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Some Background 
20-25% of convicts fit criteria for Psychopathy

80% of recidivism as opposed 50% of normal convicts

Hare – 1% of all population (Canada)

Net annual burden of US crime > $1 Trillion

Convicts Psychopaths
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Hervey Cleckley

The Mask of Sanity (1976)

Characterization
Antisocial lifestyle
Selfish
Domineering
Manipulative
Irresponsible
Impulsive
Fearless
Shallow
Callous
Lacking empathy and remorse
Not just criminal or deviant 
behavior
Can be socially well adjusted and 
successful individuals



Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R)

http://www.hare.org/



Factors influencing PCL-R score:

Emotional 
detachment

Affective-
interpersonal 

traits

Callousness

Manipulativeness

Remorselessness

Antisocial 
behavior

History of 
antisocial 
behavior

Impulsive 
Violent



How do you know?

Psychotic

Loss of contact with 
reality eg delusions, 

“insane”

Psychopathy

More of an innate 
phenomena

Can plan crime

Organized

Successful

Sociopathy

Result of 
Environmental factor

More impulsive

Financially Unstable

Antisocial
Crime
Violent

Slide from Victor Guerra



Distinction between PCL-R vs. DSM-IV –
Antisocial Personality Disorder

Dissocial 
Behaviors

Personality
Disorders

Antisocial
Personality

Disorder

Psychopathy

Figure Adapted from: Weber et al (2008) Behav. Sci. Law 26: 7–28

a. Failure to conform to social norms (arrests)
b. Irritability and aggressiveness (fights)
c. Irresponsibility in work and financial matters
d. Impulsivity (in actions) or failures to plan ahead
e. Deceitfulness (cons, deceives)
f. Reckless disregard for safety of self and others
g. Lack of remorse, guilt, and indifference (absence of feelings)

Need 3 of the 
following 

characteristics





Recall:

Aquired sociopathy - pseudopsychopathy?



Impulsive-
reactive

Antisocial 
behavior

Allelic variations 
may be 

responsible for 
neurocognitive fcn

Predatory

Psychopath

Predisposition to violent 
behavior



Strueber, D. et al Scientific American Mind (2006)



Is the X-linked MAO-A gene associated 
with predisposition to violence?

Monoaminoxidase A –
enzyme in the 

catabolism of serotonin 
(and other 

monoamines)

Low expression 
(MAOA-L) associated 

with impulsive 
aggressive behavior.

Structural brain 
abnormalities – especially 
in the anterior cingulate 

cortex

and reduction in 
amygdala, insula and 

hypothalamus.

Meyer-Lindenberg, et al (2006)



Nature or Nurture?

MAO-L 

Low activity

(higher intracellular 
concentration of 5-HT)

“Genetic vulnerability 
to violence by MAOA-L 
only in the presence of 

environmental trigger of 
maltreatment.”

Viding and Frith (2006) PNAS  vol. 103  no. 16  6085–6086



“For males the MAOA-L 
genotype is associated with 

amygdala hyper-
responsivity
during emotional arousal, 
coupled with diminished
reactivity of regulatory
prefrontal regions, 
compared with the high-
activity allele (MAOA-H)”

Viding and Frith (2006)



Viding and Frith (2006) PNAS  vol. 103  no. 16  6085–6086



Robert Alton Harris
Violent and unhappy childhood. 
Born three months premature 
after his mother was brutally 
assaulted by his father. 

Frequent beatings and suffered a 
broken jaw at the age of two after 
a punch form his father.

For sport, his father would load a 
gun and tell the children they had 
30 minutes to hide outside the 
house, after which he would shoot 
them down 

Harris senior was jailed for 
sexually molesting his daughters. 
Mother smoked and drank herself 
to death..

•Looking for getaway for heist at San 
Diego Trust; Murdered John Mayeski, 

Michael Baker

•Was 25years old. Harris taunted the 
victims before they died, laughed at 

them after he pulled the trigger, then 
calmly ate the hamburgers they had 

bought for lunch.

•Sociopath or Psychopath? 

Slide from Victor Guerra



The Trial and the Controversy 

"As great as is my compassion for Robert Harris the 
child, I cannot excuse or forgive the choice made by 
Robert Harris the man.” – Pete Wilson California 
Governor

"You can be a king or a street sweeper, but everybody 
dances with the grim reaper.” – Last Words, reference 
to Bill and Ted’s Bogus Journey

Slide from Victor Guerra



Which is the Psychopath? 

Slide from Victor Guerra



Ted Bundy… 
 American serial killer, 

rapist, kidnapper and 
necrophiliac

 More than a decade of 
denials

 Confessed shortly before 
his execution to 30 
homicides

 Regarded as handsome 
and charismatic 
(especially by his victims)

 Lived with grandparents, 
no abuse, harassment etc. 

Slide from Victor Guerra



Meloy, J. R. (2006) Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry 40:539-547



Classification of violent behavior

affective
Preceded by high autonomic 

arousal

Characterized by emotions of 
anger and/or fear

Response to a perceived 
imminent threat

predatory
Not preceded by  autonomic 

arousal

Absence of emotion or threat

Cognitively planned, 
premeditated, proactive, cold 

blooded

Meloy, JR (2006)



Meloy, JR (2006)



Psychopathic Personality Inventory…  
Fearless Dominance
•Fearlessness  
•Emotional and interpersonal deficits 

Impulsive antisociality
•Rebellious nonconformity
•Crime
•Violence

Cold-heartedness
•Mainly dependent on scores of other two
•Lack of moral facts

Lilienfeld and Widows  (2 0 0 5 ) Slide from Victor Guerra



Emotional-Social Deficits

Reduced response to threatening or fear 
inducing stimluli, as measured by skin 
conductance

Moreover, individuals with psychopathy 
show difficulties in emotional learning.

Moral Transgressions v Conventional 
Transgressions Eg. Hair Pulling 

Slide from Victor Guerra



“Psychopathy is—among 
other things—related to 
impairments in the 
medial region of 
the orbitofrontal 
cortex, which is 
extensively 
interconnected with 
the amygdala and 
involved in instrumental 
learning and response 
reversal.”

Weber et al (2008) Behav. Sci. Law 26: 7–28

Recall:



Theoretical models of psychopathy:

Somatic marker

•Damasio (1994)
•VMPF damage
•Impaired decision making
•Insensitive to reward and 

punishment
•Poor access to social rules 

and potential outcomes.
•Iowa gambling task

Violence inhibition 
mechanism

•Blair (1995)
•Stresses the role of empathy 

for moral socialization.
•Amygdala dysfunction –

cannot control aggression.
•Submission of aggression 

response with distress cues.
•Dysfunction of autonomic 

arousal could result in lack of 
empathy.



Recall, adult VMPF damage…

For adult onset, recall last lecture…

…is it the same for early VMPF damage? 
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… what happens if there is early 
damage to PFC?

Slide from Victor Guerra



Subject A – Case Report

The first patient (subject A) was 20 years old at the time of these 

studies and was ambidextrous. She had been run over by a 
vehicle at age 15 months. At the time of the accident, she 

appeared to recover fully within days. No behavioral 
abnormalities were observed until the age of three 
years, when she was first noted to be largely unresponsive 
to verbal or physical punishment. Her behavior became 

progressively disruptive, so much so that, by age 14, she 
required placement in the first of several treatment facilities. Her 

teachers considered her to be intelligent and academically 
capable, but she routinely failed to complete assigned 
tasks. 



Her adolescence was marked by disruptive behavior in school and at home (for example, 

failure to comply with rules, frequent loud confrontations 
with peers and adults). She stole from her family and from other 
children and shoplifted frequently, leading to multiple arrests. She was 

verbally and physically abusive to others. She lied chronically. Her lack of friends was 

conspicuous. She ran away from home and from treatment facilities. She exhibited early 
and risky sexual behavior leading to a pregnancy at age 18. Contingency 

management in residential treatment facilities and the use of psychotropic 
medication were of no help. After repeatedly putting herself at physical and 
financial risk, she became entirely dependent on her parents and on social agencies for 
financial support and oversight of her personal affairs. She did not formulate any plans for her 

future and she sought no employment. Whenever employment was arranged, she was 
unable to hold the job due to lack of dependability and 
gross infractions of rules.



Affect was labile and often poorly matched to the 
situation, but superficial social behavior was 
unremarkable.

She never expressed guilt or remorse for her 
misbehavior. There was little or no evidence that she experienced 
empathy, and her maternal behavior was marked by dangerous insensitivity to the infant’s 
needs. 

She blamed her misdeeds and social difficulties on other 
people, and she denied any difficulties with cognition or 
behavior.

Anderson, S.W. et al (1999)



A little bit more about the precuneus

Rotating image from Wikipedia Commons

Self Representation vs. Self Awareness:
•medial prefrontal area cxn precuneus 
•relates personal identity with 
past personal experiences

•Causal links between one’s own intentions and 
actions (intentional causality)

•Theory of Mind – Empathy & Forgivability

Cavanna, A. E. and Trimble, M. R. (2006) Brain, 129, 564–583



What does this mean?

Amygdala

• Underlie aspects of 
emotion regulation, 
aggression, and 
stimulus reinforcement 
associations.

Precuneus

• Underlies aspects of 
reflective processing 
and empathy, 
especially when it 
comes to decision 
making

Slide from Victor Guerra



Weber et al (2008) Behav. Sci. Law 26: 7–28

The two theories may not be exclusive:



The Amygdala

Kiehl and colleagues 
found reduced 

amygdala activity in 
psychopathic 

criminals in response 
to emotionally 
charged words

Children with 
callous unemotional 

traits have less 
amygdala activity 

than other children 
when viewing photos 
of fearful expressions 

“Once they start 
paying attention to 

some goal they want, 
they ignore cues that 

would otherwise 
activate the 
amygdala”  

Miller 2008  
Slide from Victor Guerra





Right anterior superior 
temporal gyrus – fMRI and 
structural abnormalities in 

psychopaths

Psychopaths are impaired cognitively

The abnormalities could relate to 
problems with complex social 

emotions – love, empathy, guilt and 
remorse.

Abstract word 
processing and 
emotion-related 
hypo-function

Kiehl et al., 2004; Muller et al. (2007) 

Kiehl et al., 2004



Social and Moral Reasoning

Anderson, S.W. et al (1999)



Performed similarly in decision-making tasks eg Iowa Card 
Gambling Task

But “…their performance was in stark contrast to that of 
patients with adult onset who can access the facts…”

Not really…. 

Adult Onset

Early Onset Psychopathy

Slide from Victor Guerra



Immoral, Amoral, or just plain 
wrong?... Accountability?

… patients failed In both emotionally-related and factual 
modes of retrieval, it is possible that they never acquired 
socially relevant knowledge either in emotional or factual 
modes…. They may have never acquired such knowledge… 

Slide from Victor Guerra



PPP / Vol. 14, No. 2 / June 2007



Aggressive narcissism

• Continual devaluation 
(aggressive) of others in 
order to pump up own 
self-esteem

• Glibness, grandiose, 
pathological lying, 
manipulative, lack of 
empathy and sadistic. 

Antisocial behavior

• Long-term offensive and 
sometimes criminal 
behavior

• Prone to boredom, 
parasitic lifestyle, poor 
impulse control, 
irresponsible, 
promiscuous sexual 
behavior.

Psychopaths have abnormal standards!



You should check out a video on YouTube called "The 
Uniqueness of Humans" by Robert Sapolsky. It is a 
lecture he gave at Stanford University and covers this 
same subject and it pretty interesting. Be advised 
though, it is a 40 min video


	The Mind of a Psychopath
	Slide Number 3
	…Hollywood
	What is Pscyhopathy?
	Some Background 
	Hervey Cleckley
	Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R)
	Factors influencing PCL-R score:
	How do you know?
	Distinction between PCL-R vs. DSM-IV – �Antisocial Personality Disorder
	Slide Number 12
	Recall:
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Is the X-linked MAO-A gene associated with predisposition to violence?
	Nature or Nurture?
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Robert Alton Harris
	The Trial and the Controversy 
	Which is the Psychopath? 
	Ted Bundy… 
	Slide Number 25
	Classification of violent behavior
	Slide Number 27
	Psychopathic Personality Inventory…  
	Emotional-Social Deficits
	Slide Number 30
	Theoretical models of psychopathy:
	Recall, adult VMPF damage…
	… what happens if there is early damage to PFC?
	Subject A – Case Report
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	A little bit more about the  precuneus
	What does this mean?
	Slide Number 39
	Slide Number 40
	Slide Number 49
	Slide Number 50
	Slide Number 52
	Not really…. 
	Immoral, Amoral, or just plain wrong?... Accountability?
	Slide Number 55
	Slide Number 56
	Slide Number 61

