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turn of the 20th century. And one key innovation that
helped to tip the United States over into the national
security regime that we recognize today was, of all
things, the torpedo.

The torpedo didn’t just threaten to change naval
warfare. It was a sophisticated new weapon so im
portant to the US Navy that it forced the government
to form a novel relationship with industry—and to in
troduce the trump card of national security as a ratio
nale for demanding secrecy from private companies.
The policy that developed along with the torpedo set
the terms for the efforts to control information in the
name of national security that we’re seeing now. To
appreciate just how far
back that policy runs—back
to a time not of war, but of
peace—gives us a new lens
on our current struggles
over the militaryindustrial
complex, and perhaps a dif
ferent reason to worry.

I
N THE LATE 19TH cen
tury, what scholars often
term the Second Indus
tr ial Revolution was
transforming societies

and economies around the
world. The steel, electrical,
and chemical industries
boomed, and Europe and
the United States emerged
as competitors to Britain’s
original “workshop of the
world.” These increasingly
industrialized economies
became ever more closely
linked, thanks chiefly to the
realtime flow of informa
tion made possible by ca
bles and radio.

Even as they grew more
connected and dependent
on one another, however,
nations engaged in fierce
geopolitical competition,
both on the European con
tinent and over more dis
tant imperial holdings. Na
vies built around fast ar
mored ships represented a
p i n n a c l e o f m i l i t a r y
might—but they were ex
pensive and menaced by a
new and volatile threat: the
torpedo.

Torpedoes had been in
vented in 1866 by Robert
Whitehead, a British expa
triate based in the Austro
Hungarian empire. White
head realized that small,
selfpowered explosive de
vices able to sneak up on
and injure warships could
offer a powerful strategic
advantage—not unlike a
drone today. Torpedoes’ sig
nificance was inversely pro
portional to their size: They
stood to undermine tradi
tional strategies based on
blockading enemy ports
and fighting battles with
big, expensive ships carry
ing heavy guns.

The torpedo was also an
extraordinary piece of tech
nology in itself. Like new
fangled steamships, torpe
does were made of metal
and ran on engines; but tor
pedoes were smal l and
cheap enough to be pro
duced in much larger num
bers. They were at the cut
ting edge of the technologi
c a l l y p o s s i b l e . T h e y
contained thousands of pre
cisely engineered metal
parts, all of which were in
terdependent: If the propul
sion failed, the warhead
couldn’t do its job; if the
warhead failed, reaching the
target didn’t do any good. In
other words, torpedoes were
not merely systems but what
are now called “systems of
systems.” By 1910, they
c o u l d t rav e l s i x m i l e s
through the water, or reach
50 miles per hour—faster
than a Model T Ford driving
at top speed.

Whitehead sold his tor
pedoes to navies around the
world. The US Navy could
have bought them directly
from him but chose not to.
Instead, it purchased them
from an American firm—
the E. W. Bliss Co. of Brook
lyn, N.Y.—that built them
under license from White
head. Procuring a design
from the global market had
the advantage of obviating the need for investment in
expensive domestic research and development capa
bilities. But it also had a major drawback, as the Navy
and Bliss came to realize: It meant that their White
head torpedoes would be no better than anyone
else’s. To get an edge, they would have to design and
produce their own.

What neither foresaw was that this goal would re
quire a new kind of relationship between the US govern
ment and the private sector. Torpedoes were so techno
logically complex and expensive that neither the govern
ment nor Bliss had the capacity to develop them from
start to finish. Instead, the two parties began to collabo
rate on research and development.

This collaboration raised difficult questions about
rights for the intellectual property, or IP. The Navy
wanted to establish its ownership of as much of the
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IP as possible, both to escape payment of royalties
and to prevent Bliss from selling sensitive technology
on the global arms market. A traditional patent
framework seemed inadequate for dealing with the
problem—in part because the government could not
invent technology for patenting without Bliss’s help,
and also because patents broadcast highly sensitive
technology to the world.

And so the government developed an approach it
still uses today: It claimed that national security was
at stake. When Bliss threatened in 1912 to sell its tor
pedoes abroad, the government sought an injunc
tion—on the grounds that the company was violating
not only the government’s IP rights, but also some
thing known as the National Defense Secrets Act of
1911. Congress had passed the National Defense Se
crets Act to prevent stateonstate espionage target

ing physical assets like
forts. But the executive
branch saw that it also of
fered a tool for converting
intellectual property into
national security informa
tion. By persuading the
courts to grant its request
for an injunction, the gov
ernment secured the ex
c lus ive internat ional
rights to Bliss’s torpedo—
which it had twice de
clined to buy at the com
pany’s asking price of $1.5
million.

The 1911 National De
fense Secrets Act was the
direct precursor to the Es
pionage Act, originally
passed as a wartime mea
sure in 1917 and amend
ed several times since. It is
much better known than
its predecessor as a mea
sure which the govern
ment has used to police
national security— Brad
ley Manning was convict
ed under it and Edward
Snowden indicted under
it. But the origins of the
secrecy state don’t go back
to a wartime security re
gime: they go back to a
time when the United
States was nominally at
peace.

T
HE YEARS SINCE
S e p t . 1 1 , 2 0 0 1
have reminded
m a ny o f E i s e n 
hower’s warning.

He worried that, thanks to
the rise of the militaryin
dustrial complex, unelect
ed power elites would ma
nipulate public policy for
their own ends and gov
ernment fiat would erode
core liberties like the free
market and free intellec
tual inquiry. Today a soar
ing Pentagon budget, ex
pensive weapons pro
grams, long wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan, scandals
involving defense contrac
tors, controversial legal
practices like rendition,
and leaks about govern
ment surveillance have
occasioned fears that his
concerns were all too pre
scient.

However alarming his
vision, at least Eisenhow
er’s understanding of his
tory offered some hope for
relief: A militaryindustri
al complex brought into
being by World War II, or
the Cold War, or even the
War on Terror might be
expected to end when the
war ended. In this concep
tion, the militaryindustri
al complex, like a particu
lar war, is the exception to
the rule of peace.

But as the history of
the torpedo shows, the
roots of the militaryin
dustrial complex lie deep
er. Even before World War
I, the government and the
private sector were en
twined: The government
investing in defense con
tractors and guaranteeing
a customer for their prod
ucts; a branch of the pri
vate sector depending on
the military for growth;
and a body of rules grow
ing alongside their collab
oration to ensure that sci
entific and technological
information emerging
with privatesector input
would stay protected,
rather than travel like oth
er discoveries.

To see the history of the militaryindustrial com
plex this way suggests an even more intractable prob
lem than the one that concerned Eisenhower. World
War II and the Cold War changed the scale, but the
underlying dynamics already existed. A complex
rooted in world historical forces like globalization,
geopolitics, and industrialization, transcending any
single war, would not end when a war ends. Instead,
it would persist, and the United States at peace
would become ever more difficult to distinguish from
the United States at war.

Katherine C. Epstein is an assistant professor of
history at Rutgers UniversityCamden. Her book
“Torpedo: Inventing the MilitaryIndustrial Complex
in the United States and Great Britain” was just
published by Harvard University Press.

S
TUDYING PSYCHOPATHS is
not an easy undertaking, not
least because we don’t fully
understand what psychopathy
is. “Is it a disease? Is it a per
sonality disorder?” says Samu
el Leistedt, a professor of fo
rensic psychiatry in Brussels.
“We don’t know.”

What we do have to go on
are various traits associated

with the condition: narcissism, callous
ness, destructiveness, deviousness, impul
siveness, and the inability to feel love, em
pathy, or remorse. Psychopaths have been
described as “intraspecies predators,” who
use all means at their disposal—violence,
intimidation, charm—to get what they
want. And while they are not always vio
lent, they are reliably horrible.

What makes life truly difficult for peo
ple like Leistedt is that psychopaths tend
to be exquisite liars. This is especially true
of “primary psychopaths,” whose condition
is thought to be genetic (as opposed to
“secondary,” or environmentally deter
mined, psychopaths). These are the people
who, having made the evening news, are
described by neighbors as “nice.” They are
never out of character.

For the psychiatrist, then, the issue
boils down to this: How do you get past the
psychopath’s strobing hall of mirrors? How
do you study a person you cannot see?

A few years ago, Leistedt decided that one
answer to this question might lie in the imagi
nation. Specifically, he proposed that a set of
subjects useful to doctors are the psychopaths
of cinema. “The idea is that movies can be
used as a kind of database,” he says. “Some of
them are very interesting in terms of the real
ism.”

Last month, Leistedt published a research
paper titled “Psychopathy and the Cinema:
Fact or Fiction?” In it, he and coauthor Paul

Linkowski present a list of 126 fictional psy
chopaths—gleaned from 400 movies made
between 1915 and 2010—selected based on
what they call the “clinical accuracy of their
profiles.”

The study reads like a who’s who of cine
matic sickos—Tony Montana, Tom Ripley, An
ton Chigurh—all of whom possess at least
some of the traits associated with psychopa
thy. Films in which the villain is deemed to be
frivolous or fantastical are ignored (Hannibal
Lecter doesn’t make the list).

In the paper, Leistedt also presents a litany
of familiar but unrealistic movie types that
don’t qualify—“mad scientists, super villains,”
who often possess “bizarre mannerisms, such
as giggling, laughing, or facial tics.” Leistedt
found that onscreen psychopaths have come a
long way over the years, and their increasing
sophistication has directly paralleled progress
in the psychiatric field. Even Norman Bates—
Alfred Hitchcock’s brilliantly terrifying cre
ation—looks a bit comicbook by today’s stan
dards.

In fact, Leistedt says, you can trace a kind
of evolutionary line through Hollywood psy
chopaths, from the bugeyed mobsters of the
1930s (Tony Camone in the original “Scar
face”) to the slasherflick madmen of the ’70s
and ’80s (Jason in “Friday the 13th”) to the
suave serial killers of the ’90s and 2000s (Pat
rick Bateman in “American Psycho”) to the
more nuanced psychopaths we see today,
characters like George Harvey, the sad sexual
predator in “The Lovely Bones.” For decades,
Leistedt says, filmmakers have mined the psy
chiatric field for inspiration, and it might be
time for psychiatrists to turn their attentions
to the movies.

Leistedt spoke to Ideas from his office in
Brussels.

IDEAS: You started out looking at 400 movies
to put this list together. Did you watch all of
them?

LEISTEDT: I did. I watched all of them at least
three times. It took me almost three years.
Some of the movies I know the dialogue by
heart.

IDEAS: Wasn’t it depressing to watch all that
horror over and over?
LEISTEDT: It had no effect on me. I was try
ing to be as objective as I could, trying to
make diagnoses and use my skills as a psy
chiatrist. And I love movies.

IDEAS: Did you have a favorite film?
LEISTEDT: I really liked “No Country for Old
Men.” The character in the film is a hit man.
I’ve met people like that, who work for crimi
nal organizations, and they were very cold
blooded, very cold. You look at this character,
and he has no emotion in his face, it’s just fro
zen. That was pretty scary.

IDEAS: Did you find that there are certain
filmmakers who are better at capturing the
condition than others?
LEISTEDT: Martin Scorsese has done some
very interesting characters. I like Jack Nich
olson in “The Departed,” and Nicky Santoro
in “Casino.” Stephen King is good. I actually
met him in Bangor, Maine, and he explained
to me that before writing a book he asks a
psychiatrist to help him create more realistic
characters, and this is true of Annie Wilkes in
“Misery.”

IDEAS: Hannibal Lecter didn’t make your
list of cinematic psychopaths. Why not?
LEISTEDT: He’s too smart. He’s successful
in everything he does. He eats his victims
and he breaks out of jail. He gets inside
people’s heads. He’s not physically large,
but he’s very powerful. That’s not reality.

IDEAS: What are the most common mis
takes filmmakers make with their psycho
paths?

LEISTEDT: They make them inhuman and
super evil. Like Hannibal, they’re too suc
cessful. Closer to the truth is the guy in
“Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer,” who’s
miserable, pathetic.

IDEAS: Yet Hannibal Lecter is a far more
popular character. I guess most people go
to the movies to be entertained rather than
enlightened.
LEISTEDT: And Hannibal is entertaining,
he’s a very interesting, brilliant man—peo
ple like him, especially women—but he’s
not realistic.

IDEAS: There are all sorts of frightening
people on this list—from Frank Booth in
“Blue Velvet” to Patrick Bateman in “Amer
ican Psycho.” But then we have people like
Mr. Potter in “It’s a Wonderful Life” and
Gordon Gekko in “Wall Street.” Even in
the movies, not all psychopaths are crazed
killers.
LEISTEDT: We all have psychopathic traits. It’s
a spectrum. Potter and Gekko are greedy and
manipulative. There’s a need for success and
power. These people can even be socially at
tractive. They have money. They are smart.
They are sensation seeking. They are some
times very charming. But they can do a lot of
bad things to people.

IDEAS: Some people have argued that, with
the right balance of traits, there can be such
as thing as useful psychopathy. Narcissism
and impulsiveness become bravery; lack of
empathy helps people make tough deci
sions.
LEISTEDT: I would say that’s partially true.
In terms of war or politics, someone could
make decisions and sleep like a baby. The
problem is, psychopaths don’t care about
other people. Everything they do, they do
for themselves, so the usefulness falls
down.
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Annie Wilkes
Misery
1990

A gallery of bad guys (and gals), diagnosed
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Psychiatry professor Samuel Leistedt watched 400 movies, identified 126 psychopathic characters, and sorted them into four broad clinical categories.

Alonzo Harris
Training Day
2001

Anton Chigurh
No Country for Old Men
2007 Vito Corleone

The Godfather
1972

Tony Montana
Scarface
1983

CLASSIC/IDIOPATHIC
Rooted in biology; low levels of fear and anxiety; 

complete lack of empathy or remorse; 
outwardly calm but capable of extreme cruelty.

38
MANIPULATIVE

Use charm, seduction, and deception to exploit victims; most 
common crimes involve fraud and confidence tricks; extremely 

adept at maintaining "mask."

30
PSEUDOPSYCHOPATH

Bear some characteristics of psychopathy, but 
thought to suffer primarily from other disorders, 

such as psychosis; prone to violent outbursts.

28
MACHO

Intimidate through violence or threat; lose 
temper frequently; impulsive and relatively 

easy to identify; most likely to end up in prison 
for drug-related crimes or assault.

27
PRIMARY
NO KNOWN
CAUSE

SECONDARY
PRODUCT OF
ENVIRONMENT

1
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psychopath
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secondary
psychopaths

All 
secondary

psychopaths

9
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9

female
characters

8
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characters

Alex DeLarge
A Clockwork 
Orange
1971

Catherine Tramell
Basic Instinct
1992

Marquise de 
Merteuil
Dangerous 
Liaisons
1988

Patrick Bateman
American Psycho
2000

Norman
Bates
Psycho
1960

Jimmy Markum
Mystic River
2003

Hans Gruber
Die Hard
1988

Silas Lynch
The Birth of a Nation

1915

Max Cady
Cape Fear

1962

Angel Eyes
The Good, The Bad, 

and the Ugly
1966

Henry
Henry: Portrait of 

a Serial Killer
1986

Roger Kint
The Usual 
Suspects

1995

Mr. Blonde
Reservoir Dogs

1992

Bill
Kill Bill: Vol. I

2003

Tom Ripley
The Talented 

Mr. Ripley
1999

Henry F. Potter
It’s a Wonderful Life

1946

Noah Cross
Chinatown

1974

Colonel Kurtz
Apocalypse Now

1979

Peyton Flanders
The Hand that 

Rocks the Cradle
1992

Gordon Gekko
Wall Street

1987

Commodus
Gladiator

2000

Jaws
The Spy who 

Loved Me
1977

Alex Forrest
Fatal Attraction

1987

Buffalo Bill
The Silence of 

the Lambs
1991

John Doe
Seven
1995

Hedra ‘Hedy’ Carlson
Single White Female

1991

Cal Hockley
Titanic
1997

Auric Goldfinger
Goldfinger

1964

Al Capone
The Untouchables

1987

Colonel Jessup
A Few Good 

Men
1992

Ivan Korshunov
Air Force One

1997

Marsellus Wallace
Pulp Fiction

1994

Bill the Butcher
Gangs of New York

2002

IDEAS: Men outnumber women on your
list by fivetoone. Is this a matter of bias
among filmmakers or does it reflect the
reality?
LEISTEDT: Psychopathy in women is an in
teresting question. Some people say it
doesn’t exist. I disagree. Women are less vi
olent than men, but they can poison your
coffee and take your money when you die.
There are a lot of cases involving what we
call “the black widow.”

IDEAS: You mentioned Annie Wilkes. She’s
violent enough.
LEISTEDT: I don’t think she is a psychopath—I
listed her as a pseudopsychopath. She’s un
stable and very dangerous, but to me it seems
more like psychosis or borderline personality
disorder.

IDEAS: I was trying to think of recent psy
chopaths who might make your list, and I
kept going back to Dexter, the serial killer
whose victims are other serial killers.
Then he has a kid and discovers empathy,
starts caring about people. Is that possi
ble? Can a psychopath be cured, or at least
taught not to behave so badly?
LEISTEDT: That’s an important question.
When you are a primary psychopath, you
stay that way until the end of your life. As
we get older, we all become less violent,
and there are a lot of papers describing all
sorts of options, but a pure psychopath
cannot be cured.

IDEAS: Another depressingly realistic de
piction of psychopathy recently was “We
Need to Talk About Kevin.”
LEISTEDT: That one was very interesting, but
it came out after we’d completed the study. I
should do a followup.

Chris Wright is a writer and editor living
in London.

Torpedoes were at the cutting
edge of the technologically
possible. They contained

thousands of precisely
engineered metal parts, all of
which were interdependent.
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