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Introduction


Hello, reader. We’re going to guess that you’ve picked up this book either because you’re a Spooky Bitch and avid listener of RedHanded, the podcast … or because you’re just a bit morbidly curious.


Either way, clearly you have great taste.


And if we’ve read you right, you’ll probably be very much on board with what’s to come, since this book is a deep dive into the extremes of human behavior, as shown by everyone’s favorite mass murderers, serial killers, and general bad-news Berthas.


Chapter by chapter, we’re going to delve into some of the most brutal murders from across the world and ask the obvious question at the heart of them all: What makes a killer tick? But before we get to that, let’s get better acquainted.


In 2017, two twentysomethings happened to meet at a party. Suruthi Bala had just gotten back to the UK after a year of traveling, during which time she had discovered the magic of true crime podcasts. These podcasts had accompanied her on all those 27-hour-long bus journeys across Asia and solo hikes around South America, and served as a welcome distraction from all the dodgy tummies, mosquito bites, and motorbike crashes. After this trip, Suruthi was set to return to the exciting world of corporate conference production, in all its high-stress, high–jet lag glory—but first, to get herself back into the swing of life at home, she was saying yes to anything and everything. It was one such yes that led her to a party in deepest East London that November night.


At this party was Hannah Maguire; she was whipping up a vegan Thanksgiving dream feast for her American housemate and his entire extended family (all of whom were crammed into her tiny flat for the holidays). Story-loving, supremely dyslexic Hannah had fallen in love with podcasts while living in Korea (South, don’t panic) and avoiding the snotty children she was supposed to be teaching English. By the time of the fateful Veegs-giving, Hannah was back in London, living the dream working in commercial musical theater, washing other people’s crusty mugs and frequently napping at the back of the dress circle. She made almost no money doing this, which is how Hannah ended up in a house share overrun with Americans on air beds.


Over aquafaba meringues, the two ladies struck up the usual polite chitchat one makes with a random they don’t know at a party. But as they sipped their wine, they discovered a surprising shared obsession with the case of JonBenét Ramsey. As they drank more wine, they did the very drunk-ladies-in-the-bathroom thing of promising to become best friends and open up a dogs-only ice cream shop—or start a true crime podcast together.


Sadly, Cones and Bones never came to be, but Hannah and Suruthi did meet up again—this time at the Blind Beggar pub on Whitechapel Road, the infamous hangout of the notorious Kray twins. Hannah and Suruthi hit it off again, and, realizing that they were both desperate for a creative outlet, decided to start that true crime podcast. And with that, RedHanded was born.


At first it was just meant to be a bit of a hobby; neither woman had any experience whatsoever in the world of true crime, podcasting, broadcasting, sound editing, audio production, research, or script writing. But why let small details like that stop you when you can buy a mic for £10 and talk about murder in the cupboard under your stairs with a total stranger?


Fast-forward to today, and RedHanded is an internationally renowned, award-winning, hit podcast with thousands of self-proclaimed Spooky Bitches tuning in for their weekly dose of murder, wit, and WTFs. But despite how far it has come, RedHanded continues to transport listeners back to that first-ever party at which Suruthi and Hannah sat together engrossed, discussing a case that fascinated them.


Week in and week out, we at RedHanded explore a veritable smorgasbord of murder cases with the aim of dissecting not only the story, but also the social, cultural, political, and psychological aspects that feed into every crime. During our years of research and exploration into the world of violent offenders, we have seen it all, but we keep coming back to one question: What drives a killer to kill?


And while the nature versus nurture debate has started to feel a little outdated—because the answer is of course both—we’re fascinated by the mind-bending interplay between genetics, environment, and experiences, and how they impact who we are.


So after getting a few hundred podcast episodes under our belt, we decided it was time to pull together everything we’d learned and write this book about what sets a killer apart from the rest of us.


The answer to this question is of course incredibly complex, and the path that leads someone to kill another human being is a complicated and twisty-turny one. If you listen to RedHanded (once again, top marks), you’ll know that no matter how bad some of these cases are, we never once refer to the killers as “monsters.” To do so implies something otherworldly about them and conveniently removes such people from being our societal responsibility. It dehumanizes them. And that just doesn’t make much sense to us, because what leads a person to deviance and depravity is usually something very human indeed.


So let’s get started …
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In 2019, 26 million people took an at-home DNA test. Compared to just four years earlier, that’s a 1,633 percent rise in people spitting in vials and swabbing their mouths to see if they can still eat bread or to find out just how Irish they are. We can’t think of anything else that has grown in popularity that much recently. (Except maybe true crime podcasts and craft avocado beer.)


This astronomical rise in DNA testing shows us two things: our endless fascination with who we are genetically, and how the fields of genetics and molecular biology have evolved over recent decades. The first human genome, which was published in 2003, revealed some startling things—for a start, we have way fewer genes than anyone ever predicted! It also led to some amazing advances, like being able to screen for certain diseases, facilitating the discovery of incredible and novel therapeutics, making genome sequencing easy, and even making gene editing possible.


But what about the more complex elements of what makes us who we are, like personality and behavior? Can we simply take a look at someone’s DNA sequence and predict that person’s future, or are we just updating our tea leaves and tarot cards and calling it science?


These days it’s hard to ignore the regular drumbeat of headline-making discoveries—claims that a gene has been identified for anything from procrastination to liberalism to adultery—and even for when a person will lose their virginity! (We’re not kidding.)


So, what about a gene that predicts criminality? The notion that criminals are born rather than made is not a new one—since the 1930s, with the rise of new techniques within the field of genetics, the fervor to find a link between criminal behavior and genetics has been steadily ramping up. Why? Well, of course, if a genetic marker that predicted violence, depravity, and murder could be found, then perhaps interventions could be put in place; a person with that genetic vulnerability could be treated and maybe the future human cost of their offenses could be avoided. But we can’t help but feel that there is also a flip side to this and the way it might offer some the chance to label killers “monsters.”


If a clear genetic difference could be found between those who commit murder and the rest of us, wouldn’t that be great? Wouldn’t it mean then that they really are “other”? And wouldn’t it be a huge relief, because then, we as a society could also stop worrying about taking any responsibility for the creation of these killers? After all, if these people are genetically predetermined to be murderers and criminals then we don’t need to worry about inequality, poor housing, lack of access to healthcare, or substandard education systems—some people are just born bad.


We suspect that for some, such a simple premise would be ideal, but of course it’s a lot more complicated than that, but stick with us; we’re going to cram a lot of brain science down your throat in the next chapters as we explore the validity and the implications of the search for a “killer” gene …


Genes, Take the Wheel


Let’s start off by acknowledging that deciphering the interaction between genes and behavior is one of the most difficult tasks in biology. There is a lot of disagreement within academic circles over the science itself, and the topic of behavioral genetics, while fascinating, is often highly controversial. (Like watching Ancient Aliens with supreme glee, while still knowing it’s some racist bullshit.) And it gets particularly dodgy when it comes to behavior (or even predisposition) linked to criminality.


There are many reasons for this societally, clinically, and legally, all of which we’ll discuss in this chapter, but let’s start with the legal side of things. Consider what it means to say that an individual is being driven to kill by their genes. It implies that the behavior isn’t a choice and that it is out of their hands, and therefore the killer may not be responsible for their actions at all.


Bradley Waldroup: Born to Kill?


Let’s explore this idea by heading to the mountains of rural Tennessee, where on October 16, 2006, Bradley Waldroup was sitting in his trailer home, waiting for his estranged wife, Penny, to arrive with their four kids who would be staying with him for the weekend.


The Waldroups recently had separated after several years of marriage, and Penny was obviously worried about what her husband was capable of. She had actually told her neighbor that if she wasn’t back by seven thirty that night to call the police. And it appears that she didn’t fancy dropping the kids off on her own, either, as she’d asked her friend Leslie Bradshaw to come along.


When Penny, Leslie, and the kids arrived at the trailer, Bradley met them holding a .22 rifle, and clearly he had been drinking. Penny hastily unloaded the kids’ belongings. When the two women tried to get into their van to leave, Bradley said he wanted to talk. Penny desperately wanted to go; talking to her husband when he had been drinking was useless, so she said that she had to get to work but that they could talk when she returned to pick up the children.


But Bradley wasn’t having any of it. He tore the keys to the van from Penny’s hands and threw them into the woods, and then he began to scream at his wife. At this point, Leslie got out of the van and demanded that Bradley let them leave immediately and that he stop making a scene in front of the children.


Bradley was furious—as far as he was concerned, Leslie was the reason Penny had left him. Leslie was the one turning his wife against him. So, he picked up his rifle and opened fire on Leslie. Horrified, Penny got out of the van and ran, but suddenly she heard a crack of the gun and a bullet hit her in the back. Within seconds Bradley was on top of her; he had his pocketknife out and he began stabbing Penny repeatedly. He then dragged her back toward the van, where he threw Penny down on the ground next to Leslie’s body. Still seething with rage, Bradley proceeded to attack Leslie’s body with a machete, slicing her head open. When Penny screamed at Bradley to stop, he slashed at his wife with the machete, chopping off her little finger.


He grabbed Penny by her hair and dragged her into the trailer. She was bleeding everywhere, so Bradley called for one of their daughters to bring her mother some water and towels for the blood. Bradley Waldroup then told all four of his children to come and say goodbye to their mother because it would be the last time they would see her.


Sobbing with fear and weak from blood loss, Penny kissed each of her children and told them that she loved them. Bradley Waldroup then told the bewildered kids to leave the room; he wanted to have sex with Penny. But he thought she was too messy and dirty (you know, after he’d chased her, shot her, stabbed her, and cut her finger off with a machete), so he asked her to go and shower first. Penny refused; she wasn’t going to make cleaning up after her own rape and murder easier for him. So, Bradley shrugged and forced Penny onto the bed and began to tear her clothes off.


Just then their daughter ran into the room saying that the police were outside. Penny, clad in just her underwear and bleeding from the gunshot and stab wounds covering her body, ran out of the trailer and jumped into the police car. She begged the officer to please go inside and save her children.


Thankfully, Penny Waldroup survived her harrowing ordeal, but her friend Leslie was already dead. Bradley Waldroup didn’t put up any fight when the police approached him; he simply admitted to having attacked Penny and killed Leslie. In August 2008, prosecutors charged him with two counts of aggravated kidnapping, one count of first-degree murder, and one count of attempted first-degree murder. It seemed obvious to them that Waldroup’s actions showed clear intent and premeditation. He had a gun and a machete to hand that day, and even if you disregard that, he told his children to say goodbye to their mother … he knew what he was going to do.


Remember: Premeditation doesn’t mean you need to have sat down, worked out an intricate plan, and left the house with your murder go-bag and to-do list. It just means that during the commission of the offense, you had time to stop, think, and change your behavior. The very fact that Bradley Waldroup told Penny to take a shower so that he could rape her, to us at least, indicates that he was very much in control of what he was doing.


Prosecutors were certain that Waldroup would be found guilty on all counts and they wanted the death penalty. It was all absolutely horrific but seemed like a straightforward case. That is, until the case went to trial …


The Verdict


Following what had been a horrendously graphic four-day trial, the jury in the case of Bradley Waldroup deliberated for just 11 hours before reaching their decision. On March 21, 2009, audible gasps rolled around the courtroom as the verdict was announced: voluntary manslaughter. Not murder.


In an interview with NPR in 2010, prosecuting attorney Drew Robinson described how “flabbergasted” he was. It seemed unbelievable that a man who had shot a woman to death and then hacked up her body with a machete (and shot and brutalized his wife in front of their children) could have escaped a murder conviction. Especially in Polk County, Tennessee, which strikes us as a “tough-on-crime” kind of place.


So what had happened? Well, the answer lay in Bradley Waldroup’s genes.


Waldroup’s defense attorneys knew that they had to pull something out of the bag, so they went to forensic psychiatrist William Bernet of Vanderbilt University and asked him to give Waldroup a psychiatric evaluation. Bernet agreed, and he also took a blood sample to analyze Waldroup’s DNA. As it turned out, Bradley Waldroup had just what the defense was looking for: he had the “warrior gene.”


Monoamine Misadventures:
The Warrior Gene


At the time of Bradley Waldroup’s trial, the warrior gene was getting some serious media buzz and living its best headline-grabbing, spotlight-loving, Dr. Phil–special-appearing life. But to understand why people were absolutely losing their minds over this gene in the noughties, first we need to go back to 1978 and skip over to the Netherlands.


Because it was then and there that we’ll find a Dutch woman who believed that there was something very wrong with five men in her family. A quick snapshot of what she was dealing with: one man was a serial arsonist, another had tried to run his boss over with his car, another had attempted to rape his own sister at knifepoint. Only one of the five had completed primary school and all of them had an IQ score lower than 85.


The Dutch woman sought out a clinical geneticist at the University Hospital in Nijmegen—Professor Han Brunner—and begged him to help her. She explained to Brunner that she felt the men in her family had some sort of hereditary issue that caused low intelligence and a propensity for extreme violence. And she hadn’t been the first in her family to spot this pattern. Decades before, the woman’s grand uncle had made a family tree and found even more men in the family that displayed these same traits, going as far back as the 1800s. This grand uncle was sure that there had to be some sort of genetic component that was causing his family’s male violence problem; it couldn’t be coincidence.


As it turned out, this woman and her grand uncle were right. In 1993 Han Brunner worked out what was going on: all of the violent men had a defunct variant of a gene called MAOA. It was an enormous discovery, as it was the first time that a specific gene had been linked to a human behavior like aggression.


So what was going on? Well, get ready, because we’re about to take you on a magic school bus journey of science, junk science, and everything in between.


Genes are sections of DNA that provide instructions to make specific enzymes. MAOA is a gene that encodes the enzyme monoamine oxidase A. This enzyme breaks down the neurotransmitters (the brain’s signaling molecules) serotonin, noradrenaline, and dopamine. If these neurotransmitters aren’t degraded and removed when we’re done with them, their buildup in the brain can lead to abnormal behavior and possibly aggression.


Naturally, the gene MAOA comes in several different forms, depending on the various levels of activity of the enzyme it regulates, monoamine oxidase A. Brunner’s study found the males in that Dutch family had a variant of the MAOA gene that was completely inactive, so they had higher levels of noradrenaline, dopamine, and serotonin floating around their brains. Brunner theorized that the buildup of these molecules in the men’s brains may have resulted “in over-excitation of the nerves in stressful situations,” leading to their observably aggressive and hypersexual behavior. Brunner named this extremely rare condition Brunner’s syndrome, and it’s so rare, in fact, that this defunct, totally inactive variant of the MAOA gene has not been found outside of the men in that one Dutch family.


Another, and much more common, variant of the MAOA gene is MAOA-L (L for low activity), and this version leads to less monoamine oxidase A being produced. It’s important to note that it’s not a situation where none of the enzyme is being produced (like with Brunner’s boys), just less than usual. And so those excess neurotransmitters like dopamine hang around in the brain for too long, but they are eventually removed, just at a slower rate.


And it is this variant—MAOA-L—that we are going to focus on now, because it is this version that went on to be dubbed the “warrior gene.” (Why didn’t the variant that the incredibly violent Dutch men had become known as the warrior gene, you ask? Well, again, because that variant so far has only been found in that one family. So to say it’s rare would be a massive understatement.)


After Brunner’s work suggested a link between the totally inactive MAOA gene and aggression, studies started rolling in on MAOA-L, and the hypothesis was that if a gene that produced none of this enzyme had been linked to such a strong tendency for aggression, then surely people with the less active variant must have at least a considerable propensity toward aggression.


No doubt some of these studies formed the basis of Bradley Waldroup’s defense. It led to jurors convicting him of voluntary manslaughter rather than first-degree murder. When asked why they had voted the way they had, one juror told NPR, “A bad gene is a bad gene.”


MAOA: No Way


So what does the science behind the controversial warrior gene actually look like? Well, a 2006 study—“Elevated Monoamine Oxidase A Levels in the Brain: An Explanation for the Monoamine Imbalance of Major Depression”—found that males with the MAOA-L variant had differences in their brain structure and function that could predispose them to aggression, specifically to snap while under pressure.


Research in this study focused on the brain structure in people with no history of criminality, violence, or childhood abuse. Brain scans revealed that those in the group with the MAOA-L variant were more likely to have smaller limbic systems than their non-MAOA-L study buddies. (The limbic system is a part of the brain that supports a variety of functions, including emotion, behavior, and long-term memory.) Researchers also found that there were some differences in brain activity; when the people with the MAOA-L variant were shown scary or threatening images, their amygdalas (the brain’s emotional center that we’ll meet in more detail later in this chapter) appeared to overreact. In particular, the males with the warrior gene were less able to inhibit their responses (i.e., they would physically respond).


OK, so this study was able to show brain differences in most people with the MAOA-L variant, but how do those differences actually manifest themselves? As super-hyper-aggression like the Brunner boys’? Well, not exactly.


For a start, roughly 40 percent of the general population has the MAOA-L variant! We think we can safely say that 40 percent of us aren’t walking around bashing people’s heads in, unable to control ourselves. (Or shooting our wives and their friends …)


In fact, in this study, it was found that 38 percent of the group had the warrior gene, yet none of those people had a history of criminality or violence. Remember, researchers specifically chose a group that was squeaky clean.


Now, it is worth mentioning that the scientists behind this study did state that the presence of the MAOA-L gene alone is not enough to predict violence, and that another trigger is needed. And of course, a typical trigger is having had an abusive childhood. So maybe one could argue that since the study had also chosen people who had no history of child abuse, that’s why none of the subjects with the MAOA-L variant showed criminal tendencies or aggression.


Still with us? This brings us nicely to another study. A 2002 study looked at a sample of males who had all been maltreated as children to understand why some had gone on to develop antisocial behavior, while some hadn’t. The researchers found that men with MAOA-L who had been maltreated were more likely to exhibit antisocial behavior than men with a similar background who had the normal MAOA gene. So the belief was that if a person has the MAOA-L variant and suffers an abusive childhood, they are at an increased risk of being aggressive and developing antisocial behavior.


Studies like this provided another string in the bow for Bradley Waldroup’s defense. Waldroup had a very abusive childhood, and at his trial, his defense attorney certainly drew a connection for jurors between the abuse, Waldroup’s warrior gene, and how Waldroup had exploded. In that 2010 NPR interview, one of the jurors summed up the defense’s argument in one chilling statement: “Some people without this [the MAOA-L variant] would react totally different than he would. A diagnosis is a diagnosis.”


Our jaws hit the floor when we read this. An abusive childhood in a killer’s past is not something anomalous—as we’ll see in our next chapter—and it rarely features as a significant mitigating factor at murder trials like this. Certainly not to the extent of reducing someone’s conviction from first-degree murder to manslaughter. It’s clear from the post-trial interviews that the “warrior gene plus abuse” argument was what had swayed these jurors. But as we’ll see, the science is very much not there.


In 2014, along came the biggest-ever study of its kind—“MAOA Genotype, Childhood Maltreatment, and Their Interaction in the Etiology of Adult Antisocial Behaviors”—and it found that while childhood maltreatment was a significant risk factor for adult antisocial behavior, the MAOA-L variant had no effect!


Honestly, we could go on and on about this controversial gene and various studies, but our main point is just how common this variant is in the general population. We cannot stress this enough. And in fact, Professor Brunner himself pretty quickly distanced his work from suggestions that he had found a “gene for aggression.”


At the Ciba Foundation Symposium conference in 1995, Brunner made it clear: “The notion of an aggression gene does not make sense, and it would be wrong to suggest that any one gene or collection of genes can account for something as complex as aggressive human behavior.” He emphasized that his research has only demonstrated how a very specific genetic defect can result in a fairly specific behavioral abnormality in one particular family, not society at large.


And if you still have any lingering doubts, consider this: drugs that actually block monoamine oxidase A (the enzyme at the heart of this whole warrior gene business) have actually been used extensively to treat people with depression, and with no apparent increase in violent tendencies in those patients.


So is the warrior gene a likely predictor of violence? It doesn’t appear so. At most, what some of these studies show is that people with the MAOA-L variant are more likely to be more reactive when threatened, but that’s all. If nothing else, remember that a whopping 40 percent of people on average carry the variant, but only a tiny fraction of these carriers end up committing violent crimes. Most people with the warrior gene seem to make it through each day without totally fucking losing it and murdering another person. So to call these alleles “a gene for violence” is not just a massive exaggeration, it’s just plain wrong. Genetics is a probabilistic science, and to say that one variant of a gene is responsible for the hugely complex human behavior of aggression and violence is a bit of a nonstarter.


The best we can say is that perhaps in some combination with other genetic and environmental factors, the warrior gene might impact one’s ability to control any violent urges. But these factors most certainly do not predetermine a life of crime. And they absolutely do not remove criminal responsibility. The key takeaway is that no singular gene can determine criminality, violence, or murder-y desires. And as many scientists pointed out in the wake of Bradley Waldroup’s trial, the notion that sentencing decisions should be made on the basis of such uncertainty is deeply, deeply troubling.


Waldroup, in our opinion, knew full well what he was doing. As we said, the MAOA-L variant is at most linked to increasing the likelihood of someone snapping, but Waldroup carried out a sustained attack that left one woman dead, one woman brutalized, and four children traumatized.


In 2010, a judge in Italy reduced the sentence of a man in jail for murder after it was found that he had the MAOA-L gene. Again, the scientific community was horrified, but if these sort of defense arguments continue to work, undoubtedly they will become increasingly common in our courtrooms—all the more reason to be careful before attributing complex behaviors to a single gene.


So now that we’ve shown you that the warrior gene doesn’t really stand up to close scrutiny in terms of making a killer tick, let’s go beyond aggression. Because to be honest, there are many other traits that make a “good” if not “better” killer: being unempathetic, manipulative, callous, charming, ruthless—sound familiar?


It’s time to take a look at the personality disorder we all most readily associate with criminality and murder—psychopathy.


Maybe They’re Born with It,
Maybe It’s Antisocial Personality Disorder


The whole contentious issue of the role genetics play in providing a predisposition for criminality takes a rather different turn when we consider psychopathy.


Over the last 20 years, in large part due to the work of Dr. Robert Hare, there has been a total shift in clinical circles from the idea that psychopaths are created by severe childhood trauma and abuse to the idea that psychopathy is mainly genetic. It is now generally agreed that psychopathy is a congenital state (i.e., you’re born with it).


We know this because children start to show the signs of psychopathy from a very young age, and the traits tend to stay pretty stable throughout their lives. We’ll go on to discuss the psychopathic child in more detail in chapter 2, but what is clear from Dr. Hare’s research (like his 1993 study, “Psychopathy, Mental Disorder, and Crime”) is that children with psychopathic traits are “inexplicably different” from other children—displaying aggression, manipulation, and deceitfulness from the very start.


Dr. Hare also states in his book Without Conscience: The Disturbing World of the Psychopaths Among Us that most of the psychopathic people he has worked with over the years did not report coming from abusive homes; in fact, the majority had grown up in relatively “normal” households with caring and supportive parents.


And so, given these findings, researchers went in search of genetic reasons to explain psychopathy. Although it is still not exactly clear how it is passed on, psychopathy is actually now considered to be the personality disorder with the highest genetic component. Studies like the 2014 paper “The Heritability of Psychopathic Personality in 14- to 15-Year-Old Twins” suggest that psychopathy is around 50 percent heritable, while the “Minnesota Twin Study” has shown that psychopathy is 60 percent heritable. There isn’t an exact agreed upon figure, as you can see, but the general consensus is that psychopathic traits have a stronger relationship to one’s DNA than to one’s upbringing.


The key difference here is that no one is claiming—like with the warrior gene—that there is one singular gene for psychopathy. This would be massively wrong. There are likely a variety of genes, working in combination with differing brain structures, that correlate with psychopathic tendencies or behaviors.


We’ll come back to what the brain structure of a psychopath looks like later in this chapter, but for now, let’s talk about what exactly psychopathy is and how it’s diagnosed.


Psychopaths and Where to Find Them


The word psychopath gets bandied about a lot these days, especially by the unqualified (said the true crime podcasters). But are we using the term correctly? It has become so much a part of our lingua franca that a roommate leaving their dirty dishes in the sink overnight could earn themselves the title far too easily. Or, how many times have you dissected the behavior of your friend’s “psycho” ex? We’re all guilty of it, but as usual, most of us don’t know what the hell we’re talking about.


Psychopathy is possibly the most well-known but least understood personality disorder out there, so let’s get into it …


We tend to use psychopathy and antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) interchangeably, but the best way to think about it is as psychopathy being a subset of ASPD. So what is antisocial personality disorder? ASPD is a Cluster B personality disorder, which means that it belongs to the erratic personality disorder family. Cluster B is also home to borderline personality disorder, histrionic personality disorder, and narcissistic personality disorder (more on these in chapters 5 and 6).


ASPD is a diagnosable condition, as it is listed in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5), and it is thought to affect about 3 percent of the general population and around 80 percent of incarcerated populations. There are seven criteria, three of which must be met for a diagnosis: violating social norms; deceitfulness; impulsivity; irritability; irresponsibility; manipulative; and lack of remorse.


Psychopathy, on the other hand, is not a mental disorder, and as such it can’t really be diagnosed. Psychopathy can be thought of as a construct, typified by a lack of empathy and callous behavior. And while ASPD is categorical (i.e., you have it or you don’t), psychopathy is generally considered to be on a spectrum.


And what about sociopathy? Another term we tend to mix into this confusing soup of disorders. Well, sociopaths are generally considered to be created through abuse and trauma, unlike the genetic psychopath, and while many of us confuse the two terms given some similar behaviors—such as a lack of empathy, dishonesty, and shallow emotions—they are two very different constructs. Not just in terms of how they are formed in a person, but also because the sociopath, unlike the psychopath, is actually highly emotional (when it comes to negative emotions like rage) and likely to be very reckless. The best way to differentiate the two is to think of a cold, calculated, in control psychopath versus a hot-headed, volatile, impulsive sociopath.


Now that we’ve cleared that up, let’s get back to psychopathy, and the specific traits that psychopaths display. Psychopaths are considered the most extreme citizens of the Antisocial Personality kingdom. They are usually charming, narcissistic, superficial, impulsive, callous, unemotional, and—like mean girls in high schools the world over—they have no problem throwing others under the bus to get what they want. Their only goal is the pursuit of pleasure, which, according to Lucy Foulkes in her study “Inverted Social Reward: Associations between Psychopathic Traits and Self Report and Experimental Measures of Social Reward,” can be gained by hurting others, engaging in antisocial behavior, and being coercive and nasty.


That being said, despite what the Bateses and Batemans of Hollywood want you to believe, psychopaths do have feelings. They can feel excited or even happy, although the stakes have to be much higher than they would for a “normal” person. Crucially, guilt, anxiety, empathy, and remorse do not make an appearance. According to Dr. Hare, a forerunner of the psychopathic research space, these “intraspecies predators” are not much fun to be around. Although they may understand the emotions of others, psychopaths don’t tend to feel bad about any harm they cause. A guilt-free life may sound great, especially to the fallen Catholics among us, but having a psychopathic brain is by no means a one-way ticket to easy street.


Spot the Neurological Difference


One of the major differences between a psychopathic brain and a “normal”-looking one is in the function of the prefrontal cortex; there are also differences in brain structure. Researchers led by Dr. Michael Koenigs at the University of Wisconsin discovered, while examining the brains of male prisoners, that psychopaths have reduced connectivity between their prefrontal cortex and their amygdala.


This study, “Reduced Prefrontal Connectivity in Psychopathy”—which came out in 2011—was the first time “structural and functional differences in people diagnosed with psychopathy” were identified. Since you’re reading this book, it’s pretty plausible that you may have heard the terms prefrontal cortex and amygdala before. It’s also highly likely that you heard those terms fall from the lips of Dr. Derek Shepherd on Grey’s Anatomy, got distracted by his flowing locks, and aren’t totally certain what they actually mean, but don’t worry, we’ve got you.


The prefrontal cortex is the brain’s control center and it’s located right at the very front, just behind our eyes. It’s responsible for executive functions like personality expression, decision-making, and moderating social behavior, but its main job is to control our emotional responses to stress. It functions kind of like an emergency brake or, according to neurocriminologist Dr. Adrian Raine, a guardian angel that stops us from making decisions we might regret.


The amygdala, often referred to as the brain’s emotional center, is probably best known for its starring role in driving the fight-or-flight response, and as such it is associated with our responses to fear, stress, and anxiety. So, when you’re filled with increasing existential dread when facing a looming deadline, a social engagement you don’t want to be at, or another fuckboy appointment, that’s your amygdala working its magic. (So is the sweat imprint of your bum that you leave on the chair after a job interview. Thanks, amygdala.)


The relationship between your amygdala and your prefrontal cortex is absolutely vital because it is believed to play a critical role in the regulation of emotion. How does it work? Well, the amygdala is there to detect threats in the environment, and when it spots one it sounds the alarm. The prefrontal cortex assesses the threat and then “tells” the amygdala whether the panicky alarm is proportionate. Essentially the amygdala is there to pick up on any biological or emotional stressors that may be dangerous (which is of course absolutely crucial to our survival), but the prefrontal cortex is there to course correct and calm the amygdala down so that we aren’t all freaking out from stress and having meltdowns at the slightest threat.


When the connection between these two regions is weakened, it results in an individual’s inability to regulate emotion and social behavior in a typical way. This can lead to the callous, unemotional, and unempathetic behavior we would expect from a psychopath.


What’s also interesting is that while this brain structure seems to be congenital in a psychopath, this lack of communication between the prefrontal cortex and the amygdala can also be induced by a significant brain injury. See our sidebar on head injuries to learn more.




GAME-CHANGING HEAD INJURIES


We’ve all heard stories about people having massive accidents and becoming total nightmares to be around—history’s most famous being Phineas P. Gage, who you can read about in consultant neuropsychiatrist Kieran O’Driscoll’s paper “No Longer Gage: An Iron Bar through the Head.” The title of the paper gives the game away—Gage had a 1.1-meter-long tamping iron wedged in his skull in an 1848 accident and he miraculously survived, but his personality didn’t. Before he took an iron bar to the prefrontal cortex, he had been a perfectly nice person. After the accident he was belligerent, irreverent, profane, and didn’t care about anyone but himself.


As we will see in chapter 2, a lot of prolific serial killers sustained serious head traumas as children. If you have even a cursory interest in the National Football League and the sport that we like to call “American hand-egg” (known to many of you as American football), you may be aware of the devastating effects of the degenerative brain disease chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE).


Only diagnosable after death, CTE is understood to be a result of repeated blows to the head and repeated concussions, such as those sustained in contact sports. In possibly one of the most harrowing cases of this condition, Aaron Hernandez, a former New England Patriots football player, murdered Odin Lloyd in 2013 before hanging himself in prison at the age of 27. When his brain was examined, according to the Washington Post, he was found to have “suffered from the most severe CTE ever found in a person his age.” And while one can’t say definitively that CTE caused him to kill, it certainly would have influenced Hernandez’s ability to manage his impulse control, decision-making, aggression, and rage.





Testing Psychopaths


Criminal psychologist Robert Hare is also the main man when it comes to spotting psychopathic personalities. Dr. Hare created the PCL-R, a test that can be used as a tool to determine whether someone is a psychopath, and it is considered to be the gold standard test across various disciplines. However, Hare expressly warns against nonprofessionals diagnosing those around them—so don’t do that. Just observe and feel smug at how clever you are.


Hare laid out 20 key characteristics in relation to psychopathy. If a characteristic is spotted partially in a person, they get 1 point. If a characteristic applies to the person fully, they get 2 points. If a trait is not present at all, they are given—you’ve got it—no points. If an individual scores more than 30 points, they are, according to Hare, a psychopath. Interestingly, in the UK a score of 25 will get you over the psychopath line. What can we say, we just have lower standards when it comes to personality disorders (and teeth, if you ask Americans).




So let’s take a look at the 20 characteristics, shall we?




	Glibness and superficial charm


	Grandiose sense of self-worth


	Pathological lying


	Conning/manipulative


	Lack of remorse or guilt


	Emotional shallowness/a shallow affect


	Callousness and lack of empathy


	Failure to accept responsibility for actions


	A tendency toward boredom/a need for stimulation


	A parasitic lifestyle


	A lack of realistic long-term goals


	Impulsivity


	Irresponsibility


	Poor behavioral control


	Behavioral problems in early life


	Juvenile delinquency


	Criminal versatility


	A history of “revocation of conditional release” (i.e., violating parole, skipping bail)


	Multiple marriages/many short-term relationships


	Promiscuous sexual behavior





We all know someone who displays some of these traits; maybe we even display a few ourselves. For example, Suruthi impulsively buys skin care products and silk hair turbans, whereas Hannah gets bored at the speed of light, and we’ve both had our fair share of short-term relationships. But each trait exists on a spectrum, and there’s a threshold that needs to be met in terms of how damagingly impulsive you are, or just how lacking in empathy you are. If your behaviors fall within the parameters of what is generally acceptable and they don’t negatively impact your life, they don’t count. This is why assessment needs to be done via a clinician interview. Read our sidebar on Ted Bundy and his PCL-R test score to see why this checklist is still very subjective and open to interpretation.
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