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1. A serial killer’s brain is shaped by genetic defects and abuse




Nerve signals run in unique ways through serial killers’ brains, which is what allows them to kill with ice-cool intent and without remorse. The act of killing plays out a fantasy that demands each attack follows a ritualistic pattern that gives each serial killer their own unique signature.

By Gorm Palmgren



Surinder Koli appeared completely calm and showed no signs of remorse or any other strong emotions during the interrogation. He was the servant of a wealthy businessman in an industrial district outside New Delhi in India, and had been telling police investigators about his actions for the past year and a half. When he was home alone, he repeatedly lured small girls from as young as four into his master’s house. Then he strangled the children and performed necrophilia on the bodies.

He remembered little about the crime itself, and gave no explanation for his motives, but felt no guilt. Twice he’d discovered that he’d made a mistake and strangled a young boy instead of a girl. In both cases, he didn’t think he’d had sex with the dead body but couldn’t be sure.

On the other hand, Koli’s memories were more vivid when he came to recall how he’d drag the dead body into his personal bathroom. Although he never considered the consequences of his actions, he would feel anxious as he carefully dismembered the body before placing the head, intestines, limbs, and other body parts into plastic bags.

The 31-year-old Indian man soberly recounted how on at least two occasions he’d cut chunks of meat from the victims’ arms or breast to serve himself a cannibalistic meal. Other times, he recalled how he’d temporarily interrupt his ritual because guests were arriving at the house. Koli would then assume his duties as a servant, before returning to his bathroom to continue the dismemberment. Under cover of darkness, he’d throw the plastic bags containing the remains into a sewer drain in the garden, where they were finally found in December 2006. The police counted nineteen skulls and 608 other body parts. They may have originated from over 30 children who’d disappeared without trace from the area in recent times. After a trial spanning many years, Koli was finally sentenced to death in 2019 for a total of ten murders.

Emotional mask hides true self

During the investigation into his case, Koli was examined by psychologists at the Department of Forensic Medicine & Toxicology in New Delhi. They performed an IQ test and found that Koli was unusually gifted with a good memory. When interviewing him, they noticed how he would sit for hours without changing facial expression. He was then shown pictures and inkblots and asked to describe them. Koli responded reluctantly, only able to “offer descriptions with no content, or emotional response”. His responses were both “veiled, and guarded”, and when asked to deal with emotional situations, “tended to use denial, avoidance, and escape into fantasy”. This constant dissembling can be viewed as if the subject is always wearing a mask to hide their true self. When asked to a draw a man and woman, Koli made a childish drawing of a young man and then a young girl aged around eight to ten.

 

The psychologists discovered that Koli was sexually abused by an older man when he was ten years old. They asked many questions, all unanswered, including: did he think he was going to be killed? Was there oral sex? And was he afraid of being eaten? Koli did admit that as a teenager he began to masturbate to fantasies about killing young girls, performing necrophilia on the body, and cutting it to pieces.

The conclusion drawn was that Surinder Koli was a psychopath and sexually disturbed and held a deep hatred for women. He was a ticking bomb who – despite his ability to live a relatively normal life – was ready to kill another human being at any time.

Serial killers often psychopaths

Surinder Koli is similar in many ways to other serial killers. Researchers who’ve studied the psychological profiles of serial killers conclude that while only around one percent of the general population are psychopaths, the diagnosis is true for over half of all serial killers. Psychopaths suffer from what’s known as an anti-social personality disorder, which is primarily characterised by a pronounced lack of compassion, conscience, and guilt.

They appear extremely superficial because in addition to the above characteristics, they don’t foster deep emotions themselves, and their lack of emotion also includes the ability to feel fear. This absence of fear encourages risky behaviour, where they’re willing to take chances or use aggressive methods to achieve their aims. A charming and lyrical exterior mask a selfish and manipulative interior that’s rarely placid and constantly requires stimulation to avoid becoming bored. As with Koli, psychopathic serial killers feel neither pity nor guilt for their victims, and their superficial charm makes it easier to lure victims to them. One of the US’s most famous serial killers, Ted Bundy, was described as a charming and handsome young man who travelled around the United States in the 1970s, killing at least 14 girls and young women.

Bundy often enticed his victims by pretending he’d been injured. He would then rape them, club them to death and – in at least 12 cases – cut off their heads. Bundy described himself as a “cold-hearted son of a bitch”, and his defender described him as “the very definition of heartless evil”.

Brain scans have revealed that many psychopaths have a general weakening in the nerve pathways that connect the brain’s frontal lobe with the amygdala (the emotional centre) and the visual processing centre in the occipital lobe. Scientists believe that psychopaths partially lose their ability to understand visual impressions that involve emotions such as fear, depression, or surprise. This means that when a psychopathic serial killer commits a monstrous act, they probably know full well they’re violating all socially accepted rules and performing a morally reprehensible act but remain unaffected and feel no remorse afterwards.

Brain traffic lights

Another feature common to many serial killers is that around two-thirds have been subjected to physical, mental, or sexual abuse during childhood. A lot of research suggests that childhood abuse may be the trigger that creates a serial killer. Abuse and other traumatic experiences leave traces in the brain and affect the flow of nerve impulses for the rest of a person’s life.

 

This occurs because of the way the brain’s many millions of nerve cells communicate with each other using electrical signals, which run through the elongated nerve cells almost like electric current travels through a wire. But nerve cells aren’t directly connected to each other; instead, they are separated by synapses, which are infinitesimal gaps mere fractions of a millimetre wide. To traverse the gap, the electrical nerve signal must first be converted into a chemical one comprising biochemical molecules known as neurotransmitters. These then flow over the synapse from one nerve end to the other, where they’re intercepted and converted back into an electrical nerve signal, which is then transmitted on through the other nerve.

Neurotransmitters come in many different types, including dopamine, serotonin, and norepinephrine. Some are designed to help push the nerve impulse further across the synapse, while others work in reverse to make it harder for the impulse to pass. In this way, neurotransmitters act like traffic lights to regulate the winding pathways of nerve impulses through the brain, and thus they play a crucial role in people’s thoughts and actions.

Abuse leaves traces in the brain

Studies have shown that childhood abuse increases the brain’s production of dopamine and norepinephrine, while lessening the effects of serotonin. These chemical neurotransmitters play a crucial role in our mood and behaviour, and someone’s personality changes markedly if their balance shifts.

On its own, dopamine makes people take more risks, while norepinephrine increases alertness and reaction times. Increased levels of both dopamine and norepinephrine lead to more impulsive, risky behaviour with less thought for the consequences. Serotonin usually helps to calm us down, but low levels of it can – when combined with high levels of norepinephrine – make us more aggressive, and when combined with increased amounts of dopamine, lead to a larger sex drive.

 

These and other effects don’t just limit themselves to presenting immediately after the assault. That’s because the neurotransmitters cause the nerve impulses to take different routes, which imprint themselves in the brain to establish completely new nerve pathways and corresponding patterns of behaviour.

One serial killer who was heavily influenced by childhood abuse was American Henry Lee Lucas. As a child, he was forced to go to school wearing a dress and watch his mother – who was a prostitute – have sex with men other than Lucas’s father. She was also violent to both Lucas and his alcoholic father, who’d lost both legs in an accident.

As a ten-year-old, Lucas injured an eye in a fight, and after his mother ignored it, complications arose so the eye had to be removed. He dropped out of school in 6th Grade, ran away from home and – according to his own confessions – started killing.

Lucas ran rampant through the US from 1960 to 1983 – most of his victims were people he knew well. His preferred method was stabbing and suffocation. He was convicted for murdering his own mother aged 24, and after his release ten years later, carried on killing. His victims included his 82-year-old employer, his girlfriend of 15 years, and an unidentified woman dubbed ‘Orange Socks’, but he confessed to dozens more.

Genetic defects alter personality

Researchers believe that the abuse Lucas suffered played a key role in turning him into a serial killer, but a person’s innate genes also play a part in increasing the risk of them turning into a serial killer.
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