ideas, and that seeking to live a 
relatively isolated life in quasi-wilderness 
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is for many a "lifestyle" ideal. For much 
of his life, Chase reports, those who knew 
Kaczynski best found him to be normal 
within the framework of  being an ex- 
tremely bright, bookish, introw.'rted, 
relatively proud,  mathemat ica l ly  in- 
clined young man who did not suffer 
fools gladly, and was quite inclined to 
see fools around him. What made him a 
murderer? In the end, Chase puts much 
of the blame on I larvard. 

Chase links Kaczynski's campaign first 
of  all to his encounter  as a Harvard un- 
dergraduate with Dr. Henry Murray, "a 
towering figure in the world of psychol- 
ogy" and creator of the Thematic Apper- 
cept ion Test, "widely used by psych- 
ologists for probing the psyche" (241). 
Kaczynski served as a subject for one of  
Murray's last experiments,  an arche- 
typical piece of deception-based psycho- 
logical research in which students were 
subjected to an intentionally humiliat- 
ing "third degree." Murray had been 
performing such experiments for many 
years; during World War II he developed 
them while working for the Ottice of 
Strategic Services as a means of testing 
and training potential  spies. One of  
the most shocking elements of this part 
of  Chase's story is that, by the time 
Kaczynski enconntered Murray, it is not 
clear that there was any compelling pro- 
fessional reason to continue these inves- 
tigations into "The Dyad," Murray's label 
for stressfifl interactions. That  makes 
plausible Chase's suggestion that the 
source of Murray's interest in recording 
these humiliating interviews is revealed 
by another Dyad: a sadistic, aduherous 
re la t ionsh ip  Murray had with a co- 
worker over many years. 

Murray is central to Chase's argument  
in two other respects. Ite is emblematic 
of a psychological establishment that, as 
Chase sees it, had little concern for in- 
formed consent back in the 1950s, even 
though the principle had already been 
established with the Nuremberg Code. 
This lack of interest in intbrmed consent 
goes hand  in hand  with what Chase 
claims is an increased tendency since the 
1950s for psychological research to in- 
volve decept ion of  subjects. Chase is 
therefore sympathetic with Kaczynski's 
own tremendous distrust of" psychology 
as a way of denying human freedom by 
manipulating minds--a  distrust that was 
only increased by his appointed lawyers' 
ettbrts to pnrsue an insanity defense. 
Chase makes a great deal of this distrust, 
since it seems to support the notion that 
Kaczynski, already emotionally vulner- 
able, was traumatized by the Murray ex- 
periments. Yet Kaczynski himself only 
recalls the experience as "unpleasant," 
(292) and though Chase says Murray's 
notes on Kaczynski suggest that in three 
categories he was "most traumatized of  
all," the meaning of Murray's categories 
and  marg ina l  notes  seemed  to this 
reader quite cryptic. Oddly, given the 
weight Chase wants psychology to play 
in the story, Kaczynski never made an 
attempt on the life of  a psychologist. 

Finally, for Chase, Murray represents 
the wholesale penetration of the acad- 
emy by secret government programs that 
took place during the Cold War. Chase 
paints a picture of the infusion of  large 
sums of research dollars, often so laun- 
dered that those getting them did not 
know they were working on government 
projects. While Chase never directly 
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blames the United States government  
for creating Ted Kaczynski and would 
doubtless reject the proposition stated 
so baldly, the imputa t ion  is created 
th rough  the ex t ended  t r ea tmen t  of  
other  instances, particularly involving 
drugs, where Cold War experimentation 
is claimed to have harmed people. At the 
very least, Chase suggests in one respect 
a moral equivalence between Kaczynski 
and those officials in American govern- 
ment  who, he believes, lacked all moral 
restraint in pursuit of their goal of win- 
ning the Cold War. 

This similarity is not accidental, as 
Chase tells the story. The best and bright- 
est in government and the academy of 
the 1950s were infected by a "culture of 
pessimism" that they conveyed to stu- 
dents like Kaczynski through I tarvard's 
famous "Gen-Ed" curriculum. On the 
one hand,  students were taught  that 
there was little" hope for democracy, and 
in particular fear that, left to themselves, 
people  would put  the great  powers 
gained by science and technology to self- 
destruct ive purposes.  On the o the r  
hand, there was great hope for the abil- 
ity of an educated, technical elite to use 
these same powers to lead mankind to a 
more "mature ,"  peaceful  and  stable 
state. Yet this progressive charitable im- 
pulse, Chase's presentat ion suggests, 
concealed a moral vacuum. The elite 
had long since given up on the idea that 
morality had a rational tbundation and 
instead took moral views to be simply 
expressions of emotional preferences. 
What could "progress" be but an expres- 
sion of their particular wills? Those who 
sought weapons in the struggle with the 
Soviets, then, people who at any time 

might have pursned their goals with a 
certain competitive ruthlessness, were 
f u r t h e r  l i b e r a t e d  by u t o p i a n  bu t  
foundationless ends and morally unre- 
strained means. 

If Chase is correct about the underly- 
ing message of the Gen-Ed curr icnlum--  
and he makes a compelling, if ahnost of 
necessity anecdotal,  case--this part of 
his story is a crucial cautionary tale about 
core curricula. For on paper, Gen-Ed was 
an effort to develop the moral founda- 
tions for citizenship, not  u n d e r m i n e  
them. A core cur r icu lum canno t  be 
judged  by its mission statements or even 
syllabi, but by what is happening in the 
classroom. 

In any case, the t ransformation of  
elite cultural pessimism into mass cul- 
ture in the course of the 1960s, Chase 
believes, helps to account for the rela- 
tive lack of  intellectual interest in the 
manifesto that Kaczynski got the press 
to publish as the price tbr supposedly 
ending his terror campaign. For by the 
time it was published, Chase believes, 
there was little in the manifest() that had 
not become commonplace.  Kaczynski 
accepted the premise about the self-de- 
structive nature of science and technol- 
ogy, and believed that all moral scruples, 
some of  which he very occasional ly  
records having felt, were simply a mat- 
ter  o f  social  c o n d i t i o n i n g .  (Moral  
scruples seem far less common in his 
diary than laments over the time and 
expense he put into bombs that did not 
kill people.) To this pessimistic relativ- 
ism he added  a "green" faqade that  
Chase believes to have been almost en- 
tirely tactical. The only sui)stantial dit~: 
ference between Kaczynski and the elite 
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cultural  pessimists of  the 1950s is that 
Kaczynski saw their  paternalist ic pro jec t  
of  manipu la t ion  as par t  o f  the p rob lem,  
no t  par t  o f  the solution.  

It appears  that  he feared above all for  
h u m a n  liberty, so much  so that  it is al- 
most  t empt ing  to call Kaczynski a liber- 
tarian terror is t  if, as Chase suggests, it is 
the sign of  m o d e r n  te r ror ism that  it kills 
for  ideas. Tha t  Chase nowhe re  h imsel f  
supplies such a label may have to do  with 
a suspicion that Kaczynski had a less than 
serious idea o f  what liberty is. He  wanted  
the liberty bo th  to have no th ing  to do  
with his family, and  get  m o n e y  f r o m  
them when he n e e d e d  it. IIe wanted  the 
liberty to live in the wilderness where  he  
would not  be b o t h e r e d  by others ,  bu t  
also to live close e n o u g h  to a civilization 
that ceaselessly annoyed  him, to pursue  
his t e r ro r  campaign.  In short,  he  wanted 
the  l iber ty  to say " 'Fuck you! '  to the 
world and  be apprec ia ted  for it" (329). 
Chase doc ume n t s  convincingly the d e e p  
cont rad ic t ions  in Kaczynski's cha rac te r  
and actions, contradic t ions  which would 
pret ty m uc h  gua ran tee  his unhapp ines s  
no  mat te r  what  he  did. 

As Chase presents  him, Kaczynski was 
he lped  by Harvard  to b e c o m e  the quint-  
essential "free soul" who unders tands  his 
f r e e dom  only by negat ion  of  a "system" 
that  he  sees as deny ing  him f r eedom.  
T ha t  is why this public c o n c e r n  for free- 
d o m  comes  to be so closely ident i f ied in 
his mind  with the privately expres sed  
motive o f  revenge.  At first, this motive 
appea r s  s o m e w h a t  myster ious .  Whi le  
C h a s e  shows  t h a t  as e a r l y  as 1966 
Kaczynski had  vowed to "kill s o m e o n e  I 
hate"  ( the bombings  did not  begin un- 
til 1978), his te r ror ism was at best only 
indirect  revenge on those (like his faro- 

ily) who he bel ieved had  hu r t  h im over  
the years. Instead,  his revenge  is against 
a c o n t r o l l i n g  "system," his c a m p a i g n  
p r o o f  that  he  can escape its strictures. If  
mora l  scruples are jus t  mat ters  o f  con-  
di t ioning,  then  to be free is to ignore  
them.  

"Bad m en  do  what  good  m en  dream,"  
quo tes  Chase,  an d  while desire  to live as 
on e  wishes has long  been  a democratic" 
d ream,  Chase makes  Kaczynski's essen- 
tial normlessness  emblema t i c  o f  the tiail- 
ure  o f  the E n l i g h t e n m e n t  pro jec t .  As 
Chase tells the story, the E n l i g h t e n m e n t  
did no t  give tip on  the classical ques t  for  
an objective founda t ion  for morality, and 
h e l d  t h a t  s c i e n t i f i c  a n d  t e c h n i c a l  
progress  would  p r o d u c e  a world  ever  
improved  by b e c o m i n g  ever m o r e  rea- 
sonable.  But when science d e n u d e d  na- 
ture of" moral  con ten t ,  the  search for  a 
universal ra t ional  moral i ty (lid not  sur- 
vive e n l i g h t e n e d  skepticism. As the ter- 
r i b l e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  t e c h n i c a l  a n d  
scientific progress became  more  evident,  
t h e r e  was n o  solid g r o u n d  lef t  fo r  a 
moral  response.  Kaczynski embod ies  the 
con t r ad i c t i ons  that  resuh.  A strict be- 
liever in scientific and  mathemat ica l  rea- 
soning, he disliked the results o f  science 
and  technology.  A radical moralist ,  he  
bel ieved that  all his mora l  beliefs were 
simply the p roduc t s  o f  socialization. 

O f  c o u r s e ,  e v e n  vast n u m b e r s  o f  
peop le  who live in the m o d e r n  world,  
in a sense b ey o n d  m ere  chrono log ica l  
c o u r t e s y ,  d o  n o t  fal l  so d e e p l y  as 
Kaczynski in to  this in te l l ec tua l  abyss. 
C h a s e  is a t t r a c t e d  to t h e  i d e a  t h a t  
Kaczynski's t e r ro r i sm resul ted f rom an 
excessive be l ie f  in reason,  and  approv-  
ingly quo tes  Ch es t e r t o n ' s  d i c tum that  
"The  m a d m a n  is the man  who has lost 
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every th ing  excep t  his reason."  He  also 
provides reasons why Kaczynski might  
have been  peculiarly vulnerable  to a cor- 
rosive unders tanding  of  reason. From his 
working class, free th inking parents  he 
had no  religious training, and  his intel- 
l igence f u r t he r  p laced him outs ide  o f  
the social norms  o f  his youth. Ghet to ized  
at I t a rva rd  a m o n g  o the r  p recoc ious  stu- 
dents,  subject bo th  to Harvard  snobbery  
and genera l  social isolation, he was an 
empty  vessel into which cul tural  pessi- 
mism could  be poured .  

Since these ideas are still powerful ,  
Cha se  c loses  his b o o k  wi th  s e r i o u s  
conce rns  that, in the present  war on ter- 
ror, ou r  g o v e r n m e n t  may repl icate  the 
excesses o f  the Cold War. This c o n c e r n  
is not  unreasonab le ,  yet there  is a prob-  
lem with Chase 's  m o d e  of  analysis that 
de se rve s  a t t e n t i o n .  His a p p r o a c h  is, 
b roa d ly  speak ing ,  Machiave l l ian .  He  
starts with the terr ible  things, the patho-  
logical cases, and  p roceeds  as if they il- 
luminate  the t ruth most clearly, whe the r  
about  Kaczynski or abou t  the m a n n e r  in 
which the Cold War was fought .  T h e r e  
can hardly be any quar re l  with start ing 
this way when one  wants to u n d e r s t a n d  
terrorists,  bu t  is start ing with a terror is t  
the best way to gain insight into Ameri-  
can educat ion ,  society, and politics? 

Surely, in sp read ing  within and  be- 
yond  the academy, cul tural  pessimism 
has d o n e  harm;  Chase 's  accoun t  helps 
explain the violent  and  unset t led  1960s. 
So it w o u l d  be  n i c e  to t h i n k  t h a t  
Kaczynski killed because of  ideas that  are 

intel lectual ly  bank rup t ;  but,  given his 
own demons ,  it is no t  so clear  that  the 
fact tha t  he  killed for t h e m  proves or  
even d e p e n d s  oil the i r  bankrup tcy .  It 
would  be c o n v e n i e n t  to ho ld  that  his 
mora l  relativism did h im in, bu t  fanatics 
may be nihilistic or  absolutist  in the i r  
mora l  assumpt ions .  Chase 's  b o o k  is a 
powerf id  r e m i n d e r  that  bad ideas have 
bad  c o n s e q u e n c e s ;  h e r e ,  they  sure ly  
he lp ed  crea te  a t roub led  marl who de- 
s t royed his own life a long with the lives 
o f  others .  Yet Chase, who presents  him- 
self in many  ways as a m a t c h e d  pair  to 
Kaczynski, was no t  sucked into the same 
emot iona l  and  intel lectual  maels t rom,  
and  the same would be t rue  o f  most  who 
live with the legacy o f  the c u h u r e  o f  pes- 
simism. T h e  fact remains  that  Kaczynski 
is except iona l .  

Chase would have it that  fiir various 
reasons Kaczynski was specially vulner- 
able to act ing out  all that  is i n h e r e n t  in 
the message o f  cul tural  pessimism, and  
of  course  one  can explain un ique  results 
by par t icu lar  c i rcumstances .  But some- 
thing m o r e  is necessary if Kaczynski is 
to i l luminate  our  times. T h e  sources and  
pe rhaps  surpr is ing s t rength  that  allow 
decency  to prevail, one  might  say despite 
the best efforts  o f  the academy, deserve  
m o r e  a t t e n t i o n  than  a focus  o n  Ted  
Kaczynski can provide.  
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