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Preface


THE NEUROSCIENTISTS AND PSYCHOLOGISTS who are leading the way in the study of psychopathic personalities describe their fascinating research subjects by referring to the traits that distinguish them from 99 percent of the population. Some of these traits are related to emotional deficits such as lack of deep emotional attachments to other people and lack of empathy and guilt. Some traits like narcissism and superficial charm are related to how psychopaths interact with others. Their dishonesty, manipulativeness, recklessness and risk-taking activities are representative of their impulsive and antisocial behaviors.


The members of the Society for the Scientific Study of Psychopathy caution that “Although psychopathy is a risk factor for physical aggression, it is by no means synonymous with it. In contrast to individuals with psychotic disorders, most psychopaths are in touch with reality and seemingly rational. Psychopathic individuals are found at elevated rates in prisons and jails, but can be found in community settings as well.”1 The Society makes it clear that psychopathy is not the same thing as violence, serial killing, psychosis, mental illness, or what the American Psychiatric Association calls antisocial personality disorder.


Murderous Minds is about a subgroup of psychopaths called criminal psychopaths. They share traits with non-criminal psychopaths, but they should not be equated with them. “Criminal psychopathy refers instead to a meaner, more aggressively disinhibited conception of psychopathy that explicitly entails persistent and sometimes serious criminal behavior,” psychologist Jennifer Skeem, Ph.D., and her co-authors declared in 2011.2


Criminal psychopaths are the only subgroup of psychopath for which there exists enough reproducible neurobiological data to begin to get a preliminary idea of how their brain structure and function relates to their antisocial behavior. This is in large part because many criminal psychopaths are currently in prison and thus researchers have had better access to this captive subgroup of the psychopathic population compared to non-criminal psychopaths, who are not incarcerated and therefore free citizens. Spread out geographically, many in this subgroup are more difficult to identify, test, and recruit or have no interest or desire to submit their brains to study. But when the brains of functional or successful psychopaths have been studied as extensively as the brains of their criminal counterparts, they, too, will deserve a book devoted to them.







Foreword


THE WORLD OF THE CRIMINAL psychopath is at once creepy and fascinating. You read about criminal psychopaths in the news, you see them portrayed in movies, you read about them in books. They do terrible things, horrific things. They are capable of murder, robbery, torture, and rape and they can do it all without a hint of remorse or a touch of empathy. And you wonder: how can these people be so evil?


You hope you do not run across them, but could you recognize a psychopath if you met one? Given that an estimated 1 out of 100 adults is a psychopath, the chances are in fact quite good that you have met some of them without realizing who or what they were. You may even have married one (psychopaths can be incredibly charming when they want or need to be). Have you joked at work that your boss is a psychopath? That could actually be the case—many non-criminal psychopaths are not violent. They can control their antisocial impulses and even attain mixed success as business executives. They do not fret over making difficult decisions that have a severe negative impact on their employees. They simply do what is best for themselves.


Does someone become a psychopath, or is one born a psychopath? Can psychopathy be treated or cured? Are the brains of psychopaths physically different from “normal” brains? If so, can society hold psychopaths to be morally responsible for what they have done? Can modern neuroscience identify psychopathic brains early on, before a psychopath has a chance to commit a crime? If so, should those thus identified be incarcerated before they have a chance to do something terrible?


Neuroscientists can, in fact, use brain-imaging techniques to identify physical differences in the brains of psychopaths vs. “normal” people. Further, structural abnormalities seen in specific brain regions in psychopaths are thought to underlie the striking emotional abnormalities that can be measured by psychological testing.


At first glance, the task—of understanding how abnormalities in specific brain areas arise, and how these abnormalities account for psychopathic behavior—is daunting. In this book, however, Dr. Dean Haycock has taken extremely complex material and rendered it readily digestible. One does not have to be a psychologist or a neuroscientist to understand this book. At the same time, the science has not been made more simple than necessary, and the topics covered have such breadth and depth that the book is also appropriate for professionals in the field. The information presented is evidence-based, and one cannot find a single example of information that is simply hearsay or otherwise unsubstantiated; the book is thoroughly documented with complete reference lists for each chapter. Moreover, Dr. Haycock has taken the extra steps of interviewing several of the major players in the field and accurately presenting their viewpoints. Finally, Dr. Haycock is a master at writing exciting prose to create a science-based book that is actually a “page-turner.” From psychopathic Eskimos to mass-murdering high school students, the true nature of the criminal psychopath is explored here. And that exploration is such that it leads us not only to a better understanding of the criminal psychopath, but to a better understanding of ourselves.


—Charles C. Ouimet, Ph.D.,


Professor and Faculty Scholar in Neuroscience,


Florida State University College of Medicine,


Tallahassee, Florida







Introduction


HAVING A MURDEROUS MIND is not always the same thing as being a murderer or even having the intention of killing. A glance into the Merriam-Webster dictionary confirms it. The primary definition of murderous is indeed “having the purpose or capability of murder” and “characterized by or causing murder or bloodshed.” This accurately describes the psychopaths who fill the pages of true-crime books and are featured in news or infotainment stories. Criminals who lack a conscience, the sadistic psychopathic serial killers like Ted Bundy and John Wayne Gacy, the unfeeling psychopaths like Richard Kuklinsky who kill for personal gain, the school shooter Eric Harris, the rapist and murderer Brian Dugan, and the armed robber who kills without remorse to keep from being captured and then blames the victim, all have the purpose of murder.


The secondary and, in this context, more relevant definition of murderous is “having the ability or power to overwhelm: devastating.” Without a conscience, and with a strong impulse to dominate and victimize, criminal psychopaths and some psychopaths who have avoided encounters with the law routinely leave their victims feeling overwhelmed and devastated. Consider the following synonyms of murderous. After marrying or being conned by a psychopath, many victims have gained firsthand experience with most of them: brutal, cruel, hard, harsh, oppressive, rough, searing, and, most intriguingly, inhuman. These offenses may involve more psychological than physical abuse, but by the dictionary definition they are murderous


nonetheless. As victims know painfully well, their tormentors have the ability or power to overwhelm and devastate.


The odds are that any encounter you have with a psychopath will not result in a murder. For every psychopathic serial killer, there are literally millions of psychopaths who don’t kill. It is certain, however, that any encounter you have with a criminal psychopath will be an encounter with a potentially murderous mind, in the sense of being capable, or having the ability or the power to overwhelm and devastate. The con man who serially seduces women and depletes their bank accounts, and the businessman who disappears with his partner’s assets and destroys their company, use their power to overwhelm and devastate their victims. If these individuals, it is important to stress, are strongly psychopathic, then they are still distinct from individuals who have some psychopathic traits. This is a distinction that confuses many readers and even some psychologists. It stems from the use and misuse of the word “psychopath” to describe everyone from the rare psychopathic serial killer to the ambitious co-worker who will befriend you and undermine you to get ahead at work. There is a range of psychopathy and psychopathic behavior.


Some psychologists point out that many psychopaths or people with significant psychopathic features do not victimize others. “Most psychopaths are not violent, and most violent people are not psychopaths,” Scott Lilienfeld, Ph.D., and Hal Arkowitz, Ph.D., said in their 2007 essay “What ‘Psychopath’ Means.”1 Yet, in 2011, neuroscientist Kent Kiehl, Ph.D., and Judge Morris Hoffman estimated that “approximately 93% of adult male psychopaths in the United States are in prison, jail, parole, or probation.”2 Then, also in 2011, Lilienfeld and his co-authors stated that criminal psychopaths are widely regarded as meaner and “more aggressively disinhibited” than other psychopaths.3 It is hard to reconcile these claims. They stem, in large part, from the use of different tools used to measure psychopathy. Some researchers rely on newer self-report tests to identify psychopaths, while others rely on the Hare Psychopathy Checklist. This is a naming problem, and it is a serious one. Imagine using two pieces of string of slightly different lengths to measure out two standard units, each based on the length of one of the bits of string. Now call both standard units “inches.” You can see the problem. Two people using different “inches” will get different true lengths when measuring something. Until problems like this are resolved, the public will continue to be misinformed and confused by discussions of “psychopaths.” I have seen some scientists roll their eyes when the Press is mentioned because they are unimpressed with the sloppiness in some science-related stories. But sometimes members of the Press might be forgiven for rolling their eyes a bit when they discover that “inches” don’t measure up.


In any case, we know even less about non-violent psychopaths than we know about criminal psychopaths. The only reason this book does not discuss non-criminal or “successful” psychopaths more than it does is because criminal psychopaths have provided the vast majority of data about the psychopathic brain, which, preliminary findings suggest, may be different in criminal and non-criminal psychopaths.


The phenomenon of psychopathy is multifaceted and complex. It consists of a variety of personality and behavioral traits that vary in degree in different individuals. The frequency of the presence of these traits in individuals is normally distributed throughout members of our society. Some people score very low in psychopathic traits, some score in the middle, and some score very high. The chance that an abnormality in one part of the brain accounts for the presence of very high-scoring psychopaths is small. So too are the chances that psychopathic behavior can be traced to one or a few genes. Thinning of the brain’s cerebral cortex, sluggish amygdala, silent frontal lobes, or inheritance of genes linked to violent behavior by themselves are still not enough to explain in detail the presence of this fascinating subpopulation of humans who live among us.


People have been proposing biological causes of criminality for over a century, often citing physical features such as the shape of the skull, size of the ears and jaw, and other unsubstantiated “signs” and “evidence” that leaves us shaking our heads today. One of the remarkable achievements of modern neuroscience is its ability to routinely show us living brains at work. Functional magnetic resonance imaging, or fMRI, allows us to see the flow of blood to large clusters of brain cells as they deal with an increased workload in response to a specific mental challenge. The purpose of neuronal activity is to support communication between brain cells—which occurs at points of contact called synapses—and to establish neuronal circuits that underlie our behavior, both good and bad. “Neurological and mental disorders are going to be about synaptic function. We know this. They’re going to be about failure of communications between brain cells,”4 Baylor College of Medicine professor of neurology, molecular and human genetics, and pediatrics Huda Zoghbi, M.D., told Kayt Sukel of the Dana Foundation in 2013.


Unfortunately, telling someone that their occipital frontal cortex or amygdala is sluggish compared to others when performing certain tasks does not yet provide an explanation of why someone has no conscience or otherwise behaves in an antisocial manner. We now know that personalities and personality disorders, like the majority of mental disorders, cannot be traced to one cause or factor, to bumps on the skull or to poor parenting. They are the result of complex processes that include genetics, brain development, and neurobiology, which are then influenced by experience and the environment. A person with brain-activity patterns identical to those seen in the brains of psychopaths may not be a psychopath. A person with genetic traits associated with violent behavior may not be a psychopath. A person who was abused as a child, or who was exposed to violence, may not turn into a psychopath. But when these factors are combined in one person, watch out. All the ingredients for creating a psychopath are then present.


A secondary goal of this book is to provide readers with some background so they might answer a few questions they have about the psychopathic brain. But its major purpose is to prepare readers to be more critical of news stories and even scientific claims about psychopathy5 and other intriguing topics in neuroscience. Ideally, it will be a starting point for further exploration into neuroscience and the brain using a fascinating subject—people who lack a conscience and empathy—as an introduction.


We are far from having a complete picture of how the brain works, or even how its parts are connected. “Most people really want to understand the mind, not the brain,” Allison Gopnik, Ph.D., pointed out in a Wall Street Journal column.6 The brain is the physical organ and the center of the nervous system, whereas the mind is the sum total of the brain’s product: awareness, perception, emotion, memory, reasoning, thought, and imagination. The University of California at Berkeley psychology professor describes the last twenty years of brain imaging studies as “an important first step.” But it is safe to add that this first step has brought the study of the brain and the study of the mind closer together than ever before, and nowhere is this truer than in the study of criminal psychopaths.







Chapter One


Who Would Do Something Like This?


IT’S CLOSE TO TWO O’CLOCK in the morning on Saturday, January 8, 2011. In Tucson, Arizona, twenty-two-year-old Jared Lee Loughner calls Bryce Tierney, a friend he has known since middle school. Bryce doesn’t answer, so Jared leaves a message: “Hey, man, it’s Jared. Me and you had good times. Peace out. Later.”1


At six a.m., Jared leaves his parents’ home, driving his father’s green 1969 Chevrolet Nova. He returns in an hour, but minutes later he heads out again. He may be in a hurry because he has something important to do today. Perhaps thoughts are rushing through his head. Perhaps he is distracted by voices only he hears. He is under stress.


Around 7:30 a.m., Alen Edward Forney, an officer with the Arizona Game and Fish Department, sees Jared run a red light.2 Lights flash and spin on Forney’s patrol vehicle. Jared pulls over. His license and registration are up-to-date and legal. Officer Forney admonishes him for speeding: “It’s bad for your health. You’re gonna kill somebody. You’re gonna kill yourself.” Jared gets off with a warning. And he starts to cry.


“Are you okay?” Forney asks him.


“Yeah,” Jared replies. “I’m okay, I’ve just had a rough time and I really thought I was gonna get a ticket and I’m really glad that you’re not [going to give me one].”


Forney asks him again if he is okay.


“I’m fine. I’m just heading home,” Jared answers. “It isn’t too far, and I’ll be okay.”3


By the time he returns to his parents’ house at 8:30 a.m., he has visited two Walmart stores to buy ammunition for his 9-millimeter Glock semiautomatic handgun. He had legally purchased the pistol from a local gun shop 39 days ago. The sporting-goods associate in the first Walmart Jared visits is wary. The associate finds Jared rude and impatient. Without thoroughly checking the inventory, he tells Jared the store is out of 9-millimeter ammunition.4


An associate at a second Walmart has no problem with Jared. Jared acts friendly as he asks if there is a limit on how many rounds of 9-millimeter cartridges he can buy. The sales associate checks Jared’s ID and finds nothing wrong. He double-bags six or seven boxes of ammunition for Jared.5


Around 8:30 a.m. at his parent’s home, Jared removes a backpack from the trunk of the car before he enters the house. His mother and father are concerned about their son’s behavior. They try to confront him. They want to know what’s in the backpack. What’s he going to do with it? Jared says nothing and flees, running down the street. His father drops his coffee and tries to catch up with him. But Jared is gone. His father goes back inside.6


By around 9:20 a.m., Jared is in a convenience store. His final destination is too far to walk in the Sketchers shoes he’s wearing today. He needs a ride to reach the site of a “Congress on Your Corner” event being held in the parking lot of the Safeway supermarket. He asks the clerk to call a cab company for him. Nervously waiting for his ride to arrive, Jared looks at the wall clock.


“9:25,” he says, “I still got time.”7


He means he still has time to see United States Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords in the parking lot in front of the supermarket where she is hosting the meet-and-greet event for her constituents.


It’s been three to four years since Loughner fixated on Giffords. During one of the Congresswoman’s public appearances back then, he asked her a question. He was seriously, bitterly disappointed when he didn’t get an answer. He felt insulted by her lack of response. He had asked her: “What is government if words have no meaning?”8


Jared will see Giffords again soon. He gets into the cab and tells the driver to take him to the Safeway in Tucson. Like Jared’s parents, the cab driver has no idea Jared is carrying his 9-millimeter Glock. He drops Jared off in the parking lot in front of the supermarket. It is the most important address on Jared’s schedule today. For scores of people, it will be the most traumatic day of their lives. They have no idea Jared is coming, no hint of what he is about to do.


Jared joins the people who have gathered near Giffords. Among them are U.S. District Court Chief Judge John M. Roll, Giffords’s aide Gabriel


M. Zimmerman, her constituents Dorothy J. Morris, Phyllis C. Schneck, and Dorwan C. Stoddard, and nine-year-old Christina-Taylor Green.


It’s close to 10:10 a.m. Jared has inserted peach-colored earplugs into his ears.9 Constituents write their names on a sign-up sheet offered by Giffords’s intern, Daniel Hernandez. Hernandez offers the sheet to a man wearing a black beanie and a black hooded sweatshirt. It’s Jared.


“Gun!” someone yells.10


In an instant, Jared’s pistol changes from a concealed weapon into a murder weapon.


He pulls the trigger of the sleek black pistol again and again. The semiautomatic handgun fires with each pull of the trigger—33 times. Bullet after bullet after bullet slide up the long ammunition clip into the pistol’s chamber and out the barrel. In twenty seconds, the gun is empty.11


People scream. And run. Jared tries to reload. He has two more ammo clips stuffed into the left front pocket of his khaki pants.12 He’s made sure he has plenty of bullets. Altogether, he has two long ammo clips and two short ones, plus a folded pocket knife.


Congresswoman Giffords lies on the ground with a bullet in her brain. Her intern reassures her and tries to keep her from slipping into unconsciousness. Her eyes closed, she mumbles. Her breathing becomes shallow, but she survives with brain damage.13 She faces a long rehabilitation.


Judge John Roll, Gabriel Zimmerman, Dorwan Stoddard, Dorothy Morris, Phyllis Schneck, and Christina-Taylor Green do not survive. They are now mortally wounded or already dead. A dozen others, in addition to Giffords, are injured.14


As Jared tries to reload, bystanders tackle and disarm him. They


undoubtedly save many lives and prevent many injuries. Jared wants more victims, but the angry and brave bystanders hold him down until police arrive and arrest him.


Now wearing handcuffs, Jared is driven away in a police car, accompanied by two deputies.15


“I just want you to know that I’m the only person that knew about this,” Loughner tells the police after his arrest.


He leaves behind six dead, thirteen wounded, a bloody parking lot, and many questions. Most of the questions begin with “Why” or “How.”


Before we look inside Jared’s brain to try to answer some of these questions, it will be useful to contrast Jared’s horrendous actions with those of a very different murderer, Eric Harris.


Jared and Eric are both young, white males who carry guns to crowded places to shoot people they know and people they don’t. They both see their acts as nihilistic, but meaningful, while most people see them as deranged and pointless.


Although Jared acts alone and Eric has a weak, depressed, and impressionable accomplice, both Jared and Eric are the driving forces behind their murderous plans. They both leave behind dead and wounded victims, confusion, blood—and the same questions.


This Is Not Awesome


Eric Harris doesn’t care that he is late for class today. He’s more concerned about falling behind his own schedule on this Tuesday morning, April 20, 1999.16 He and his friend Dylan Klebold have plans for their fellow students and for the teachers at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado.17 Today, just eleven days before Eric’s eighteenth birthday, his day planner reads:




	10:30 set up 4 things


	11: go to school


	11:10 set up duffel bags


	11:12 wait near cars, gear up


	11:16 HAHAHA18





Sometime after 10:30 a.m., he drives to a spot near the intersection of


Chatfield Avenue and Wadsworth Boulevard, three miles southwest of the high school. He drops off a couple of backpacks stuffed with propane tanks, aerosol containers, and pipe bombs. When they go off, he figures, local police and rescue services will be distracted by the size and surprise of the explosions. They will rush to this intersection far from the school, slowing their response to the awesome end-of-the-high-school-world apocalypse he has planned for over a year.


At 11:10 a.m. Eric pulls his thirteen-year-old light gray Honda Civic into a parking space in the school’s south parking lot. His fellow high school senior and co-conspirator, 17½-year-old Dylan, drives his black 1982 BMW into the west parking lot across from, but within sight of, Eric’s parking spot.


Dylan has coordinated his agenda with Eric’s. His “to do” list for this morning includes:




	Walk in, set bombs at 11:09, for 11:17


	Leave,


	Drive to Clemete Park. Gear up.


	Get back by 11:15


	Park cars. set car bombs for 11:18


	get out, go to outside hill, wait.


	When first bombs go off, attack.


	have fun!19





Soon after Eric arrives, his off-and-on-again friend and fellow high school student Brooks Brown approaches him in the parking lot. Brooks excitedly tells Eric that he has missed a psychology test. Eric says it doesn’t matter now.


“Brooks, I like you now. Get out of here. Go home,” Eric tells him.20 Of the 1,945 registered students and approximately 140 teachers and administrative staff at the school,21 Brooks will be the only one to get a warning and a break like this today.


Eric and Dylan pull out duffel bags—one orange and one blue—from their cars and carry them into the cafeteria. Unnoticed, they set them on the floor near some tables in the crowded cafeteria before returning to their cars. The bags conceal homemade bombs amateurishly constructed with 20-pound propane tanks, flammable liquid, timers, and detonators. The homemade devices are set to explode at 11:17 a.m. But it is already 11:14 a.m. Eric and Dylan are leaving themselves dangerously little time to drop off the bombs and get out. They needn’t worry.


They sit in their cars now, waiting for the explosions. They expect the twin blasts to bring part of the second floor crashing down into the cafeteria, killing hundreds. When the propane tanks explode, the blasts alone could directly kill many of the estimated 500 students in the dining area. When the survivors flee from the cafeteria, Eric and Dylan plan on gunning them down. This is the goal, and it makes sense only to them.


Fortunately, they are incompetent bomb makers. Neither knows how to wire these compound bombs or set their fuses properly.22 The duffel bags lie, unexploded and unnoticed, among hundreds of other backpacks and bags belonging to students filling the cafeteria.


With no explosion in the cafeteria, Eric and Dylan’s master plan has begun to falter. They continue with the next stage of their attack by setting the timers on two additional bombs in their cars. The car bombs are timed to go off after the police cars, fire trucks, ambulances and journalists arrive. They are meant to boost the body count.


Just before 11:20 a.m., road crew workers toss aside the bags which Eric left as a diversion miles from the school. Some pipe bombs and an aerosol container explode. But like those now in the cafeteria and in their cars, these devices are poorly constructed; the propane tanks included to make the explosion really noticeable remain intact. Some grass catches fire. Appropriately, the local Littleton Fire Department and the Sheriff ’s office are alerted, but there is no mass response by area police racing to the grass fire.


Now the two young men are on the move. They claim the campus’s high ground. They stand atop the west stairs outside the school. They are armed with sawed-off shotguns, a 9-mm rifle, and a TEC-9 semi-automatic handgun. This weapon is a civilian version of a military submachine gun. It is sometimes referred to as the cheap man’s Uzi, a submachine gun once used by Israel’s military.


Realizing their big bombs have fizzled, their supplementary shooting


plan becomes their only option for creating mayhem. As journalist Dave Cullen writes in his excellent account of the attack, Columbine, for Eric and Dylan “There was no Plan B.”23


The two are wearing long black coats called dusters,24 which are often associated with cowboys and horseback riding. On this and subsequent days, the coats are frequently misidentified as trench coats. Both are good for hiding long-barreled rifles and shotguns. Trench coats, once associated with spies, private eyes, and investigative journalists, soon will become linked to murderous, socially outcast students who kill to avenge the ill treatment they receive from their peers. But as Cullen points out in his account of the massacre, and as forensic psychiatrists and psychologists later conclude after studying the writings and videotapes left behind by Eric, this motivation does not apply to, or explain, the actions of these two murderous friends, as we will discover.


“Go! Go!” one of the soon-to-be killers shouts.25 It is probably Eric, the dominant member of the lethal team.


Eric and Dylan pull out their shotguns and 9-mm weapons and begin by firing at students who are seated on the grass, eating lunch. They wound Richard Castaldo and shoot Rachel Scott in the head and chest, killing her.


Three more students are moving up the stairs toward them. Eric fires his carbine again and again, killing Danny Rohrbough instantly and wounding Lance Kirkland in four places from his chest down to his foot. Sean Graves runs but falls wounded before he can get away from the shooters.


From time to time throughout the massacre, the attackers pause to light pipe bombs, the most reliable of their homemade explosives. Now they are throwing them high onto the roof and down onto the lawn. Later they will throw them, to their amusement, throughout the school.


More students run across the grass, trying to get away. One, Mark Taylor, falls seriously wounded. Although shot, Michael Johnson manages to reach a storage shed and joins several others already using it for cover.26


The gunmen are moving again. One reaches Lance, who lies wounded on the ground. Lance, weak and disoriented from his wounds, grabs a pant leg of the figure standing over him and asks for help.


“Sure, I’ll help,” the owner of the pant leg says, and shoots Lance in the


face.27 Lance, despite multiple wounds, survives.


Eric, the leader and by far the more murderous of the two killers, climbs the stairs. He laughs. From his elevated vantage point, he sees Anne Marie Hochhalter running. He fires. She falls, shot multiple times.


It’s been less than five minutes since the carnage began.


“This is what we always wanted to do. This is awesome!” one of the killers yells.28


Seeing hall monitor Patti Nielson and student Brian Anderson inside the school behind a westward-facing exit, one of the shooters fires. The bullets drive metal and glass shrapnel into Patti’s arm, shoulder and knee, and into Brian’s chest.


Eric looks toward the south parking lot. He easily spots Sheriff ’s Deputy Neil Gardner. The deputy is wearing a hard-to-miss bright yellow School Community Service Officer’s shirt. Deputy Gardner is getting out of his patrol car about 180 feet away. Eric shoots at him repeatedly. Bullets fly into parked cars behind Deputy Gardner. None of the ten or so shots he manages to get off hits the deputy. Then Eric’s rifle jams.


As Eric tries to clear his weapon, Gardner fires four shots at him, but misses. Eric clears his jammed weapon. He fires and misses the deputy again before he retreats into the school through the shattered west doors.


It’s now around 11:26 a.m. From inside the entrance, Eric exchanges more fire with Gardner and another deputy, who has joined the shootout. The gunmen disappear into the school. The deputies, following orders, do not go after the gunmen.


Together, Eric and Dylan walk back and forth along the library hallway, throwing pipe bombs, shooting at nothing in particular, and laughing.


A couple of minutes later, they enter the library where 56 classmates hide or cower. Immediately, Eric points his shotgun at the top of the front counter and pulls the trigger. Wood splinters fly into the air and into a student crouched behind a copying machine at the end of the counter. As they move across the room toward the library windows, the coldblooded pair nonchalantly shoot and kill another student. Windows shatter as they fire outside at students fleeing the killing field Eric and Dylan have created out of the once-familiar campus. Police and deputies fire back through the windows at the killers.


Before retreating across the library, away from the windows, the killers shoot eight more students. Four of them die.


They walk back toward the library entrance, where Dylan blasts a display case. Then they shoot eight more kids. Three of them die.


Surrounded by dead, dying, wounded, and cowering victims—one of the killers shouts “Yahoo!”


Eric and Dylan move to the center of the large room. It’s approximately


11:34 a.m. They reload their weapons and turn them on nearby students. Four are hit. Two of them die. In just seven minutes and thirty seconds, Eric and Dylan execute ten people and wound half a dozen others in the library.


A few minutes later, they leave the library and walk through the halls near the science classrooms and laboratories. They look through the windows of locked classroom doors. They see students hiding inside, but they pass by. Like medieval figures of Death, carrying firearms instead of scythes, they randomly and opportunistically choose their victims. They shoot up the school, even firing into empty rooms. And they throw some more pipe bombs, creating several explosions.


About twelve minutes before noon, they wander down to the cafeteria. Eric kneels on the stairs. He raises his carbine and fires repeatedly at one of the duffel bags containing one of the homemade, 20-pound propane bombs he and Dylan had left there before the shooting began. The gas tank does not explode.


Eric and Dylan look at the abandoned lunch tables. They grab a couple of abandoned bottles of water, raise them to their lips, and drink.


“Today,” one of them announces grandly at some point during this visit to the cafeteria, “the world’s going to come to an end. Today is the day we die.”29


The pair succeeds in setting off an explosion in the cafeteria that ignites a container of flammable liquid. The fire sprinklers in the ceiling spray water. The large propane bombs never explode.


Eric and Dylan go back to wandering the hallways, briefly visiting the office area and the kitchen before ending up back in the library on the second floor.


Now they have killed all they are going to kill: thirteen students and one teacher. Twenty-one others are wounded. It is far fewer than they had hoped to slaughter; they wanted to kill hundreds. Had either of them known how to connect a fuse, had either understood bomb construction, their homemade propane bombs could have killed most of the 500 students eating lunch on this day.


Eric and Dylan walk back to the library for the last time. Around 12:08 p.m., they take some final shots at paramedics and law-enforcement officers from the windows on the library’s second floor. They move toward the end bookshelves in the southwest corner of the library. One of them lights a cloth stuck into a glass bottle filled with flammable liquid and sets it on a library table. This becomes their next-to-last violent act.


Their final violent act is suicide. They shoot themselves. Each dies from a single self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head. The Molotov cocktail starts a small fire on the tabletop. The fire alarm is screaming so loudly, it drowns out speech.


“Not Used Technically”


Despite the similarities of the atrocities Jared and Eric committed, the brains of these two particular killers most certainly malfunctioned in very different ways. Their murderous intentions differed, as did their mental states before and during their crimes.


One had lost touch with reality. The other had no delusions and clearly understood the difference between right and wrong. One suffers from a mental illness; the other has what the American Psychiatric Association calls a “personality disorder.” Most neuroscientists and research psychologists call it psychopathy.


Eric left behind very convincing evidence that he had highly psychopathic traits. Although he understood the difference between right and wrong, he appeared to lack a conscience. Combined with a disdain for nearly everyone, a lack of conscience can be a very dangerous thing, as we have seen. Jared was legally insane when he killed. Eric was legally sane when he committed the same acts.


But sane and insane are legal, not scientific or medical, definitions. As neuroscientists find more indications that the brains of killers differ from those of non-killers, some scientists are joining defense attorneys in claiming that the violence committed by legally sane killers, like psychopaths, can be traced to their abnormal brain structure and function.


In fact, the editors of the magazine Scientific American Mind prefaced a 2010 article titled “Inside the Mind of a Psychopath” with the teaser “Neuroscientists are discovering that some of the most cold-blooded killers aren’t bad”30 [emphasis added].


Aren’t bad?


“They suffer,” the preview continues, “from a brain abnormality that sets them adrift in an emotionless world.”


“Poor babies,” some cynics might comment on reading this.


Skeptics might wonder if this means we will see descriptions of the not-bad serial killer Ted Bundy, the not-bad serial killer John Wayne Gacy, the not-bad killer Richard Kuklinski, and the not-bad mass murderer Eric Harris—all of whom displayed traits strongly indicative of psychopathy—in future accounts of their crimes.


The provocative lead-in to Kent A. Kiehl’s and Joshua W. Buckholtz’s article Inside the Mind of a Psychopath succeeds in drawing the reader’s attention with what many would consider an outrageous statement. But in their defense, scientists are reporting more and more evidence that points to links between brain abnormalities and violent behavior. But does it make them evil? And what is the correlation between such abnormalities and violent behavior? Do certain brain abnormalities guarantee violent behavior? Can understanding what is going on in the brains of psychopaths and cold-blooded killers really justify a claim that they are “not bad?” Goodness and badness are moral judgments with sometimes tenuous links to the law. The debate about whether or not someone is bad or evil is not a scientific one. But the scientific findings, if they hold up, have serious legal implications.


Some people might shake their heads and dismiss murderous behavior as incomprehensible. And they may be content to look no further for explanations or for greater understanding. Others, when they hear about Jared, Eric, Sandy Hook Elementary School gunman Adam Lanza, and other mass murderers, quickly dismiss them as “psychos” or, more descriptively, “psycho killers.”


A “psycho” is a person “who behaves in a frightening or violent way,”


according to the primary definition offered by the Macmillan Dictionary. That could be a useful definition if it were limited to that meaning. In the minds of many, however, it merges with the second definition: “an offensive word for someone who has a mental illness.”


For readers of the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, a psycho is “a deranged or psychopathic person—not used technically.” With a popular diagnosis like this brought out every time there is a mass shooting or other despicable act of violence, it’s not surprising the media asks over and over again in the wake of violent attacks: “How and why does this happen?” “Who’s responsible?” And it’s no wonder many people have little or no understanding of what motivates or drives the killers. The senselessness of such acts is so great, and so defies the logic of most people, that clumping them all together and dismissing them as the acts of “psychos” seems to make sense. In an easy way, it helps the public to make some sense of seemingly senseless crimes.


A major problem is that people frequently confuse psychotic with psychopathic. Psychopathic and psychotic are two different terms used by professionals to describe people with very different mentalities.


Psychotic refers to psychosis, a key feature of serious mental illnesses like the one that afflicts Jared Loughner: schizophrenia. During and before his shooting spree, he displayed classic symptoms of psychosis. They included mental derangement with a loss of contact with reality, hallucinations, delusions, and disorganized thought, speech, and behavior.


In popular culture, the word “psycho” is thus an inaccurate and confusing mixture of an offensive word for someone with a mental illness and/or someone who is a psychopath. Psychopathy is not madness. People with undeniable and striking psychopathic traits, people like Eric Harris, remain sane in the eyes of the law. They appear quite sane too, even to experts who know they are different from you and me, because of their complete lack of empathy and conscience. They can easily fool family, friends, court officials, strangers, and even mental health professionals who haven’t had a chance to examine them closely.


Part of the confusion stems from the fact that, as we have seen in the cases of Jared and Eric, people with psychosis sometimes commit the same kinds of crimes that some criminal psychopaths commit. The difference is that a psychopath on a killing spree knows what he (the killer is usually a male) is doing and he knows it is wrong. He is in touch with reality and very likely enjoying what he is doing. Witnesses heard Eric laughing during his shooting spree and appearing to have a great time.


A psychotic person, by contrast, acts in response to delusional, often paranoid thoughts, as when Jared became obsessed with Giffords because he perceived a personal slight after she failed to respond to his question: “What is government if words have no meaning?” A psychotic person is out of touch with reality. He or she cannot distinguish between what is going on in the outside world and what is going on inside their heads. Theoretically, in a legal sense, psychotic individuals should not be held accountable for their actions. Medically, they are mentally ill and suffering from a brain disorder. In the real world, violent psychotic individuals are often convicted as if they were in touch with reality and aware they were committing crimes society agrees are abhorrent. In courtrooms in the real world, mentally ill killers are often treated like psychopaths, who actually know better but don’t care.


If we ever hope to prevent such tragedies in the future, we will have to intercept the Erics and Jareds and Adam Lanzas of the world before they make their murderous plans. To do that, educators and mental health professionals will have to make better use of mental-illness screening programs. And neuroscientists will have to find out more about brain abnormalities that are present before the killing starts if they are to make a contribution to deterring criminal behavior in society.


Jared’s violent behavior started with his pulling out a 9-mm pistol and emptying its ammunition clip into a group of people gathered in front of a grocery store in Tucson, Arizona. The reason he did it lies somewhere in, or perhaps throughout much of, his brain, which was deranged by paranoid schizophrenia.


We know where and when Loughner obtained his murder weapon. He legally purchased it from a gun store near Tucson on Tuesday, November 30, 2010. We are not so sure where or how he acquired his mental illness. We do know it developed long before the day he used his semiautomatic handgun to shoot nineteen people, killing six of them.


Jared’s mental disorder may have developed more than twenty-two years earlier as his fetal brain grew and developed. By the time he was in his late teens and early twenties, the overt symptoms of paranoid schizophrenia began to become obvious.


However the disorder developed in his brain, it was there long before he became violent. In the months before the attack, his behavior and thought processes became erratic, his anger troubling.


“My concern was like, meth or something … because his behavior and his, was, um, odd,” his mother said later.31 He was disruptive in his college classes and eventually expelled. His behavior led his father to confiscate his shotgun and at times to prevent him from using the family car. But when he tried to talk to Jared on the day of the attack, his son walked out.


“Sometimes you’d hear him in his room, like, having conversations,” his mother recalled. “And sometimes he would look like he was having a conversation with someone right there, be talking to someone. I don’t know how to explain it.”32


The explanation is, of course, that Jared was hallucinating because he had a brain disease. The illness that twisted Loughner’s thought processes is a very familiar, poorly understood, complex disease which typically begins to show in the late teens or young adulthood. His illness was there that Tuesday in 2010 when he purchased his Glock handgun. It was certainly there a little over a year and a month later, on January 8, 2011, when he took a cab to the parking lot in front of the Safeway grocery store in Tucson. It was there when he inserted earplugs, to protect his ears from what he was about to do. It was there at 10:10 a.m. that Saturday when he opened fire, shooting U.S. Representative Gabrielle Giffords in the head before turning the gun on the crowd.


It is possible that it had been developing a long time before it became apparent to his friends and family. Many things Jared and his mother possibly were exposed to—for example, flus and other viruses—could have interacted with the genes he inherited to result in paranoid schizophrenia. The possible factors that might have transformed Jared’s predisposition to schizophrenia into the tragic, crippling reality of severe mental illness range from exposure to maternal infections and stress before birth to exposure to stress during childhood.


While the cause of schizophrenia is unknown, many researchers believe it is a neurodevelopmental disorder, which could be one reason its symptoms become apparent in late adolescence or young adulthood. Interactions between some of the genes people like Jared are born with and things they are exposed to in the environment are suspected of producing abnormalities in brain function and structure.


For example, in 2013 when Jong H. Yoon and his colleagues at the University of California-Davis used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to measure activity in the brains of 18 individuals with, and 19 without, schizophrenia, they saw decreased activity in the prefrontal cortices of those with the mental disease.33


The cells in this part of the brain, located behind the forehead, are closely associated with higher mental functions. They influence your ability to set priorities, make plans, figure out strategies, and predict the consequences of your actions. Brain scientists call these “executive functions.” It is a part of the brain, as we will see, that is also implicated in psychopathy and other disorders.


At the same time that the prefrontal cortices of people with schizophrenia appear to have decreased activity, another part of the brain appears to have increased activity. This is the substantia nigra and it is located deep in the brain, in a subdivision called the midbrain. The researchers found that communication between the prefrontal cortex and the substantia nigra was weaker in the group of people with schizophrenia.


Latin speakers can readily figure out that brain cells in the substantia nigra are pigmented; the translation is “black substance” or “black body.” The color comes from melanin, a pigment produced when the neurons make dopamine, a neurotransmitter closely associated with schizophrenia. Antipsychotic medications prescribed to treat schizophrenia interact with dopamine-signaling mechanisms in the brain.


Another condition linked to the substantia nigra is Parkinson’s disease, in which these pigmented neurons are lost. The loss of dopamine-producing neurons in the substantia nigra affects a neighboring part of the brain called the striatum, whose cells depend on dopamine to function properly.


The connection between the striatum and the substantia nigra may also play a role in schizophrenia. The results suggest that communication between these regions is “out of sync”34 in the people with schizophrenia.


Furthermore, the research turned up evidence of a correlation between


how psychotic a person was and how closely connected his or her substantia nigra was to the nearby striatum.


The study needs to be reproduced with more subjects before we can be sure the results represent a general finding in schizophrenia. But they raise the possibility that the communication pathway, or neuronal circuit, that connects the prefrontal cortex with the basal ganglia may be a route through which psychoses are linked to the disordered thought patterns that characterize schizophrenia. Distinct pathways that connect the same brain structures but which follow different routes are being implicated in other mental illnesses and with personality disorders like psychopathy.


Our society’s routine failure to examine people like Jared is a wasted opportunity to increase our insights into abnormal behavior. No one knows if Jared’s prefrontal cortex would have looked less active while his basal ganglia looked more active compared to healthy individuals. We don’t know if, like some people with schizophrenia, he has slightly less gray matter in parts of his cerebral cortex or if he has slightly larger-than-normal, fluid-filled spaces called ventricles in the middle of his brain, as some people with schizophrenia do. He and other prisoners can’t be forced to volunteer for scientific study.


At first thought, you might suppose that smaller brain volume must be due to loss of brain cells. But it might be due to neurons being smaller in these brains. Decreased volume in the cerebral cortex also might be due to decreased density in the mass of intertwined contacts and connections among brain cells.35 The projections of neurons, which receive and send signals to other brain cells, are called axons and dendrites. Together with a second type of brain cell called neuroglial cells or glia, these projections form an intricate and very complex network of interwoven processes in your brain called the neuropil. It is in this meshwork that much of the cell-to-cell communication that underlies thinking and feeling is somehow realized. It’s easy to imagine how reducing this crucial area of brain cell interaction and communication could severely compromise thought processes.


Jared had never been treated with antipsychotic medications before he attacked. One caveat of research on people with schizophrenia is that many of them, unlike Jared, have received antipsychotic drugs before and during the time they are examined by scientists. Could long or short-term exposure to these powerful medications be responsible for the brain changes we see in people with schizophrenia? Researchers in this field, like Yoon and his collaborators, acknowledge the possibility that such drugs could make a difference and that their work should be extended to include people who have not yet received medication.


Yet we also know that in the past four decades, more than 120 studies have reported neurobiological abnormalities in the brains of people with schizophrenia who have never received a single dose of antipsychotic medication.36 There seems, therefore, to be strong evidence that the brains of people with schizophrenia are physically different from the brains of people without schizophrenia. But it’s not quite that simple.


It turns out that the brain abnormalities associated with schizophrenia are not really limited to schizophrenia. We are more likely to find them in people with schizophrenia, but you can also find them in people with other brain diseases, such as Parkinson’s disease, and even in people with no brain disease at all.37 Later we will see that some of the differences associated with the brains of psychopaths can sometimes be found in the brains of people with few psychopathic traits. Biological results often fall short of being completely black or white.


However Jared’s brain differs from that of an average healthy person, we do know that it does respond to antipsychotic medication, the only means we now have for treating the delusional thought processes that led to six deaths, thirteen disrupted lives and intense suffering for family and friends of the victims. Jared’s apprehension eventually led to his being forced, under court order, to take antipsychotic medication. Only under its influence would he begin to get a sense of the horror he had perpetrated.


Jared was charged with murder, attempted murder, and the attempted assassination of a member of Congress. A psychiatrist and a psychologist diagnosed paranoid schizophrenia following a total of sixteen hours of interviews. Loughner, they reported, was delusional and hallucinated. His thoughts were disorganized, random and bizarre. In August 2012, he pled guilty to nineteen charges to avoid the death penalty. Given a life sentence, he is now receiving court-ordered antipsychotic medication at the U.S. Medical Center for Federal Prisoners in Springfield, Missouri.38


Forensic psychologist J. Reid Meloy has studied the crimes of people like Jared and other mass murderers, both adolescents and adults, which have occurred over the past half-century. “The majority of adult mass murderers typically are individuals who have a psychiatric history and typically a majority is psychotic at the time that they’re actually carrying out the killing,” Meloy said in a 2007 interview on NPR.39 The minority who are not psychotic include rare depressive individuals like Dylan Klebold who want to take others with them on their suicidal journey. Another minority are individuals with many psychopathic traits, like Eric.


It is commonly assumed that people with schizophrenia like Jared are more likely to be violent than people without schizophrenia. Criminologist Adrian Raine, for example, cites studies from around the world showing that people with schizophrenia are more likely to have a criminal and violent history than healthy people.40


He concludes in his book, The Anatomy of Violence, that the “relationship between violence and schizophrenia is not weak.” Later he softens his assertion by noting that “It’s true that most schizophrenics are not dangerous, and neither kill nor perpetuate violence.”


It is true that studies show that only a small number of people with mental illnesses do become violent. The threat in the public’s imagination, however, is exaggerated by the publicity that acts such as Jared’s receive and by the public’s general lack of understanding of the disease schizophrenia.


“The challenge for medical practitioners is to remain aware that some of their psychiatric patients do in fact pose a small risk of violence, while not losing sight of the larger perspective—that most people who are violent are not mentally ill, and most people who are mentally ill are not violent,” Richard A. Friedman, M.D., wrote in The New England Journal of Medicine.41 It is worth reiterating that most violent people are not mentally ill—as countless acts of violence are committed every day by sane people with decidedly obvious motives: frustration, desperation, jealousy, greed, or anger.


Crimes like Jared’s are “extraordinarily rare events,” according to Meloy. And that, the clinical professor of psychiatry at the University of California in San Diego says, is the reason they get so much publicity. The media coverage of such events skews the public perception of the threat posed by the mentally ill.


A look back at nearly thirty years of research reveals that there is indeed an association between schizophrenia and violence—homicide, in particular. But most of this violence can be attributed to drug and alcohol abuse. In fact, people with schizophrenia who abuse drugs are about as violent as people without schizophrenia who abuse drugs,42 so the corollary to violence could arguably be the drug use versus the schizophrenia itself. Jared’s friends reported that he had used drugs extensively in the years before he was arrested, although he had reportedly stopped using them in the last few months before he was arrested. His past history included abuse of alcohol, marijuana, and hallucinogens.43


The confounding issue of drug abuse and violence illustrates the difficulty of sorting out a complex issue like violence and its multiple causes. Robert Hare and his co-workers, for example, suggested in 1994 that drug use by psychopaths, which is hardly rare, could probably be linked more to their unstable and antisocial lifestyles than to the characteristic features of psychopathy.44


There are superficial similarities between brain abnormalities reported in schizophrenia and abnormalities found in psychopaths. For example, they both are believed to involve dysfunction in the frontal lobes. But schizophrenia and psychopathy are distinct disorders. The uninformed diagnosis of “psycho killer” doesn’t begin to capture the mysteries behind either condition. Of the two, psychopathy may be the more puzzling, and even the scarier, because when it involves violence, the violence springs from someone who on the surface appears as normal as the rest of us.




	“No I Am Not Crazy …” —Eric Harris45





Eric Harris left us thousands of words in his notebooks and on his web pages, words that tell us a lot about him: “My belief is that if I say something, it goes,” he ranted. “I am the law, and if you don’t like it, you die. If I don’t like you or I don’t like what you want me to do, you die… . I’ll just go to some downtown area in some big ass city and blow up and shoot everything I can. Feel no remorse, no sense of shame.”46


There are indeed no indications of remorse or shame in Eric’s personal


manifestos and ranting announcements. But he had no problem feigning those feelings when it would help him, as Dave Cullen pointed out in his 2004 Slate article, “The Depressive and the Psychopath: At Last We Know Why the Columbine Killers Did It.”


Frank Ochberg, M.D., a Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Michigan State University, said he believes Eric lacked a conscience.47 Based on his history and writings, Eric impressed Ochberg and other experts as someone who was good at reading and manipulating people and ingratiating himself to them when it would benefit him.48


For example, the FBI agent perhaps most familiar with the motivations of the Columbine killers, clinical psychologist Dr. Dwayne Fuselier, told Cullen that Eric wrote “an ingratiating letter” to a person he had robbed.49 Eric wrote it when he was participating in a community service program that allowed him to avoid prosecution for breaking into a man’s van. The letter offered not just apologies, but went so far as to express empathy. Fuselier said Eric’s letter “was packed with statements like Jeez, I understand now how you feel and I understand what this did to you.”50
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