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Psychology and Crime: Are Some People more Prone 

to Commit Crimes than Others? 

 
ABANTI BOSE

1 

 

ABSTRACT 

Psychology and crime are different branches of learning but are studied together to 

determine the mental state, feelings and the requisite mens rea of an individual while 

committing a crime. In early years of 20th century psychologists tried to determine 

psychological factors that influenced criminal behavior; in 1964 British psychologist 

Hans J. Eysenck published the first theoretical approach on criminal behavior. Human 

beings, often commit crime to benefit from it financially for example, a man might steal to 

cope up with poverty or to feed his starving family. But on the contrary several crimes 

such as rape, murder, abduction, etc. are often motivated by psychological factors. The 

objective of this paper is to establish the relation between psychology and crime and how 

psychological aspects are the cause of criminal behavior around the globe. It also 

focuses on the significance of psychology, the role played by psychologists and the use of 

various psychological tools in the criminal justice system. Furthermore this paper 

analyzes the psychological factors while illustrating the nature and gravity of the crimes 

committed by infamous offenders as case study. 

Keywords: Criminal psychology, Psychology, Criminal Behavior, Crime, Criminal 

Psychologist. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
The very word crime resonate an illegal activity which is prohibited and punishable by the 

law enforcement. Most countries recognize such crime in the legal system through an enacted 

criminal code. Criminal behavior varies from country to country; an act which is considered 

illegal in one country might be given a legal standing in another country. For example, 

homosexual relationships have been given marital status in most western countries but it still 

remains a serious offence in several countries. The two most important elements of crime 

which is required to establish criminal behavior before a court are mens rea; i.e., the guilty 

mind and actus rea; the act that follows as a result of the guilty mind. To constitute criminal 

behavior it is essential that both mens rea and actus rea must occur simultaneously. However 

                                                      
1 Author is a student at Amity Law School, Kolkata, India. 
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the birth of various criminal behaviors is often greatly affected due to psychological factors. 

Criminal behavior can be labeled as a tendency to break laws and the commission of 

unlawful activity or activities.  

Psychology is the study human mind and how it affects behavior of the individuals. It has 

delved in understanding crimes and criminal behavior ever since modern psychology began 

to emerge. Criminal psychology is a branch of psychology which helps us in understanding 

the psychological background of such gruesome criminal behaviors, and what goes on the 

mind on the criminals. It studies intentions, thoughts, actions, reactions of criminals that 

contribute to such criminal behavior and also attempts to prevent occurrence of such crimes 

in the society. Criminal psychologists have widened role in the criminal justice system 

starting from investigative work to participating in trials as expert witnesses.  

II. PSYCHOLOGY AND CRIME 
In the late 19th century, various psychologists notably Havelock Ellis and Richard von Krafft-

Ebing mentioned that criminality is form of an illness and criminals are less developed than 

humans. This led to belief of the theory that primary cause of crime and delinquency is the 

lack of intellectual development. These psychologists were greatly influenced by the 

Darwinian theory of evolution; where organisms adapt to their environment and pass on the 

genetic blueprint to the next generation. However certain people failed to progress and they 

presumably resorted to more primitive ways of meeting their needs including committing 

crimes.2 In 1964, British psychologist Hans J. Eysenck in his book ‘Crime and Personality’ 

first published his theory regarding criminal behavior. This theory of criminal behavior is an 

attempt to combine biological, social, and individual factors to understand the development 

of criminal behavior.3 It put forward that a child’s socialization occurs through the process of 

conditioning i.e. associating anti-social behavior with punishment. But on the contrary the 

effect of conditioning varies from person to person; and this depends heavily on the 

characteristics of one’s nervous system.  Since then modern criminal psychology has taken a 

scientific approach towards criminal behavior and stated; there can be innumerable 

psychological reasoning as why an individual commits crime or associates oneself with 

criminal activity. Various psychologically motivated factors are serious psychiatric disorder; 

like personality disorder, schizophrenia, etc, being brought up in a poor environment, 

childhood traumas, dominance of pleasure principle, exposure to sexually explicit mass 

                                                      
2 Craig Webber, Psychology and Crime: A Trans-disciplinary Perspective, 2nd Edition (2019).  
3 Clive R. Hollin, Criminal behavior: A Psychological Approach to Explanation and Prevention, 4 th Edition 

(1992).  
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media, and biological aspects. 

Relationship between Psychology and the Criminal Justice System  

In the present day, use of psychology has huge impact on the criminal justice system starting 

from investigative work i.e. developing a profile to indentify the criminal along with 

formulating a hypothesis to assess what would the offender do next to contributing in trials 

and working in correctional homes. Before the court forensic psychologists evaluate 

offenders on the question of competency to stand before the trial, they also determine the 

condition of insanity of the offender’s state of mind at the time of committing the offense. R. 

v. McNaughton4; is one of the primary case were forensic psychology was applied to reach a 

decision. In 1843, Daniel McNaughton suffering from delusional disorder, attempted to 

assassinate the Prime Minister of Britain Robert Peel but he failed and killed his secretary 

Edward Drummond instead. Medical reports (which were formulated by forensic 

psychologists even though this term was not used in those days) assisted the jury to find him 

not guilty by the reason of insanity. Similarly in Jetkins v. United States; 5court held that 

psychological testimony could be admitted to determine criminal responsibility. This is a 

landmark case as it one of the first examples where legal system influenced practice of the 

forensic psychology. Apart from evaluating mental health of an offender criminal psychology 

also aids in the admission of polygraph tests and expert witness in a trial. Frye v. United 

States 6 is a milestone case that set the standard for the acceptance of expert testimony in the 

federal courts. In this case, James Alphonzo Frye was convicted of second-degree murder; in 

the trial appellant pleaded to call for an expert witness to testify that he has taken a systolic 

blood pressure deception test. The Supreme Court rejected the expert testimony on the 

grounds that the test was not “sufficiently established” and affirmed lower court’s decision. 

However, the ‘Frye Standard’ was overturned in Daubert v. Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals, 

Inc; 7 and since then most state court in the United States use the Daubert test, Frye Standard 

or a mixture of both.8 

III. CRIMINAL PSYCHOLOGY IN INDIA 
Criminal psychology in India is in a dormant stage, growth in this field would help the law 

enforcement efficiently. Criminal psychologists have significant roles in western countries. 

                                                      
4 (1843) 8ER 718 (C) 
5 307 F. 2d 637 
6 293 F. 1013 (D.C. Cir 1923) 
7 509 U.S. 579 (1993) 
8 Alice B. Lusture, Post-Daubert Standards For Admissibility of Scientific and Other Expert Evidence in State 

Court, Annotation, 90 (2001) 



1321 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 3 Iss 3; 1318] 

© 2020. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities   [ISSN 2581-5369] 

They engage in the criminal justice system to work as profilers, expert witnesses, correctional 

psychologists, psychological evaluation in trial, etc. But on the contrary Indian legal system 

lacks such defined roles. Criminal psychologists with the modern techniques of scientific 

methodology should be allowed to facilitate in ongoing investigations. Furthermore their 

contributions in the legal system is not only restricted to that but also they help in trial to 

recognize the mental condition of the offender. Governmental organizations such as Central 

Bureau of Investigation (CBI), forensic labs, even police stations would greatly benefit in 

apprehending the perpetrator if criminal psychology is incorporated in the Criminal Justice 

system. Dr. S.L. Vaya a leading forensic psychologist ran tests on the couple regarding 

Aarushi Talwar murder case,9 which proved their innocence but this data was totally 

disregarded by the CBI; thus demonstrating how much attention this field requires ensuring 

suitable criminal justice. Although in the recent years criminal psychology is developing in 

order to assist law enforcement. In the inexplicable death of Sunanda Pushkar, the wife of 

Congress M.P. Shashi Tharoor, Special Investigation Team (SIT) relied heavily on forensic 

psychology and conducted psychological autopsy which is an effective tool concerning 

suicide cases.10  

Furthermore Indian prison system would greatly benefit if correctional psychologists are 

appointed to identify the offenders’ mindset and to assist them to deal with critical issues. 

The purpose of correctional home is rehabilitative in nature but absence of required 

psychological assistance; it fails to achieve its purpose. Inmates often suffer from various 

psychological disorders, feel suicidal, get attacked or even try to harm other inmates; criminal 

psychologists might prevent this through group therapies and counseling. 

IV. ROLE OF PSYCHOLOGISTS IN THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 
Psychologists help in better understanding of the criminal justice system. The three main area 

of study of the psychologists are law enforcement, correctional homes and courts; they not 

only study the offender but also victims, law enforcement staffs, jurors, prison guards, judges, 

expert witnesses and parole officers. Their research findings have impact on all of these areas 

in the legal system, and this responsibility comes with the need to follow strict ethical 

guidelines while producing and communicating precise information to explain specific legal 

situations or settle legal disagreements.11 

                                                      
9 Dr. Mrs. Nupur Talwar v. C.B.I. Delhi and Anr. (2012) 2ADJ (SC) 763 
10 Subhamanian Swamy & Anr., Petitioners v. Delhi Police & Ors. (2017) 244 DLT 510 
11 E. Greene, W. H. Fortune, K. Heilbrun, & M. T. Nietzel, Psychology and The Legal System, 6 th Edition, 

(2006). 
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(A) Law Enforcement: Psychologists play a major role in the law enforcement as 

organizational development advisors, and submitting performance results assessments 

advisors, and police psychologists. Police psychologists are also known as Behavioral 

Scientists they associate with the law enforcement as expert profilers and studies the traits 

and behavioral pattern of criminals. They might be hired as permanent staff, for example 

Behavioral Science Unit (BSU) of the FBI or they might be hired under a contract. The roles 

of behavioral scientists or psychologists working in the law enforcement are as follows. 

 Criminal Profiling: Criminal profiling is an important aspect of criminology which 

has helped expert profilers, FBI agents and detectives to systematically analyze the traits of 

the offender based on the crime and to locate to him in a large pool of suspects. It consists of 

six stages; (i) first is, profiling inputs which involves collecting and jotting down all the 

pertinent information from the crime scene, (ii) next is the construction of a decision process 

model which states whether it was single murder or homicide was the primary objective of 

the offender, (iii) in this stage the profilers assess whether it was an organized or disorganized 

offence. (iv) This stage involves developing the profile and handing it to local authorities to 

indentify the offender, (v) next step involves through investigation and (iv) lastly the profilers 

determine whether the characteristics laid down by them are similar to the person in custody. 

Criminal profiling originated informally in 1880 when English physicians George Bagster 

Phillips and Thomas Bond studied the behavioral pattern of British serial killer, “Jack the 

Ripper” based on crime scene clues. Later from 1976 to 1979 the Behavioral Science Unit of 

FBI most distinctly led by Agent John Doughlas and Agent Robert Ressler interviewed 

thirty-six serial murderers to develop theories and to study the traits of those offenders; 

giving a new shape to criminology regarding profiling. They categorized the offenders in two 

groups ‘organized offender’ who are highly intelligent, brings weapon, conceals evidence, 

plans the offence, etc.; and in contrary there is ‘disorganized offender’ who are less 

intelligent, does not plan the offence, leave evidence like fingerprint and blood, etc. 

 Officer Candidate Assessment: In this field psychologists associated with the law 

enforcement not only evaluates sanity of an individual but also evaluates the mental strength 

required for the job. A police officer can be exposed to horrific scenes and tremendous verbal 

abuse therefore it is necessary to select suitable candidates for this particular field. 

Psychological screening is an effective hiring tool which many agencies across the globe use 

to heir the best candidate. The psychological process includes basic ability test, thorough 

background investigation, credit check, polygraph exam, etc.  
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 Hostage Negotiation: A hostage situation is when (a) perpetrator(s) hold(s) one or 

more than one person against their will in a particular location.  A negotiator will be effective 

in doing his if he uses psychological mechanisms like studying the behavior of the perpetrator 

and develop a profile which would help in predicting his/her future moves, and foresee 

his/her motivation to engage in a critical situation. Apart from this the negotiator can develop 

a negotiation strategy perfectly tailored for the current hostage situation. 

 Officer Risk management: S. D. Ashley and R. Pearson defined risk management as 

“process for managing risks that you can identify and insuring those you can’t manage” thus 

insisting on active monitoring and administration of risks. The work in law enforcement often 

includes grave crime and they are faced with law suits, post-traumatic stress disorder and 

other dire consequences. The work of a psychologist in this situation to calculate the 

probability of risk and prevent it by adopting necessary measures. 

Excluding the above mentioned psychological mechanisms a police psychologist handles 

stress management, provides counseling to officials and their family members, deal with 

police management and training, teaches at the police academy, and in some cases work with 

the sex crimes and homicide units on cases providing a psychological view to the 

investigation.12 

(B) Courts: Psychologists associated with the criminal justice system plays a key role 

before the court during trials and proceedings. The application of psychological mechanisms 

was specially approved in 2001, by the American Psychological Association (APA); and 

thereafter these techniques were embodied in civil and criminal cases. “Our work is really 

about showing how psychology can be used to help courts and juries make more educated 

decisions about criminal offenders and civil litigants” as said by David Dematteo, director of 

Doctor of Jurisprudence and Ph.D. Program in Law and Psychology at Drexel University, 

Philadelphia.13  

Often psychologists are hired by attorneys or the court to evaluate witness and to provide 

their expert opinion concerning the mental health of the individual that he or she assessed. 

Their evaluations will inform the court about the mental state of the offender. In the case 

People v. Berkowitz14; David Berkowitz was charged for eight shooting occurrences and 

                                                      
12 Elizabeth Hall, Roles Psychologists Play in the Justice System, Criminology and Justice, 

https://criminologyjust.blogspot.com/2012/10/roles-psychologists-play-in-justice.html?m=1, (last seen on 13th 

June, 2020) 
13 Amy Novotney, Helping Courts and Juries make Educated Decision, American Psychology Association, 

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2017/09/courts-decisions (last seen on 13th June, 2020) 
14 93 Misc. 2d 873 (N.Y. Supreme Court 1978) 

https://criminologyjust.blogspot.com/2012/10/roles-psychologists-play-in-justice.html
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claimed that he was commanded by his neighbor’s dog to commit those offences. The court 

ordered the defendant to be psychiatrically evaluated to determine his fitness to proceed to 

immediate trial. Three psychiatrists found Berkowitz mentally incompetent to stand trial but 

the fourth psychiatrist stated that he was mentally sane and quite aware of what he was doing. 

This trial added a new dynamic in the legal system on the subject of psychological disorders 

while committing horrendous crimes. In another famous criminal case, Edward Gein who 

murdered and mutilated various individuals was deemed unfit for trial and identified with 

schizophrenia as the reports affirmed after being examined by psychiatrists; however he faced 

trial after ten years, and the court found him guilty.  

For the meantime forensic neuro-psychologists frequently evaluate the validity of claims such 

as amnesia, insanity, etc. also matters regarding juvenile delinquency before the court. In the 

case Roper v. Simmons;15 17 year-old Christopher Simmons planned and executed the grisly 

murder of Shirley Crook but before the court American Psychological Association filed an 

amicus curiae brief stating that juveniles lack the scientific ability to take full moral 

responsibility for their choices. Supreme Court agreed and ruled that death penalty 

symbolized cruel and unusual punishment for juveniles.16  

Psychologists appearing before the court as a consultant might advise the court on the 

particulars of psychological research, conclusions of examinations, or even opinions of other 

psychological experts. It is duty of a psychologist to share all the relevant information and 

their findings with the court despite the fact how it will shape the case.   

(C) Correctional Facilities: In the criminal justice system psychologists known as 

‘correctional psychologists’ are often hired in correctional facilities for the treatment and 

management of inmates. Robert M. Linder in 1955 identified that the psychological services 

were first offered in the United States correctional facilities in 1913, specifically in women’s 

penitentiary by Eleanor Rowland who was asked to devise a test battery that would point out 

offenders who would benefit from the educational programs as well as find their way back in 

the society.17 Later these measures were incorporated in the justice system to enable proper 

classification, treatment, and management of criminals. The objective of correctional 

psychologists is to help the inmates being able to overcome their internal and external 

conflicts through scientific tools monitoring such process. Correctional psychologists are 

                                                      
15 543 U.S. 551 (2005) 
16 Matthew T. Huss, Forensic Psychology, page 9, 1st Edition (2008). 
17 History of Correctional Psychology, Criminal Justice, http://criminal-justice.iresearchnet.com/forensic-

psychology/history-of-forensic-psychology/correctional-psychology/, (last seen on 13th June, 2020) 
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primarily focused on the treatments of mental health of the offenders along with it they assess 

the evaluations and conducts therapy sessions to both staff and inmates.  

According to the ‘Standards for Psychology Services in Jails, Prisons, Correctional Facilities, 

and Agencies’ as laid down by International Association for Correctional and Forensic 

Psychology (IACFP)  it has been put forth that offenders are put in jail to impose punishment, 

consequently offenders are not incarcerated to receive further punishment once imprisoned.18  

It is the ethical obligation of the corrections psychologist to oppose the pressures of what 

society, corrections administration staff, or even the lack of enough mental health resources 

can inflict on them.  These pressures can affect the offenders psychologically; hence it is duty 

of the correctional psychologist to supervise the amount of care that an inmate receives, 

proper assessments, documentation, treatments, cordial conditions, and apposite due process 

protection.    

V. PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS THAT DRIVES AN INDIVIDUAL TO RESORT TO 

CRIMINAL ACTIVITY 
Over the decades several Criminal psychologists tried to deduce criminal behavior of the 

notorious criminals as why they are more prone to commit crimes. Most of the times 

gruesome crimes for instance rape, murder, kidnapping are committed due to deep-seated 

psychological factors that influence an individual to break the laws. Pertinent psychological 

factors that instigate offenders to commit offences are:  

(A) Adverse Childhood: Studies show that 90% of juvenile offenders in the United States 

have experienced some sort of traumatic event in their childhood and 30% of justice-involved 

American youth meet the criteria for post traumatic stress disorder due to trauma experienced 

in the childhood.19 High rates of childhood trauma and children coming from abusive home 

makes them more susceptible to criminal activities. Aileen Wuornos who murdered seven 

middle aged men while working as a sex worker along Georgia and Florida Highways was 

born to a teen mother and a schizophrenic father who committed suicide in prison after being 

convicted of child molestation. Wuornos claimed in her childhood she was a victim of 

extreme sexual abuse in the hands of her grandfather and possibly others. She further stated 

that she gave birth at the age of 14. Similarly Charles Manson was brought up by a 16-year-

old single mother Kathleen Maddox who was a negligent parent and an alcoholic. He also 

claimed to have been raped in his childhood in boys’ school by another student.  

                                                      
18 Hall, supra note 9.   
19 Carly B. Dierkhising, Susan J. Ko, and Robert S. Pynoos, Trauma histories among justice-involved youth: 

findings from the National Child Traumatic Stress Network, European Journal of Psychology (2013) 
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(B) Negative Environmental Factors: Often the surrounding environmental factors 

persuades in determining our behavior. Residing in a high-end criminally active 

neighborhood might impact in shaping someone’s behavior negatively and result in that 

person resorting to illegal activities. Dr. Lonnie Athens, a professor of criminology at Seton 

Hall University believes that violent individuals have encountered curtained incidents that 

altered their behavior. These incidents could be they were threatened, tortured, or have 

watched other individuals in that position, several environmental factors including broken 

homes, poverty, etc. have encouraged them to commit violence. Researchers have identified 

social factors as poverty, negligent parenting, poor family structure; the community one 

resides in and involvement of school have a correlation with children’s development of 

criminal behavior. 20 The infamous criminal Richard Ramirez also known as the “night 

stalker” was exposed to violence and drugs by his older cousin Michael, who after his return 

from Vietnam showed him pictures of women he claimed to have mutilated, raped and 

murdered and afterward he murdered his wife in front of Ramirez. Soon after these incidents 

Ramirez got involved in drugs and petty crime. Who later raped and brutalized more than two 

dozen people eventually killing thirteen people. 

(C) Driven by Pleasure Principle: Sigmund Freud developed the stages of mind, which 

consists of id, ego and superego. According to Freud the pleasure principle is the driving 

force of id that seeks to satisfy all our desires including hunger, thirst, sex and other primitive 

urges, he further added if a man is not able to achieve such desires legally he would succumb 

to unfair means.21 Alexander and Healy in 1935 adapted this idea to perceive criminals as 

unable to proceed from the pleasure principle i.e., the extreme desire to satisfy one’s urges to 

reality principle where ego is dominant.22 This theory was later incorporated in Classical 

School of criminology by putting forward that people act in a way to minimize the pain and 

to maximize the pleasure.  

(D) Personality Theory of Hans Eysenck: This theory rests on the difference between 

central nervous system and autonomic nervous systems of individuals; this physical 

difference states whether an individual can conform to social rules or not thereby determining 

who becomes more prone to break laws. The important dimensions in this theory are 

extrovert-introvert and stable-unstable; every individual is placed along these two dimensions 

and they combine to give four possible types they are: stable extroverts, emotional extroverts, 

                                                      
20 Hillary R. Sheehan, The Broken Home or Broken Society: A Sociological Study of Family Structure and 

Juvenile Delinquency, California Polytechnic State University, 34-37 (2010) 
21 Kevin Brewer, Psychology and Crime, 23-24, 1st Edition (2000) 
22 Ibid.,  
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stable introverts and emotional introverts23. In his theory he avowed extroverts are more thrill 

seeking and therefore easily able to engage in criminal behavior. In 1981 Gary reviewed 

Eyesenck’s model and gave it a new dimension focusing on anxiety and social withdrawal.24  

(E) Suffering from serious psychiatric illness: Numerous criminals are motivated to 

commit grave crimes due to the presence of serious psychological conditions such as 

personality disorder, schizophrenia, depression, bipolar disorder, sexual disorders such as 

paraphilias, and aggression. These disorders along with unpleasant environmental often 

increase an individual’s risk of committing crimes. These patients with underlying psychiatric 

conditions such as delusions and command hallucinations will be prone to violence if they 

fail to receive adequate treatment.25 In the case of Edward Charles Allaway who killed seven 

people and injured two others at California State University, Fullerton and after committing 

the crime he called the police to come and pick him up as he was surrendering. He was found 

guilty of first degree murder and five mental health professionals stated that he was suffering 

from paranoid schizophrenia. Similarly, Nurse Kristen H. Gilbert killed four patients at 

Northampton Hospital to get attention of a police inspector and was eventually diagnosed 

with borderline personality disorder during her trial.26    

(F) Solomon Asch’s Conformity Experiment: Solomon Asch conducted this 

experiment that sought to determine in what extent an individual would conform to social 

pressures from a majority group. In that experiment the test subject was placed in a group 

with a certain number of confederates; these confederates answered that the two unequal bar 

graphs were equal; and it resulted the test subject conforming to the group, who always 

answered in the end. This experiment proved the impact of majority opinion in the minds of 

the individuals and it is therefore often associated with war crimes 27and people joining 

destructive cults in order to commit crimes. One of the key examples is the grisly murders 

committed by the members of ‘Manson Family’ due to the effects of conforming to the 

group.  

(G) Biological Factors: Certain biological factors such as brain chemistry, 

psychophysical conditions, genetics, etc. often induce criminal behavior. Research has shown 

convicted criminals tend to exhibit reduced brain volumes as well as impaired functioning 

                                                      
23 Kevin Brewer, Psychology and Crime, 22-23, 1st Edition (2000) 
24 Ibid.,  
25 J. Volavka, L. Citrome, Pathways to Aggression in Schizophrenia, Schizophr Bull (2011) 
26 United States, Appellant v. Kristen Gilbert, Defendant, 299 F.3d 15 (1st Cir. 2000) 
27 Matthew Talbert, Jessica Wolfendale, War Crimes: Causes, Excuses, and Blame,11-12, 2nd Edition (2018) 
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and connectivity in key areas related to executive functions28, decision-making, and 

emotional regulation. Impaired autonomic functioning and reduced emotional intelligence 

often disrupt development of moral emotions such as shame, guilt, and empathy.29 

VI. CRITICAL ANALYSIS 
The purpose of this case study is to critically analyze the serious crimes committed by 

various criminals are often psychologically motivated. These criminal behaviors are 

influenced by factors such as dominance of ‘pleasure principle’, childhood traumas, 

detrimental environment, conforming to majority opinions, psychiatric disorders and 

biological factors. In the case study we will look into the psychological background of Ted 

Bundy and Ariel Castro and how psychological factors influenced them to commit these 

crimes.  

Case Study 

1. Ted Bundy: Theodore Robert Bundy was a cunning and charming psychopath who 

kidnapped, raped, and murdered numerous young women and girls during the 1970s. After 

more than a decade of denials, he confessed to committing 30 homicides before his execution 

in 1989.30 He would typically approach his victims in public places, feigning injury or 

disability, or impersonating an authority figure, before overpowering and assaulting them in 

secluded locations. He sometimes revisited his victims, grooming and performing sexual acts 

with their decomposing corpses until putrefaction and destruction by wild animals made any 

further contact impossible.31  

In most cases traumatic past events acts as “stressors” and are often recognized as the 

primary causes as what are the motives for becoming a serial killer. Highlighting the case of 

Ted Bundy, psychologists hold many theories like; he had lot of unresolved anger issues in 

his childhood. According to Investigation Discovery, Bundy came to know after someone 

showed him his birth certificate; that his parents were actually his grandparents and his elder 

sister was his biological mother. In his early adulthood, at the University of Washington he 

met his first girlfriend, Diane Edwards but when things ended with her, he wanted to take 

revenge on her and therefore, criminal psychologists believe that this spurred Bundy to 

                                                      
28 Alvarez J.A. & Emory E., Executive Function and The Frontal Lobes: A Meta-Analytic Review, 

Neuropsychology Review, 16-17 (2006)  
29 Eisenberg N., Emotion, Regulation, and Moral Development, Annual Review of Psychology, 51 (2000) 
30 Bundy v. State 455 So 2d 330(1984) 
31 Scott Bonn,  Understanding Serial Killer Ted Bundy, Psychology Today, 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/wicked-deeds/201912/understanding-serial-killer-ted-bundy (last 

seen on 13th June, 2020) 
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commit those violent crimes as most of his victims had similar physical features as Edwards. 

Furthermore Ted Bundy tried to assert dominance on his victims to satisfy his sexual 

fantasies, he enjoyed torturing his victims as it gave him control of the circumstances as how 

they would die and these homicidal activities aroused him; which according to the Freudian 

Principle asserts the dominance of ‘pleasure principle’ and the strong driving force of id. 

2. Ariel Castro:  Ariel Castro is the notorious kidnapper who kidnapped Michelle 

Knight, Amanda Berry, and Georgina DeJesus and held them captive in his home in the 

Tremont neighborhood of Cleveland, Ohio for about a period of ten years. During this period 

he continued to rape and assault these girls.  

If we look into the psychological background as in why Castro was motivated to commit such 

violent crimes; could be the reason as he stated in his trial that he is not a monster but he is 

excessively addicted to explicit mass media to the point that makes him impulsive and he 

fails realize what he is doing is wrong;32 this focuses on the Freudian Principle and 

dominance of “pleasure principle” which in order to satisfy the urges of id hindered him to 

distinguish between right and wrong. Furthermore he was driven by the extreme urge to 

control someone for an extended period of time; unlike ordinary people he didn’t experience 

joy, but the thought of dominating someone gave him pleasure. 

Henceforth by stating the grave crimes committed by Ted Bundy and Ariel Castro; and 

simultaneously adding the mental background along with the psychological circumstances we 

can clearly understand that psychological factors motivates an individual to fall back on such 

criminal activities. The case-study has successfully achieved its objective that numerous 

grave crimes have a psychological perspective. It has been established that psychological 

factors form the dominant ground for such criminal behaviors.  Therefore it is essential to 

prioritize metal health to acknowledge, comprehend and recognize criminal behavior through 

amending laws and giving required attention to psychology in the criminal justice system. 

VII. CONCLUSION 
Psychology help in understanding the requisite mens rea of the offender and thus 

incorporating it in the legal system will help us to fathom criminal behavior and patterns 

which would lead to reduce crimes in the society, and like-wise rehabilitating criminals, so 

that, they don’t retreat to criminal activity. This paper has been assisted by several case laws 

which draw attention to the growth of psychology in the criminal justice system and the 

critical role played by criminal psychologists in law enforcements, courts and correctional 

                                                      
32 The State of Ohio v. Ariel Castro  
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facilities. Although forensic psychology plays an integral part in the criminal justice system 

of western countries, it requires a lot of progress in India in order to successfully arrest a 

perpetrator, ensure fair trial from the psychological angle and to systematically function in 

prisons.  The main objective of this paper was to portray how the application of modern 

psychology with scientific approaches could be beneficial for the legal system and 

psychological motives often compel an individual to commit gruesome crimes with reference 

to the case study by portraying psychological background of infamous offenders like Ted 

Bundy and Ariel Castro. Thereafter, it is crucial to include the psychological aspect in the 

legal system for proper understanding and minimizing criminal behavior in the society, as 

often the offenders fall prey to adverse psychological circumstances.  
***** 

 


