
Prologue [ xix ]

  *  *  *

  I was a child the last time I felt the rising terror of losing myself, engulfed 
within a suff ocating amorphous presence. In my youthful nightmare, a vis-
ceral panic rooted in a primal horror would sweep through me. Like a swelling 
globule of mucus or fat, the protean mass was utterly indiff erent to me as it 
inexorably fi lled the room. Th e inescapable, bloating presence became a recur-
ring visitor, and I’d wake up twisted in my sheets with my heart pounding. I 
dreaded falling asleep again following one of its smothering visits.

  Th e dread lasted until I found a method to control these episodes, not by 
suppressing the feeling of oppressive enormity but by inducing it on my own 
terms. In adolescence, I could use lucid dreaming to gradually evoke a vivid felt-
sense of being an infi nitesimal mote in infi nite space. Experiencing the disap-
pearance of myself in this manner was enchanting—and terrifying.

    Figure 0.1
 Th is nightmarish woodcut comes from      C. V.   Riley’s       Th e Locust Plague in the United States   
( 1877 ) . Th e species that devastated the pioneers was closely related to the species that I 
encountered more than a century later in southeastern Wyoming—and the sense of suf-
focating numbers, chaotic movement, and overwhelming presence conveyed by this image 
is frighteningly familiar, perhaps more so than any photograph can capture.     
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[ 30 ] The Infested Mind

swarm of locusts was a nutritional windfall for a much longer period of human 
history during which insects  were  our food.   50    From an evolutionary perspec-
tive, I should have been like a kid in a candy store—not a panicked adult—in 
that grasshopper-infested draw.

  At least I take a more sane approach to spiders in my house, knowing that 
these eight-legged predators are keeping earwigs, fl ies, and their ilk at bay. 
However, most of us fear spiders despite their ecological value. And few people 
have an aff ection for bees, even though we’ve been satisfying our sweet tooth 
at their expense for millennia. In the grand scheme, it might well be argued 
that insects have been a net benefi t to humanity,   51    with the notion of them as 
pests coming in the past ten thousand years as we crammed ourselves into 
cities where insect-vectored diseases such as bubonic plague became devastat-
ing and as we concentrated our food into homogenized production and stor-
age systems where weevils and whatnot took their toll. 

  In response to this objection, the evolutionary psychologist might well 
appeal to the low cost of false positive alarms and the high cost of false nega-
tives.   52    Th at is to say, my panicking in the midst of a grasshopper onslaught 
had a much lower cost than my poking at one of the many black widows that 

    Figure 2.3
 Our fear of insects may be rooted in experience with pathogen-carrying insects, although 
major epidemics of insect-borne diseases did not emerge until humans began living in dense 
communities some ten thousand years ago. Th is seventeenth-century painting by Nicolas 
Poussin portrays the misery of bubonic plague in Ashdod, a city that is now part of modern-
day Israel (image by Web Gallery of Art through Wikimedia Commons).     
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LEARNING TO FEAR [ 39 ]

conventional view is that these creatures were Cold War metaphors for our 
anxieties about communists taking over the world, along with our worries 
about technology (radiation invariably triggered the insectan incursions).   21    
However, at least one historian contends that sometimes a mantis is just a 
mantis and that these fi lms simply refl ected our fear of insects invading our 
homes.   22    If so, this might explain Hollywood’s continuing to produce fi lms 
featuring insects insinuating themselves into our lives even after the collapse 
of the Soviet Union (e.g.,  Mimic , 1997, which was followed by  Mimic 2 , 2001, 
and  Mimic 3: Sentinel , 2003;  Spiders , 2000, and the sequel  Spiders 2: Breeding 

    Figure 3.1
 Th is 1940 poster from the Works Progress Administration portrays the classic story of the 
spider and Miss Muff et in less negative terms than we might expect in an eff ort to promote 
reading among children. But even this encounter seems to have evoked surprise—and per-
haps fright—judging by the eyes of the cartoon girl (image by Gregg Arlington of the WPA 
Federal Arts Project).     
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A FLY IN OUR MENTAL SOUP [ 57 ]

    Figure 4.2
 Detail of the inner right wing of  Th e Garden of Earthly Delights  triptych by Hieronymus 
Bosch, painted in the 1480s. Th is panel depicts hell using grotesque and debased fi gures. 
Th e center character is a bird-headed monster sitting on a chamber pot and eating corpses, 
which are then excreted, while naked humans add their vomit and feces to the vile pit 
(image by Wikimedia Commons).     

down your throat. However, these sensations are neither smell nor taste but 
the other highly relevant trigger of disgust.

  We are keenly attuned to the tactile properties of substances that are likely to 
infect us—curdled, gooey, lukewarm, moist, mucky, oily, scabby, slimy, slithery, 
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[ 76 ] The Infested Mind

and poisonous spiders. So, the argu-
ment goes, our disgust is a product of 
enculturated ignorance—not biologi-
cal evolution.

  What about feces—isn’t the univer-
sal disgust toward this substance evi-
dence that evolution calls the shots? 
Not so fast. A study of feral humans 
revealed that without social interac-
tion humans fi nd fecal odors interest-
ing and not repulsive.   40    Th at said, 
whether a society could adopt a posi-
tive aff ect toward feces, with children 
engaging this material as if it were 
Play-Doh, is quite another matter. 

  What seems clear is that culture 
has exploited our capacity for disgust 
in the realm of ethical judgment. We 
speak of moral decay, fi lthy liars, re-
volting acts, foul characters, and 
lousy things to do (the last of these 
expressions is etymologically derived 
from the state of being infested with 
lice). Often our righteous revulsion 
is conceptualized and expressed in 
terms of insects. Indeed, we cast the net of moral condemnation over all of 
the invertebrates when we say that a person lacking integrity or courage is 
spineless. Human beings should rise above their vulgar, bodily desires, and 
when they fail to do so we equate them with animals—and in the Great 
Chain of Being insects are near the bottom. As Susan Miller puts it, “We 
often feel disgust toward animals when they are portrayed as creatures 
dominated by their drives, which are seen as base, unruly, and undigni-
fi ed.”   41    When we perceive other people as vermin such as lice and cock-
roaches, contempt toward them is proper. As sources of contamination they 
are suitable targets for extermination, in the same sense that fl ies must be 
eliminated from a child’s nursery.

  Just how much latitude does a society have in terms of evoking disgust? 
Anthropological evidence suggests that we have considerably more leeway to 
include objects and actions than we have to exclude them.   42    But even inclusive 
freedom seems to have limits—no one considers pebbles, snowfl akes, or 
thumbs disgusting. Even a few insects are diffi  cult, if not impossible, to render 
disgusting (e.g., butterfl ies). To fi gure out a society’s sensitivity to disgust, 
just count up the rules. Across cultures, the more norms a group has in a given 

    Figure 5.2
 Victor, or “the Wild Boy,” of Aveyron was 
a feral child in the late 1700s. At about 
age twelve, Victor entered human society 
and was studied by a physician who made 
important discoveries pertaining to the 
education of developmentally delayed 
children. Feral humans provide a window 
into the origins of emotions, and it ap-
pears that most objects of disgust involve 
some degree of enculturation (image by 
Wikimedia Commons).     
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TREATING THE INFESTED MIND [ 123 ]

    Figure 7.3
 In cognitive behavioral therapy, the therapist combines modern psychology with an ancient 
teaching technique—the Socratic method. In this eighteenth-century painting by Nicolas 
Guibal, Socrates is questioning Pericles to draw out what he knows. Likewise, a CBT thera-
pist systematically asks the patient to assess critically whether the patient’s fearful beliefs 
are supported by experiential evidence (image by Rama through Creative Commons).     

various methods are used to facilitate this change. Some patients may fi nd 
considerable relief in learning about the biology of anxiety, so that the symp-
toms are less mysterious and the feeling is understood to be appropriate and 
functional in certain circumstances. Reductions in anxiety can also be accom-
plished through tactics such as distraction (focusing on external features of 
the world can break the spell of a self-created, internal nightmare) and relax-
ation methods (allowing the individual to be the master, rather than the 
victim, of his symptoms).

  Once the initial experiment provides preliminary evidence that fear is un-
justifi ed, the therapist takes the entomophobic patient through incrementally 

07-Lockwood-Chap07.indd   12307-Lockwood-Chap07.indd   123 7/19/13   2:34 PM7/19/13   2:34 PM



[ 156 ] The Infested Mind

    Figure 9.2
 Humanistic biophilia is most familiar in terms of our relationship to companion animals. 
Th e concept of agape entails unconditional love in which the other being is not expected 
to return our aff ection—a notion that would seem particularly viable in terms of insects. 
However, the pets in this painting seem more interested in the girl’s breakfast than in the 
child (image by Charles Burton Barber 1894 through Creative Commons).     

and protection of nature enhanced our own survival. In my collection of 
essays  Grasshopper Dreaming: Refl ections on Loving and Killing , I describe my 
struggle with developing methods to control grasshoppers and suggest why 
many scientists avoid humanistic aff ection:  

Rather than sustaining the illusion of objectivity, they could open themselves to 
a respectful, caring, even loving relationship with the creatures they study. But 
then they would end up like me—attached to the creatures I kill, with all of the 
unrest that this entails.   54     

  Nor am I alone. One of the greatest animal behaviorists of the twentieth 
century argued that developing aff ection for other species is, in fact, essential 
to science. Th e Nobel laureate Konrad Lorenz wrote:  

It takes a very long period of observing to become really familiar with an animal 
and to attain a deeper understanding of its behaviour; and without the love for 
the animal itself, no observer, however patient, could ever look at it long enough 
to make valuable observations on its behaviour.   55     
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[ 182 ] The Infested Mind

      Bugs in the Boudoir

    According to Weinstock, “Vampire narratives are always about sex.”   25    Vam-
pires are driven by erotic desire to consume the life force of their victims. Bed 
bugs might be less lascivious, but their unwanted intimacy with our bodies is 
similarly appalling. Our beds are where we are sexually vulnerable, where we 
lie naked and make love—and so fi nding spots of our own blood on the sheets 
in the morning is profoundly disturbing. Bed bugs don’t simply come into our 
beds, they often live within their crevices, continuously violating the most 
intimate and private place in our lives. Add to this the fact that insects have 
been interpreted as symbols of penetration,   26    and we have a psychosexual 
nightmare in the works. In fact, bed bug males mate via traumatic (or hypo-
dermic) insemination, during which they pierce the body wall of the female 
with their genitalia and inject sperm into the abdominal cavity.

  Th e sexualization of bed bugs is not merely fanciful. Interviews with regu-
lar folks reveal a profound connection to the realities of contemporary inti-
macy. Romances fail because of infestations: “Bed bugs are defi nitely a very 
creepy aspect to dating at this point.”   27    Th e irrational extreme of people’s 

    Figure 11.2
 Th e Austrian artist Ernst Stöhr captured the essence of our fears in his  Vampir  (1899). Th e 
creature depicted in this work evokes a sense of carnal power and unrestrained sexuality 
that subdues her helpless victim during the night. We are darkly fascinated by the primal 
power of this monstrously “other” being to infest our psyche and draw us into the realm of 
the undead (image through Wikimedia Commons).     

11-Lockwood-Chap11.indd   18211-Lockwood-Chap11.indd   182 19/07/13   3:23 PM19/07/13   3:23 PM



EPILOGUE [ 193 ]

    Figure 12.1
 Th e sublime in nature was the focus of a school of landscape painting that depicts humans 
as mere gnats in the face of nature’s power. In this work,  Clearing Up—Coast of Sicily  (1847), 
by Andreas Achenbach, a barely discernible tattered fl ag on the rocks in the center fore-
ground and a fl oating cask to the right suggest that the fury of a storm has dashed a ship 
against the shore just out of view (image through Wikimedia Commons).     

large, short and long, day and night, youth and age, comedy and tragedy, 
cunning and bold, romance and friendship, wit and understanding, deco-
rated and simple, charming and touching. While scholars tend to focus on 
Kant’s dualism of the beautiful and the sublime, the philosopher actually 
formulated a triad comprising beauty, sublimity, and disgust. He recognized 
the Janus-faced quality of sublime and disgusting objects, with the former 
tinged by beauty. 

  Edmund Burke took up the conceptual complexity of the sublime in his 
seminal work,  On the Sublime and Beautiful . Burke, a British philosopher, con-
sidered the sublime to be the strongest emotion in the human repertoire. In 
the grip of this feeling we are utterly transfi xed, even taken outside ourselves 
in a kind of terrible ecstasy:  

Th e passion caused by the great and sublime in nature, when those causes oper-
ate most powerfully, is astonishment; and astonishment is that state of the 
soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror. In this 
case the mind is so entirely fi lled with its object, that it cannot entertain any 
other. 5   
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