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ADISCUSSION OF STRUCTURAL AND FUNCTIONAL
BRAIN DIFFERENCES BETWEEN REACTIVE AND
PROACTIVE OFFENDERS

Margaret C. Thoem

eactive and proactive criminal offenders

are driven by different motivations; these

ifferences are reinforced and explained by
structural and functional abnormalities within the
brain. Proactive criminals commit offenses actuated
by goal achievement and utilize aggression as a
tool. Increased activation is present in the parts of
their brains responsible for pren s
decision-making, and planning
Structurally, it is characteristic fo
proactive offenders to have atypical
development in brain areas that are
key to emotion processing and
empathy. These abnormalities
blunt morality, making them
especially successful at callous
and unemotional behavior, such
as exacting revenge and using
others to promote their status.
Reactive offenders, on the other
hand, are motivated by intense
emotions and have severe respon
to provocation. Similarly, they exhibit
impairment in areas of the brain that hinder
impulsivity. This type of offender commonly has
neurodevelopmental shortcomings that suggest issues
in the fight or flight response, inhibition, and self-
control, which lead to recurring approach behaviors.
This paper aims to differentiate between the two

categories of offenders and provide evidence of faults
within the structures and functions of the brain; some
key areas include the prefrontal cortex, amygdala, and
cavum septum pellucidum, which impact and explain
resulting behaviors.
The function of the prefrontal cortex (PFC), a subarea
within the frontal lobe, plays a prominent
in the

reactive and proactive offenders.

behavioral influence of

When functioning properly, the
PFC performs operations like
impulse control and emotion
processing. Deficits in the activity
orbitofrontal cortices of the PFC
primarily responsible for the short
perament of reactive offenders. Chen
olleagues conducted a study using
cranial direct current stimulation, a
-invasive technique for manipulating
ity in specific parts of the brain
g low-intensity electrical current.'
ing the study, proactive and reactive

aggression were reduced after regulating the
right ventrolateral PFC. When the dysfunction within
the PFC was adjusted, the externalized behaviors
were resolved. Additionally, Raine and colleagues
conducted positron emission tomography (PET) scans
of the brains of reactive murderers, finding significant

impairment in the functioning of their PFCs; this
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further supports the connection
their
inhibition failures, perpetuated by

between brains  and
emotionality.®

Proactive offenders, on the
other hand, are able to control their
impulses to later exact revenge,
reach a goal, or satisfy an urge
to release anger. These abilities
indicate ~a  high-functioning
PFC, contributing to executive
functioning and decision-making.
Raine and colleagues’ study using
PET scans found that predatory
murderers PFC functioning was
at similar levels to the control
group, but with higher subcortical
functioning.’ These results signify
well-working decision-making,
planning, and executive function
attributed to the PFC, but increased
sensitivity to aggravating factors
represented by abnormally high
autonomic arousal. From this
research, we may conclude that
low tolerance to frustration from
hyperactive subcortical regions
is what motivates this subgroup’s
aggression, while effective
functioning of the PFC makes them
adept at the self-control required in
proactive offending.

Aggression, both impulsive
and instrumental, is part of the
criterion used in the diagnosis of
Antisocial Personality Disorder
(APD) and Conduct Disorder
(CD). However, there are distinct
differences in  the  motives

behind each type of aggression.

The reactive type is commonly
associated with APD, congruent
with
such as

similar ~diagnostic traits
overarching impulsive
behavior and substance abuse
disorder comorbidity. Moreover,
the divergence between the types
of aggression is further evident
in the scores on the Psychopathy
Checklist (PCL-R), which
quantifies personality traits used
for diagnosis. Individuals with APD
who score higher on the PCL-R
show a lower propensity toward
heat-of-the-moment  aggression
and instead indicate premeditation,
with  the
category of aggression.* In addition,
APD, CD,

have been strongly correlated to

consistent proactive

and  Psychopathy

abnormalities within the structure
of the prefrontal cortex.” These
differences point to impaired
decision-making, planning, and
social interaction; they manifest as
behaviors indicative of deficits in
action inhibition or in the conscious
selection of prosocial conduct.
According to Zhang and colleagues,
individuals with verified conduct
disorders showed significantly
lower grey matter volume (GMYV)
across the entire brain.® The same
study concluded that the right pars
orbitalis, located in the frontal lobe,
was also smaller in individuals
with conduct disorders. The pars
orbitalis is involved in behavioral
and its

and motor inhibition,

volume reduction indicates deficits

in those operations. In individuals
who display reactive aggression,
immediate, impulsive = motor
responses corroborate the presence
of developmental flaws in the pars
orbitalis.”

Another study by Raine
(2011)

impairment,

and found
that

characterized by reductions in

colleagues
prefrontal

ventral and middle frontal gray
matter, was robustly associated
with APD.® This study controlled
for confounds such as participants’
psychosocial deficits and earlier
head fortify the
argument that prefrontal grey
matter reduction and APD had a
direct relationship. Even when the

injuries to

study’s direction was reversed, the
correlation remained significant.
Other
found a similar

analyses have

negative
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PCL-R
scores in the antisocial category

correlation between

and overall GMV in superior
regions of the PFC. Atrophy of

grey matter indicates deficits
in cognitive control, leading
to antisocial behaviors.” In the

context of proactive offenders,
reduced GMV
exemplifies underlying problems

in these areas

in social intelligence, such as
the ability to recognize others’
emotions or experience guilt.
Opverall, a reduction in grey matter
volume in the prefrontal cortex is
characteristic of both subgroups.
This congruence may confuse the
between

separation categories

and insinuate that distinctions
between motivations do not exist.
in reactive offenders,
with
reflexive aggression and difficulty

However,
the reduction correlates
negating impulses fueled by intense
emotion. Meanwhile, in proactive
offenders, the volume reduction
instead manifests as behaviors
favorable to goal achievement,
such as a lack of guilt and disregard
for the

The amygdala, involved in

emotions of others.
threat assessment and emotional
processing, is hyperactive in
reactive offenders and reduced
in proactive offenders, further
separating the subgroups and
alluding to unequal underlying
motivation. The emotions of others
do not impact proactive offenders’
thoughtful

calculated and

behaviors, nor do they experience
regular emotionality themselves.
Proactive aggression was observed
in youths who demonstrated
further

tendencies; these individuals also

callous-unemotional
displayed hypoactive amygdala
response during emotional distress
cues of others.!” This research
that

aggression stemmed from blunted

determined instrumental
empathy responses brought on by
an ineffective amygdala. Reactive
on the other hand,
demonstrate increased sensitivity

offenders,

to emotionally charged stimuli. A
study by Lee and colleagues used a
Stroop task, a cognitive assessment
tool designed to identify attentional
biases and reaction times, on a
sample of spousal abusers.!’ The
results found that the spousal
abusers displayed higher amygdala
activation compared to control
groups when seeing emotionally
charged words like ‘kill' during
the task. This heightened response

among the reactive offenders
suggests a constant state of
emotional  alertness,  which
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may be the driving factor in the subgroup’ reflexive
behavior.

The structural abnormalities within
the amygdala provide additional evidence of
contributions to differences in motivating
factors between reactive and proactive
offenders. In individuals with diagnoses
of Psychopathy or APD, abnormality in
the amygdala size has been repeatedly identified.'?
This connection, when further explored, clarifies the
relationship between flawed development and disorders
that commonly include aggression. In the opposite
direction, CD, APD, and Psychopathy strongly predict
reduced amygdala volume." From this conclusion, it can
be inferred that behaviors applied in diagnosing these
disorders are related to the defect within the structure
of the amygdala. A study by Pardini and colleagues
solidified the implication of reduced amygdala size
related to persistent overall lifetime aggression.*
They found an inverse relationship: men with lower
amygdala volume exhibited more psychopathic and
aggressive behaviors during youth and adulthood in
their 22-year longitudinal study. Unfortunately, the
study failed to differentiate between the two categories

of aggression and instead could only conclude that

general aggression increased
with a smaller amygdala size.

A study by Farah and
colleagues  focuses  specifically on
reactive aggression and amygdala size.”
They found that a larger right amygdala volume was
a strong indicator of both reactive aggression and
alexithymia, the inability to name one’s emotions. Their
takeaway was that the increase in amygdala size may
be the underlying factor in reactive tendencies. They
hypothesized that resulting aggression was driven
by the reactive offender’s high emotionality, coupled
with a lack of understanding of one’s own feelings.
If further supported, these findings may influence
treatment related to reactive aggression, integrating
alexithymia treatment as a way to mitigate internal
frustration and facilitate impulse control. On the other
hand, a study by Naaijen and colleagues supports
the presence of subtype-specific differences, finding
higher rates of proactive aggression related to reduced
amygdala size. This inverse relationship may imply

flawed development, lack of use, or dysfunction in the



amygdala. Proactive offenders’
goal-oriented  behavior s
carried out with a lack of fear
or emotionality consistent
with an abnormally
developed amygdala marked
by a reduced volume.
These findings may prove
helpful in the development
of  interventions  to
specifically target impaired
functions such as fear-
conditioning and emotion
acknowledgment. Overall,
abnormalities in the amygdala are
associated with aggression.
Further, larger volumes in
the reactive subtype indicate
enhanced emotionality, while
smaller volumes in the proactive
subgroup indicate impairment in
regular function.
Cavum Septum Pellucidum
(CSP) is a fluid-filled space
in the septum pellucidum, a
narrow membrane located
along the brains central axis,
that ordinarily closes during
postnatal development. CSP is a
structural condition that shows
evidence of disruption in early
limbic system development, which
governs  emotional  processes
like attachment and the fight-or-
flight response. CSP that remains
beyond 3 to 6 months after birth
is correspondingly associated with
the aggressive features of APD.
Because of this, the abnormality
may be used to flag or predict

aggression from a young age, as
observed by Blair and colleagues.
They found large CSP present
in youth who met the criteria of
Disruptive Behavioral Disorder.
This affirms the early onset of
externalizing behaviors associated
with the abnormality. A study by
Raine and colleagues (2010) found
supporting results when observing
adult  behavioral  symptoms
associated with CSP. Larger defects
correlated with significantly more
arrests,  convictions, behaviors
associated with APD, psychopathy,
and proactive offending. The
defect also precedes the onset of
criminal careers, reinforcing the
relationships  direction.  These
studies suggest CSP as a marker
associated with proactive and
reactive offending alike, not
separating the two categories during
observation. However, based on the
variety of diagnoses and behaviors
associated with CSP, it is possible
that subgroups are distinct and
driven by bifurcated motives.

In  summary, reactive
and proactive offenders have
distinct neurological influences
shaping their operational methods
and behavioral —manifestations.
In reactive offenders, the PFC
volume reduction marks difficulty
in negating impulses fueled by
intense emotion. Additionally,
larger amygdala volumes
indicate enhanced emotionality.
Diagnoses associated with CSP
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are correlated with externalized behaviors of reactive
offenders as well. Impairment to PFC function in
reactive offenders further supports the connection with
inhibition and impulse control issues. Furthermore,
a heightened amygdala response suggests a constant
state of intense emotional arousal, which distinguishes
this category of offender’s behavior.

In contrast, proactive offenders exhibit PFC
volume reduction linked to a lack of guilt or insight into
the emotions of others. Similarly, reduced amygdala size
is related to a lack of fear and emotionality. Diagnoses
associated with proactive offending correlate with CSP,
which indicates flawed limbic system development.
Lastly, hyperactive functioning in subcortical regions
and hypoactive amygdala responses perpetuate callous
and unemotional conduct. Meanwhile, the regular
functioning of the PFC makes them successful in self-
control and favorable to goal achievement. Research
done on brain structure provides us with more
information on the physical
pitfalls of the two categories
of offenders, and by observing
functional research, we gain a
more comprehensive picture
of the differentiation between
drivinginfluencesinthebehavior
of proactive and reactive
offenders. The neurobiological
patterns examined in this paper
lead to broader interdisciplinary
From a

questions. legal

perspective, the brain-based
deficiencies of both proactive
and reactive offenders call
into question the extent of
their culpability for crime. If
abnormalities in their brains
truly drive these individuals,
it is important to consider

whether it is in the interest

of justice to punish them as though their brains are
typical. These findings emphasize the need to critically
reevaluate assumptions about free will, the impact of
cognitive dysfunction, and the brain’s role in criminal
behavior. In the future, punitive responses may need to
be adjusted to better serve both the offender and the
broader public.
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Dugin's Fourth Political Theory: Understanding
Putin’s Invasion of Ukraine

n February 24, 2022,
Russian President

Vladimir Putin publicly
announced that Russia had begun
a “special military operation” in
Ukraine. As justification for the
invasion, Putin claimed that his
goals were to “demilitarize and
denazity” Ukraine, protect Russia
by preventing Ukraine from
joining the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO),

reincorporate

and to
Russian-speaking
populations in eastern Ukraine
into what Putin views as their
rightful nation." Leading security
analysts thought that when Putin
first invasion,
he believed that he would take
control of the entirety of Ukraine

announced the

within 10 days.” Instead, Ukraine
has valiantly defended itself, with
foreign nations sending hundreds
of billions of dollars in weapons and
humanitarian aid.’ It is clear that
Putin’s initial plan to quickly annex
Ukraine has failed, at the cost of
the lives of hundreds of thousands
Yet Putin,
seemingly inexplicably, looks more

of Russian soldiers.

determined than ever to continue
fighting a war with no end in sight.

Nadav Sternheim

Understanding why Putin first
invaded, why he continues to fight,
and how he uses political ideologies
such as Aleksandr Dugins Fourth
Political Theory to justify his
actions is crucial for assessing him
as a leader and predicting his next
moves.

The question of whether
Putin has a coherent ideology has
been heavily analyzed by Western
scholars and researchers. Many
of Putin’s political moves seem
contradictory, and his outspoken
policies have changed over time.
When Putin first came to power, he
spoke openly about the possibility
of joining NATO, and he was
one of the first foreign leaders
to lend
President George Bush after the
9/11 terrorist attacks on the World
Trade Center.**> In 2000, Putin
even wrote that he

support to American

was “against the
restoration of an
official state ideology
in Russia in any form.
Now, more than

twenty
later, he has
made it clear that

years

he views NATO and the United
States as his enemies,” and he has
also introduced countless policies
that have unabashedly promoted
Orthodox  Christianity
and certain political ideologies

Eastern

as central to Russian statehood
and identity.® Nevertheless, it is
undeniable that Putin, at the very
least, uses preexisting ideologies
such as nationalism, traditionalism,
and Orthodox Christianity to
his advantage. If his moves can
be explained by these ideologies,
then it is of utmost importance to
examine them closely.

A prominent source of

political ideology in Russia is

Aleksandr Dugin, a Russian
philosopher who has had an
immense influence 0 n



contemporary Russian foreign policy. Dugin was
born in 1962 to a family of Soviet military intelligence
officers and became deeply involved in his early years
with various far-right groups and occult organizations
within Russia. In the 1980s, Dugin became a staunch
anti-Soviet dissident, and in 1993, after the fall of the
Soviet Union, Dugin co-founded the National Bolshevik
Party, which promoted a mixture of ultranationalism
and communism. In 1998, Dugin left the National
Bolshevik Party due to an intra-party feud, and in
200, he founded the Eurasia Party, which combines
elements of National Bolshevism with the idea that the
true Russian state is fundamentally distinct from both
Europe and Asia. Aside from being a political party
leader, Dugin is also a widely-read writer, university
professor, lecturer, and television editor.” Through this
blend of political activism and academic work, Dugin
has cultivated an ideological platform whose reach
extends far beyond Russias traditional intellectual
circles.

It is difficult to determine whether
or not Dugin has directly impacted Putin in any
way, but it is evident that he has significant influence
within Russian intellectual culture. The two men do

not have a public relationship; they have never been
photographed together, and Dugin does not serve
publicly as an advisor to political offices in any form.
However, Dugin’s Foundations of Geopolitics (1997)
has had immense influence within the Russian military,
police forces, and foreign policy elites, and has been
used as a required textbook in Russian universities and
military academies.'” Furthermore, in the last decade,
Putin’s foreign policy actions have evolved to closely
mirror Dugin’s theories, to the extent that, according
to one New Yorker article, “Putin has come to sound
like Dugin to such an extent that Dugin has been called
Putin’s Rasputin and Putin’s philosopher... Putin’s
assimilation of Dugin’s thinking is likely indirect, maybe
even unconscious.”'' Lastly, Dugins only daughter,
Darya Dugina, was killed in 2022 by a car bombing,
and it remains unclear who ordered the assassination
or whether Dugin himself was the intended target."
If he was, indeed, the target, then evidently someone
found his ideas dangerous enough to influence Putin’s
policies. Despite the lack of a formal relationship,
it is probable that Dugin’s ideology has seeped
into Putin’s political strategies and public rhetoric.

The most intuitive understanding of Dugin’s
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ideology, and its relation to Putin’s invasion of Ukraine,
can be developed by examining Dugins “Fourth
Political Theory” According to Dugin, the three major
political theories are liberalism, communism, and
fascism. He never explicitly defines these, b u t
instead focuses on their “subjects”—

their foundations—with liberalism

around  the

being  centered

individual, communism around

class, and fascism around the race

or the state. Dugin argues that

these three theories have fought

against each other throughout

the 20th century, with liberalism

emerging as the ultimate winner.

Since liberalism has prevailed,

the world has descended into

a state of postliberalism, which

is characterized by a rejection of

politics and social obligations as

a whole. With no need to defend

itself against other political theories,

liberalism has seeped into everyday social and

cultural norms. As a result, its critics were

left “struggling against the air”; their political

or economic arguments were ineffective because

liberalism, no longer a political theory, had become a

ubiquitously accepted lifestyle.”> According to Dugin,

this predicament necessitates the creation of a “Fourth

Political Theory”—one which, like communism and

fascism, is fundamentally anti-capitalist and anti-

individualist, but unlike communism and fascism,

will be able to defeat liberalism once and for all.
In his work The Fourth Political Theory, Dugin

begins by describing the first three political theories

of the 20th century. According to Dugin, liberalism

arose in the late 18th century and grew to be “the

most stable and successful ideology” compared to

its rivals. Communism appeared later as a result of

“the emergence of the bourgeois-capitalist system.”

Finally, fascism made a brief appearance in the early
to mid-20th century, but quickly disappeared due to
Adolf Hitler’s “suicidal geopolitical miscalculations”,
as well as the alliance of liberalism and communism
against fascism. Then, after the Cold War, the fall of
the Berlin Wall, and ultimately the fall of the Soviet
Union in 1991, communism dissolved as well, leaving
only liberalism. With no opponents

left to fight, liberalism stopped

having to improve upon itself,

and consequently morphed

into postliberalism. According

to Dugin, postliberalism is

defined by “economics in the

form of the global capitalist

market” and states and nations

dissolving into “the melting

pot of world globalization.” By

emphasizing the individual as the

fundamental subject of political

theory, Dugin says, liberalism has

freed people “from all forms of
collectiveidentity”,andithasreplaced

traditions, rituals, and the community

with postmodernism, inhuman technocracy,

and economic exploitation in the

name of profit."* Dugin’s foundational

claim, then, is that the world has been

overtaken by the disease of postliberalism and

that his Fourth Political Theory is the only possible cure.
Dugin does not provide a positive description

of the Fourth Political Theory all at once; instead,
he begins by detailing what it is similar to and what
it isn't. At its core, the Fourth Political Theory is less
of a cohesive theory than a complete inversion of the
basic axioms of liberalism. While liberalism’s subject
is the individual, Dugin says that, under the Fourth
Political Theory, “every human identity is acceptable
and justified except for that of the individual” While
liberalism rejects religion and myth, the return of
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theology “becomes an essential
element of the Fourth Political
While

praises modernity and scientific

Theory” liberalism
advancement, according to the
Fourth Political Theory, “all that is
ancient gains value and credibility
for us simply because it is ancient.”
While
globalism, which Dugin sees as

liberalism promotes
the racist imposition of American
values on the rest of the world,
the Fourth Political Theory treats
all ethnicities, cultures, nations,
and people as fundamentally
inviolable.””  In
Fourth  Political

sanctifies

equal and
essence, the
Theory everything
liberalism dismisses and dismisses
everything liberalism holds sacred.

At first, it may be difficult
to see any relationship between the
Fourth Political Theory and Putin’s
“special military operation” in
Ukraine. However, the ties become
abundantly clear once Dugin
begins to describe how the Fourth
Political Theory applies to Russian
foreign policy, and specifically
its view on the U.S., Europe, and
NATO. According to Dugin, the
U.S. represents the epitome of
liberalism because it has fully
accepted it as its governing ideology
and implemented it into its political
actions. Worst of all, Dugin says,
the US. does not only practice
liberalism within its own borders;
since modernization and progress

are central to liberalism, the U.S.

sees the subjugation and erasure
of other nations and cultures
as imperative to its cause. This
mentality is in direct opposition to
the Fourth Political Theory’s facet
of complete cultural relativism, and
is especially dangerous to countries
such as Russia, which, if taken over
by the West, risk losing their unique
identities and traditions. According
to Dugin, U.S. hegemony is not
the only possible future; however,
the alternatives, of which Dugin
names an Islamic World State,
South American Socialism, or
lack
ideology”, as well as “sufficient

Eurasianism, “vision and
infrastructure and resources to
put their ideas into practice”
that

rejecting American

Dugin says successfully
supremacy
and safeguarding existing nations
and identities would require
something more than what
currently exists; it would
require union between

ideology (i.e., the Fourth

Political Theory) and
political power
(i.e., Russia).

Putin’s invasion
of Ukraine,
then,
understood as a

can be

first step in the

implementation
of the Fourth
Political Theory.

If looked at
through  the

lens of the Fourth Political Theory,
Putin’s decision to invade Ukraine,
rather than being what looks like
a mystifying instance of greed and
a product of dubious geostrategy,
becomes something else entirely.

Examining Putin’s attempts
to justify the war sheds more light
on how Putin uses elements of
the Fourth Political Theory to
explain his actions. In February
of 2024, American conservative
Tucker
released a two-hour interview with
Putin, filmed in Moscow. At the
beginning of the interview, Carlson
asked Putin why he thought that
the U.S., through NATO, might
initiate a surprise attack on Russia
if Ukraine were to join NATO.
Instead of directly answering the

commentator Carlson

question, Putin went on a thirty-
minute monologue on the
centuries-long history

of relations between

Ukraine and Russia.

Since the

interview, the
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the monologue became infamous for its historical
inaccuracies and rambling nature. Yet, it reveals an
important fact about how Putin uses history to justify
his actions. According to Putin, Ukraine is not, and
never has been, a distinct entity from Russia. Putin sees
his invasion not as an act of imperialist conquest, but as
a justified instance of reunification between Russia and
its proper subsidiary. It should not be surprising that
Dugin has been calling for Russia to invade Ukraine for
decades, and for the same reasons that Putin provides.
A key element of the Fourth Political Theory is the
restoration of traditional groups, which encompasses
communities such as tribes, villages, states, and even
empires. Ukraine, according to the Fourth Political
Theory, is inseparable from its root Russian identity,
and an annexation of it would simply be an act of
reconstruction, not an act of expansion. This viewpoint
also explains why Putin has not given up or backtracked

¥
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onhisoriginalgoal of conqueringtheentiretyof Ukraine;
the war in Ukraine, for Putin, is not about conquest,
but rather performing an act of historical destiny.

Putin’s often-quoted defense of his “special
military operation” is that his goal is to “demilitarize
and denazify” Ukraine. While there are undoubtedly
small factions of neo-Nazis in Ukraine, Putin’s claim is
farcical, especially given that the president of Ukraine,
Volodymyr Zelenskyy, is Jewish. However, in the context
of Russian history and the Fourth Political Theory,
Putin’s reasons for openly making such a statement
become far clearer. In World War II, the Soviet Union
fought against its Western enemies, Nazi Germany.
Putin often uses the memory of WWII battles and
heroes to inspire positive attitudes towards the war in

Ukraine, and to Russia’s fight against its contemporary
Western enemies, the U.S. and NATO. While there
is no immediately obvious parallel between the U.S.

SEVASTC
(2014)
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or NATO and Nazi Germany (in fact, the U.S. fought

alongside Russia against the Nazis in WWII), the

Fourth Political Theory again offers guidance. Dugin

defines

racism  as

viewing any

individual

or culture

as superior

to any

other, and

he makes it

abundantly

clear  that

the Fourth

Political

Theory

rejects  all

forms of

racism.

These various forms, Dugin says, can include both

crude biological racism, as in the case of Nazi Germany,

or an ideology of cultural and moral superiority, as in

the case of the modern-day U.S. and NATO. Through

the perspective of the Fourth Political Theory, there

is no fundamental difference between American

racism and Nazism; thus, by collapsing American

liberalism and Nazism into a single category of

‘Western racism, Putin recasts Russia as a defender

of the oppressed rather than an imperialist regime.
Importantly, Dugin does not limit his criticism

of Western liberalism to just an accusation of racism.

According to Dugin, every component of liberalism—

its focus on individualism, capitalism, modernization,

and scientific progress—is rotten and contradictory to

what comprises Russian identity. If understood through

the Fourth Political Theory, Putin’s war in Ukraine

takes on a much more menacing shape than simply a

conflict between a large nation that thinks it is entitled

to the lands of a smaller one. Instead, the war represents

a colossal feud between the West as an enemy and a
‘messianic’ Russia. To Putin and Dugin, the war in
Ukraine is not justa war of soldiers, armies, nations, and
geopolitical
strategies;
it is a war
fought  in
defense  of
the ideas
that, in this
framework,
preserve
Russian
identity and
statehood.
Given
Russia’s
role as a
major player
in global
politics, it is crucial that Western scholars and
analysts accurately understand how Putin uses
Dugin’s philosophy to understand the war in Ukraine,
for the safety of Ukraine, Europe, and the world.
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Pecan Dissonance: A Clash Between |dentity and

here are few foods more tied

to the American identity,

in particular the southern
identity, than the pecan. Featured
in pecan pies and Thanksgiving
sweet potato casseroles, this small
nut has long been considered an
iconic staple of the South. However,
despite its current heavily southern
identity, the iconic pecan did not
originate in the southeastern region
of the United States, but instead
came from along the Mississippi
River as far north as Illinois and
to the west of the river as far south
as Northern Mexico.! Although
pecans have become a cherished
symbol of southern hospitality
and American heritage, a tracing
of their rise from an Indigenous
food source to an aristocratic
snack to a  mass-produced
commodity reveals a persistent
dissonance  between = modern
cultural associations surrounding
the pecan, which claim a humble
and homey background, and its
true historical and present reality.

The

cultural identity of the pecan

modern  southern

was constructed on selective

memory, obscuring its Indigenous

Historic Reality

Madeline Leonard

origins and relatively recent entry
into southern foodways. Native
communities used pecans for food,
ritual drinks, and medicine, yet
white Southerners later recast the
nut as naturally theirs, erasing its
true origins both geographically
and culturally. Though native to
the North American continent,
the pecan was not always grown in
the southeast, where it is now most
popular. Instead of being a native
of Georgia or South Carolina, the
pecan actually hails from along
the Mississippi River and the Gulf
Coast region, with particularly
high concentrations in modern-
day Texas and Louisiana.” There,
the indigenous tribes named it the
“pakan,” which roughly translates
to “hard-shelled nut,” referring
to the fact that stones were often

necessary to crack them open.’

Nevertheless, pecans became
popular for consumption in their
naturally occurring region due
to the fact that pecan trees are
highly productive and do not
require replanting each season.
“fat-rich”

»4

“highly nutritious,

Pecans themselves are
and need
“little processing to be suitable
for human consumption,”
and store well for long periods
without the implementation of
any preservation techniques.®

However, the pecan played
a role beyond mere sustenance in
native communities. For instance,
tribeslocatedinthe MississippiRiver
Valley region often incorporated
powcohiccora, a fermented drink
milky in substance and made from

pecans and other hickory nuts, into

Y
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their celebrations and ceremonies, believing that it
would “enhance a warrior’s bravery in battle”” Other
tribes, such as the Comanche, who lived in present-
day northern Texas, are known to have ground
“pecan leaves and used them as a poultice for treating
ringworm.”™ Likewise, the Kiowa used the
tree bark as a treatment for
those with tuberculosis.
And yet, the value
of the pecan extended
beyond practical purposes.
Within the Caddo tribe,
a mythological story has
been passed down through
the generations about the
origins of the pecan. As the
legend goes, an old woman
described as being the “mother
to all the pecan trees” jealously
guarded her trees by preventing anyone
from taking nuts home to plant their
own trees elsewhere.’ Though she
would allow the local villagers
into her house to eat the
nuts, she prohibited them
from taking any pecans
home for themselves.
This stipulation frustrated
the people of the village, who desired to have
their own pecans to use as they wished. Finally,
a stranger named Coyote decided to put an end to
the issue and murdered the old woman so that the
whole village could have access to her trees. Despite
the story’s gruesome end, the presence of such tales
demonstrates the cultural weight of and fondness
towards pecans and their trees in native communities.
The pecan’s reputation began to take a turn
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
as agrarian elites began to intentionally plant pecan
trees, transforming this native staple into a symbol

of southern gentility, thereby creating a reputation of
aristocracy surrounding the nut that became difficult
to shake off. Unlike the Native Americans, who used
pecans and their trees in a variety of ways but did not
intentionally plant or cultivate them, white agrarian
elites on the East Coast actively planted and cultivated
the nut, but for a smaller

number of uses. Notably,

George Washington

Jefferson
the first

documented planters to

and Thomas
were among
arrange for the planting of

pecan trees on their estates,

outside of the pecan’s native

range." By 1775, the trees had been

planted at Washington’s Mount Vernon

estate, and Thomas Jefferson “made arrangements
to have pecan nuts planted at Monticello” upon his
1790 return from France, continuing to grow his
pecan grove by some 100 to 200 trees every few years."!
These men used the pecan trees exclusively

as upper-class decorations and delicacies. They
were often installed in plantations as beautiful shade
trees or, in Washingtons case, as a ready source of
nuts for the General to snack on

during the  Revolutionary

War.  Nevertheless,  the
rarity of the pecan tree
East Coast
made the availability of

along the

pecans for snacking nearly

exclusive to the planter aristocracy.

Those who could afford it might purchase the nuts
during the holiday season or other special occasions,
but their costliness prevented them from becoming
a household staple and instead earned them the
reputation of being “the aristocrat among nuts’"
Nevertheless, the

popularity motivated planters to

pecan’s rising

attempt to
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commercialize this
crop as early as the 1820s."” Unfortunately,

early attempts did not  generate

much success. The “alternate bearing”

nature of pecan trees meant that bountiful years
were followed by one to two years with very little yield,
creating unstable output.’* Another issue was the use of
pecan trees for timber. By the 1820s, America’s frontier
had pushed into the pecan’s naturally occurring region,
but this influx of new settlers increased demand
for timber, leading early Americans to frequently
cut down the trees for the purpose of building new
structures rather than attempting to generate revenue
through pecan commerce."” Ultimately, it was not until
“the late 1800s that people in the pecan’s native range
realized the pecan’s potential worth for income and
trade,” following innovations in transportation and
in pecan farming techniques by enslaved laborers.'s

Due to alternate bearing and the fact that trees
do not produce nuts during the first several years after
planting, there was originally much uncertainty in the
pecan farming process, as farmers had to wait to discover
the quality of their grove.”” As a result, they sought to
employ grafting, a technique wherein the branches
of one or more trees of a different type are joined to
the trunk of the desired tree in order to change the
genetics of that tree, so that certain undesirable genes
could be eliminated and other desirable ones added.'®
The first attempt at grafting pecan trees for the purpose

of increasing the quantity and speed of production
occurred in 1822 by “an amateur potter” from Edgefield
County, South Carolina, but these early attempts were
largely unsuccessful.”” Instead, it was Antoine, an
enslaved worker on Oak Alley Plantation in Louisiana,
who made the first notable breakthrough in grafting.
Under directions by plantation owner J. T. Roman and
his neighbor, who had been the one to donate the pecan
tree cuttings for the undertaking, Antoine successfully
created “the country’s first commercially viable
pecan” variety in the 1840s.” Ultimately, Antoine’s
experimentation, combined with the inventions
of the railroad and the steamboat, which made
transportation of goods swifter and more far-reaching
than ever before, turned pecan farming into a viable
option as a profession or side business. As a result, the
pecan industry was officially established in the South.

It is difficult to track the size and importance of
the pecan industry during its fledgling years due to lack
of documentation, but it is clear that though “cultivated
orchards in the South were still rare into the 1900s,"*
statistics recording the number of bushels of pecans
imported to the North reveal both high prices and high
demand in wholesale and retail as early as the 1890s.?
Public discourse on how to plant and raise pecan trees
also began to spread. In 1902, an article was published
in the Southern Cultivator, a bimonthly agrarian
publication, responding to the ideas of a new pecan
farmer on how best to plant and care for the trees.”*
The article’s author, a Georgian man by the name of S.
W. Peek, had become interested in cultivating pecans
years prior, during the time when they grew naturally
only in Louisiana and Texas. By the time of the article’s
publication, pecan farming had been quickly embraced
by farmers throughout the state, despite being relatively
novel. Discourse on farming techniques increased,
with some farmers suggesting that pecan trees ought
to be incorporated into existing peach groves, while
others debated the optimal planting distance between
trees. This lack of a common understanding of farming
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techniques reveals the newness of
pecan cultivation in southeastern
states, like Georgia, in the early
1900s. Nonetheless, having seen
the pecan industry’s growth,
Peek remarks that within twenty
years, “pecan culture in Georgia
the South and

West will become one of the

and all over

most  profitable  industries”*
Peek’s predictions turned
out to be true; pecans soon

gained prominence in southern
cuisine. Regrettably, though, this
development came with the side
effect of unfair working conditions
and labor conflicts within the
industry. Just as general American
industrialization in the preceding
decades had led to the emergence
of large-scale exploitative labor
practices, so too was mounting
industrialization in the pecan
industry closely followed by a
greedy pursuit of profits at the
expense of laborers. The result was
unfair wages and poor working
conditions. In response, many
workers united in protests such as
the famous 1938 pecan shellers’
strike, revealing a violent gap
between the modern, nostalgic
imagery of pecans and the brutal
conditions that contributed to
the industry’s growth. By the late
nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, Texas and the broader
South had become centers of pecan
production, relying heavily on
the labor of Mexican-Americans

and Mexican nationals, especially
women, in order to shell the pecans
before bringing them to market.*
By the 1880s, the industry
had developed to include pecan
shellers in addition to growers,
and San Antonios prime location
near many of Texas’s pecan groves,
which produced roughly forty
percent of the nations pecans,”
contributed to its rise as a hub for
shelling companies.*® Moreover, its
relative closeness to Mexico meant
that the steady stream of migrant
workers looking for employment
provided plentiful, cheap labor to
take on the hard and tedious task
of shelling. It is perhaps because of
this phenomenon that the unlikely
occurrence of switching from
hand labor to mechanization was
then undone in the 1930s, after
improved technology had allowed
companies in the San Antonio
area to mechanize their operations
during the 1920s. The Duerler
Company, for instance, “achieved
the peak of its output in 1928” as
a result of this progress.”” However,
directly following this shift
towards mechanization,
the Great Depression
caused massive
unemployment
and left the
majority  of
consumers
unable or unwilling
to pay high prices
for goods, especially

non-essential goods. Consequently,
Julius Seligmann and Joe Freeman,
owners of the San Antonio-based
Southern Pecan Shelling Company,
began to look for ways to cheapen
the processing of pecans for
market sale.*® With many families
desperate for any income at all,
industry leaders like Seligmann
and Freeman realized that they
could pay “large numbers of low-
skilled workers” at a lower rate than
the cost of upkeep of the shelling
machines.” In turn, the Southern
Pecan Shelling Company moved
away from mechanization and
towards the employment of those
willing to work for mere pennies,*
gaining an enormous advantage
over competitors who continued
to depend on the machines. As a
result of this switch, its factories
soon began processing between 25
and 30 percent of Texas pecans,
shelling 15 million pounds per
year.” In order to keep up with
the work, thousands of

low-skilled
employed,

laborers

were
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approximately 12,000 of whom were Mexican

contracted
March, with
over 90 percent of this number being women.

These
conditions with “poor ventilation and lighting,” no

nationals or Mexican-Americans

seasonally from November to
employees worked in sweatshop
“inside flush toilets” or running water, and were
sometimes not even paid in legal tender for their
labor, instead receiving “meager allotments of coffee,
flour, rice, or beans for their week’s work, drawn from
the company commissary”** When they were paid in
wages, it was a mere two dollars per week, some of the
lowest compensation rates in the nation. This situation
was only made worse with the onset of the Great
Depression, which caused wages to drop even further
to a meager 16 cents per week. This led to the first strike
in 1934, but issues remained unresolved, and working
conditions worsened as a recession in 1937 caused

further wage reductions and the elimination of the
vast majority of Texan residents from state relief rolls.”

In response, somewhere between 6,000 and
12,000 workers* “walked out” of the Southern Pecan
Shelling Company, and others, on Monday, January 31,
1938, “in a spontaneous protest against a 15 percent pay
cut” and “bad working conditions.”’” This strike became
known as the Pecan Shellers Strike and lasted for 37 days
with over 1,000 picketers,”® grabbing the attention of
Texans statewide, with smaller strikes and negotiations
continuing on for another two months thereafter.”
Mexican-American civil rights activist and member of
the Workers Alliance of America, Emma Tenayuca,*
quickly stepped into a leadership role within the strike.
Capitalizing on the energy of the spontaneous walkout,
she convinced additional workers to join the strike
so that, ultimately, “with over 10,000 participants,” it

became the “largest labor strike in San Antonio history
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and the most massive community-
based strike waged by the nation’s
Mexican Americans in the 1930s*
Thirty-seven days
after the initial walkout, the strike
officially came to an end as both
sides agreed to arbitration, and the
“three-person board ruled in favor
of the strikers, ordering higher
wages and officially acknowledging
the International Pecan Shellers
1727 a

union for

Union No.
established
shellers in the area.** Moreover,

recently
pecan
workers gained a  grievance
committee,” and the influence of
the strike worked as one of many
push factors in passing the Fair
Labor Relations Act on October
24, 1938, which established the
first federal minimum wage at 25
cents per hour.* The unintended
result of these reforms was a
return to mechanization, as hand-
shelling was no longer the cheaper
alternative. Subsequently, roughly
7,000 to 10,000 workers were laid
off, a reality made even worse
by the fact that their previous
low wages did not amount to the
level required by law to qualify
these workers to receive benefits
under the Texas Unemployment
Compensation Act, which would
have helped assuage their sudden
lack of income.*
Another of this
sudden drop in employment in

result

pecan shelling was the disbandment

of Pecan  Shelling Workers

Union No. 172. Not only did the
dissolution of the union lead to
decreased advocacy for workers,
but it also emboldened other
smaller companies to push back
against the Fair Labor Relations
Act by refusing to comply with
its stipulations, leading to more
picketing and a series of smaller
walkouts over the next several
years. On the whole, however, labor
struggles in the pecan industry
greatly diminished with time, and
as these moments of conflict slowly
disappeared from public memory,
the old, aristocratic view of pecans
began to emerge once again despite
a return to mechanization in the
industry.

By the
century, pecans had become a

mid-twentieth

widely mass-produced commodity.
And yet, it was during this time,
rather than at the nation’s founding
or during industrialization, that the
pecan was shaped into a cultural
symbol of southern hospitality,
obscuring its native origins and
past labor disputes within the
industry. Production levels of
pecans grew steadily around the
middle of the twentieth century,
and large organizations began
to take note of this growth. For
example, a 1942 New York Times
article felt it worth mentioning to
its readers that there had been a
bumper crop that year, while the
U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA) reported in 1947 that

pecan growers had produced
13,000 more tons of pecans that
year than in 1946.% The regions in
which pecans were grown were also
shifting. In Georgia, where pecan
groves were a rarity at the turn of
the century, farmers were now,
in the 1940s, producing up to 42
million pounds of pecans within a
single year.*” Over the next couple
of years, production continually
rose with alacrity, but with very
little increased demand to match,
the federal government decided to
involve itself in the promotion of
pecans.

One avenue of advocacy
was through the distribution of
promotional materials. Having
taken note of the burgeoning pecan
industry in the 1930s, in 1938, the
USDA distributed a publication on
how to use pecans in an attempt
to increase their usage.*® However,
advertising efforts such as this
reveal that even as recently as the
1930s, pecans had yet to become
a commonly used commodity in
Their old

reputation hung on too strongly—

southern households.
the average homemaker did
not think to include the nut in
everyday cooking because it was
seen as something reserved for the
upper-class or special occasions,
while manufacturers unthinkingly
dismissed the pecan’s “potential as
an industrial food product” for the
same reasons.” The government’s
next attempt involved turning the
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(V)

and beloved
demand

nut into
by all
among household and

something common

levels
alike.
In addition to pamphlets and other promotional

in order to increase

industrial buyers

publications, a price ceiling was implemented to
encourage consumption, but consumers were still not
biting.® Instead, the government “ended up buying
the surplus pecans and integrating them into the
National School Lunch Program” in the years
directly after World War II, ultimately

helping to familiarize larger portions

of the population with the

nut, beginning the work

on  re-shaping its

image.”’ Government

promotion continued

throughout the

twentieth  century,

as seen by the
introduction of the Pecan
Promotion and Research Act
of 1989, which was passed
with
support as a part of

overwhelming

the Food, Agriculture,

Conservation, and Trade

Act of 1990. As a result of the

Act, the Pecan Marketing Board

was established for the purpose of

presenting “a favorable image of pecans to

the public with the express intent of improving

[their] competitive position in the marketplace and
stimulating sales” through avenues such as “paid
advertising””® A continued interest in promotion is
demonstrated by the USDA’s creation of the American
Pecan Promotion Board (APPB) in 2021 under the
Agricultural Marketing Service’s Pecan Research,
Promotion and Information Order.”” Distinguishing
itself from the earlier Pecan Marketing Board, the
APPB provides recipes for consumers in addition to

resources for professionals and industry insights.”*
These efforts successfully changed the pecan’s
reputation, but not without the help of the private sector.
Through literature, cookbooks, and advertising, the
pecan gradually acquired a homey image of southern
heritage and family ties. These cultural portrayals,
rather than historical or economic realities, shaped how
Americans now perceive the nut. Passages dedicated to
pecan groves, nuts, and deserts in American

classics such as Harper Lees To Kill a
Mockingbird ingrained and solidified its

place within popular culture, inventing

a new southern’

‘always identity

wrapped in pleasant nostalgia,
masking the pecan’s more

western  Mississippi
River origins and
with

cultures.”

associations
native

In contrast to the

newly invented
identity surrounding
pecans, popular
literature about them

and the nuts inclusion in
well-known holiday deserts, like
pecan pie, did not occur until the
early and mid-twentieth century.
Even the well-known holiday

staple of pecan pie did not take off until

well into the twentieth century.* Though

a few older pecan-centric deserts existed prior

to the takeoff of the modern pie, such as an 1885 recipe
for pecan cake” or a 1914 recipe for the original version
of pecan pie, which included custard in place of the
modern molasses-like syrup,” such recipes were hard
to come by and not frequently made. Nevertheless, their
inclusion into cookbooks at the end of the nineteenth
centuryandbeginning ofthe twentieth century provided

the middle class with the sense that pecans were an
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homes across America. The success of the pecan pie
thus carved out a place for pecans in the agricultural
market and paved the way for later best-sellers such as
butter-pecan ice cream and pecan turtles.

Today, in spite of the fact that over 270 million
pounds of pecans® are produced each year in highly
mechanized orchards and shelling plants, producers
and sellers continue to market pecans as nostalgic,
communal, and family-centric, especially around
Thanksgiving and Christmas. Moreover, a small but
growing demand for pecans in nations outside of the
United States and Mexico, and the pecan’s unique place
as “one of the few indigenous U.S. food crops that is
commercially cultivated outside the U.S” in countries
such as Brazil and Argentina, demonstrates the growth
of the pecans cultural and economic power.®* Still,
pecans are marketed as products of family businesses
owned by hardworking Americans,” reinforcing
the narrative that the pecan is a nut for the average
American, rather than for the Native American or the
planter aristocrat.

This contrast between reality and constructed

southern

image demonstrates how the pecans
homeyness is not

natural and was
not inevitable, but
instead was actively
built and continues
to be intentionally
preserved. Even as
the industry has
become increasingly
mechanized, mass-
produced, and
with
the value of pecans
in 2023
$460

modern

corporate,

produced
standing  at
million,

branding continues

to rely on a recently fabricated nostalgia. Pecans now
grow throughout the southeast, far beyond their native
range, and yet their sheer abundance makes them
appear seamlessly natural within the landscape so that
it feels only right to imagine that pecans and their trees
have always been there.®® That calm sense of natural
belonging masks a past that was shaped by indigenous
tribes, settlers, planter elites, underpaid workers,
government campaigns, culinary
literature, and

commercial

advertising,

creating  a

hidden yet

ever-present

dissonance.
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