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UNRAVELING THE
CONCEPT OF
PROGRAMMED TO
KILL: THE POLITICS
OF SERIAL
MURDER

T h e  t e r m
Programmed To Kill
The Politics Of Serial
Murder  evokes  a
chilling  intersection
between  systemic
f a i l u r e ,  s o c i e t a l
conditioning,  and  the
darkest  corners  of
human behavior. While
the phrase itself  often
references  specific

c r i t i c a l  w o r k s
examining how political
and  social  structures
create  the  conditions
for  serial  violence,  it
also  serves  as  a  lens
through which we can
examine  a  deep ly
uncomfortable  truth:
murder,  particularly
serial murder, does not
occur in a vacuum. The
politics of serial murder
ask us to look beyond
the individual predator
a n d  t o w a r d  t h e
systems  that  may,
c o n s c i o u s l y  o r
unconsciously,  enable,
i g n o r e ,  o r  e v e n
i n c e n t i v i z e  s u c h
violence.  This  article
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d e l v e s  i n t o  t h e
complex web of factors
that contribute to serial
murder, exploring how
politics,  policy,  media,
and  societal  biases
s h a p e  o u r
understanding of these
horrific events.
When  we  speak  o f
being programmed to
k i l l ,  w e  a r e  n o t
absolving individuals of
responsibility.  Instead,
we  are  exploring  the
e n v i r o n m e n t a l ,
psychological,  and
political  currents  that
can  steer  a  person
t o w a r d  a  p a t h  o f
extreme violence.  The
politics of serial murder
forces  us  to  confront
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
quest ions:  Who  is
labeled  a  serial  killer
and who is not? Which
v i c t i m s  r e c e i v e
national  attention  and
which  are  forgotten?
H o w  d o  l a w
enforcement  priorities,

funding,  and  political
pressure  influence  the
pursuit  of  just ice?
These  are  not  merely
academic  questions;
they  are  central  to
understanding  the
phenomenon in its full,
disturbing context.

THE FOUNDATION:
WHAT DOES IT
MEAN TO BE
PROGRAMMED TO
KILL?

The idea that a person
can  be  programmed
to kill is a provocative
one.  I t  suggests  a
p r o c e s s  o f
conditioning,  whether
t h r o u g h  t r a u m a ,
exposure  to  violence,
i d e o l o g i c a l
indoctr inat ion,  or
systemic  neglect.  In
the  context  of  serial
m u r d e r ,  t h i s
programming  is  rarely
a s  o v e r t  a s
brainwashing.  Instead,
it is the gradual erosion
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o f  e m p a t h y ,  t h e
n o r m a l i z a t i o n  o f
v io lence ,  and  the
development of deeply
ant i soc ia l  cop ing
mechanisms.  Many
serial  ki l lers  share
common  backgrounds
invo l v i ng  seve re
ch i ldhood  abuse ,
neglect,  head  trauma,
or exposure to violent
environments.  These
factors  do  not  cause
someone to become a
killer,  but  they  can
create  a  psychological
f ramework  where
violence  feels  like  a
viable, even necessary,
outlet.

The Role
of Early
Trauma

and
Neglect
Research  consistently
shows that many serial
offenders  experienced
profound disruptions in
ear ly  attachment.
When a child grows up
in  an  environment
where  the i r  bas ic
needs  fo r  sa fe ty ,
affection,  and  stability
are not met, their brain
development  can  be
altered.  This  is  where
the  p rogramming
begins. Chronic stress,
fear, and abandonment
can lead to a fractured
sense  of  self  and  an
i n a b i l i t y  t o  f o r m
genuine  emotional
bonds with others. The
politics of serial murder
often  ignores  these
foundational  causes,
preferring  to  frame
killers  as  monstrous
outliers  rather  than
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products  of  a  failed
system.  When we ask
how someone becomes
programmed to kill, we
must look at the social
safety nets that failed
them,  the  menta l
health  system  that
overlooked  them,  and
the  communities  that
turned a blind eye.

Ideology
and
Indoctrin
ation
In  some  cases,  the
p r o g r a m m i n g  i s
ideological.  Extremist
groups, cults, and even
c e r t a i n  p o l i t i c a l
movements have been
known to encourage or
demand  v io l ence
against  specific  groups
of people. A serial killer
w h o  t a r g e t s

m a r g i n a l i z e d
communities—based
o n  r a c e ,  g e n d e r ,
s e x u a l i t y ,  o r
religion—is often acting
within  a  framework
that dehumanizes their
v i c t ims .  Th i s  i s  a
deeply  political  act.
The politics of serial
murder  are  nowhere
more  evident  than
when  we  examine
hate-motivated  serial
k i l l i n g s .  T h e s e
individuals  have  often
been  programmed  by
rhetoric  that  paints
cer ta in  peop le  as
threats,  subhuman,  or
unworthy  of  life.  The
political  climate  that
tolerates  or  amplifies
s u c h  r h e t o r i c  i s
c o m p l i c i t  i n  t h e
violence that follows.

THE POLITICS OF
SERIAL MURDER: A
SYSTEMIC
PERSPECTIVE

To understand the full
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scope of Programmed
To  Kill  The  Politics
Of Serial Murder, we
must move beyond the
individual  perpetrator
a n d  e x a m i n e  t h e
systems that surround
them.  Politics,  in  this
context,  refers  to  the
distribution  of  power,
r e s o u r c e s ,  a n d
attention.  I t  is  the
decisions  made  by
governments,  law
enforcement  agencies,
media  organizations,
and communities about
who matters  and who
d o e s  n o t .  T h e s e
d e c i s i o n s  h a v e  a
profound  impact  on
how  serial  murder  is
i n v e s t i g a t e d ,
p r o s e c u t e d ,  a n d
remembered.

Law

Enforcem
ent
Priorities
and
Resource
Allocation
Not all serial killers are
pursued  with  equal
vigor.  The  resources
dedicated  to  a  case
often  depend  on  the
perceived value of the
victims. This is a harsh
reality of the politics of
serial  murder.  When
v i c t i m s  a r e  s e x
workers,  homeless
individuals,  people  of
color,  or  members  of
other  marginalized
groups,  investigations
may  be  underfunded,
o v e r l o o k e d ,  o r
mishand led .  Th i s
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creates  a  situation
where  a  k i l ler  can
operate  fo r  years
without  being  caught,
effectively
p r o g r a m m e d  t o
continue  by  a  system
that does not prioritize
thei r  v ict ims.  The
allocation  of  federal
r e s o u r c e s ,  t h e
i n v o l v e m e n t  o f
agencies  like  the  FBI,
and the political will to
solve  a  case  are  all
influenced  by  the
social standing of those
who have been killed.

The
Media
and the
Construct

ion of the
Monster
The  media  p lays  a
p o w e r f u l  r o l e  i n
s h a p i n g  p u b l i c
perception  of  serial
murder. The politics of
coverage often dictate
which  killers  become
household  names.  A
k i l ler  who  targets
affluent,  white,
suburban  families  will
receive  wall-to-wall
coverage, while a killer
who preys on the poor
or  marginalized  may
barely  make the  local
news.  This  selective
attention  reinforces
societal  hierarchies  of
victimhood. The media
also has a tendency to
sensationalize  and
mythologize  serial
killers,  turning  them
into  celebrities  or  folk
devils.  This  focus  on
the  indiv idual  can
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obscure  the  systemic
failures  that  allowed
the  killings  to  occur.
When  we  talk  about
being  programmed  to
k i l l ,  we  must  a l so
consider  how  media
narratives program the
public  to  fear  certain
threats  while  ignoring
others.

Political
Agendas
and the
Exploitati
on of
Fear
Serial  murder  is  often
exploited  for  political
gain.  Politicians  may
use  high-profile  cases
to  push  for  harsher
sentencing,  expanded

po l i ce  powers ,  o r
restrictions  on  civil
liberties.  While  public
safety  is  a  legitimate
concern, the politics of
serial murder can also
be a tool for advancing
an  agenda.  Fear  is  a
powerful  motivator,
and the  image of  the
s e r i a l  k i l l e r  a s  a
lurking,  omnipresent
threat can be used to
justify  policies  that
have  little  to  do  with
actually  preventing
violence.  Meanwhile,
the  root  causes  of
v i o l e n c e — p o v e r t y ,
inequal ity,  lack  of
mental  health  care,
systemic  racism—are
often ignored because
addressing them would
require  resources  and
political  capital  that
few  are  w i l l i ng  to
spend.

CASE STUDIES IN
THE POLITICS OF
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SERIAL MURDER

Examining  specific
cases  can  illuminate
how  the  pol it ics  of
serial murder play out
in  pract ice.  These
examples  show  how
systemic  factors  can
create an environment
where  a  killer  is,  in
effect,  programmed  to
continue  their  crimes
without  consequence.

The Sin of
Silence:
Marginali
zed
Victims
P e r h a p s  n o  c a s e
illustrates  the  politics
of  serial  murder  more
starkly  than  the  story
of  the  Green  River
Killer,  Gary  Ridgway.

For  years,  Ridgway
targeted  sex  workers
and runaway teenagers
in the Seattle area. The
initial  response  from
law  enforcement  was
tepid at best. Many of
t h e  v i c t i m s  w e r e
viewed  as  disposable
by  society,  and  their
disappearances  were
not  treated  with  the
u r g e n c y  t h e y
deserved.  It  was  only
a f t e r  s u s t a i n e d
p r e s s u r e  f r o m
community  members
and the families of the
v i c t i m s  t h a t  t h e
investigation  gained
traction.  This  delay
allowed  Ridgway  to
continue  killing.  The
politics of who is worth
protecting literally cost
l i v e s .  T h e
programming here was
not of the killer alone,
but  of  a  system  that
deva lued  ce r ta in
people.
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The
Racial
Dimensio
n
Race is a central,  and
often unspoken, factor
in the politics of serial
murder.  Serial  killers
who  target  people  of
color  are  frequently
able to evade capture
for  longer  per iods
because  their  victims
are not given the same
media  attention  or
i n v e s t i g a t i v e
resources.  Conversely,
when a serial killer is a
person  of  color,  the
narrative often shifts to
emphasize  their  race,
r e i n f o r c i n g
stereotypes.  The  case
of  the  Atlanta  child
murders  in  the  late
1970s and early 1980s

is a powerful example.
The  v i c t ims  were
primarily  poor  Black
c h i l d r e n  a n d
t e e n a g e r s .  T h e
invest igat ion  was
plagued  by  political
infighting,  racial
tensions, and a lack of
resources. Many in the
Black  community  felt
that  the  authorities
were not doing enough
because  the  victims
were  not  white.  The
eventual  conviction  of
W a y n e  W i l l i a m s
remains  controversial,
with  many  questions
still  unanswered.  This
case  shows  how  the
politics  of  race,  class,
and  community  trust
can  deeply  affect  the
pursuit of a serial killer.

Institutio
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nal
Failures
Some  serial  ki l lers
o p e r a t e  w i t h i n
institutions  that  are
designed  to  care  for
the vulnerable, such as
hospitals,  nursing
homes, or the military.
In  these  cases,  the
politics of serial murder
involve  institutional
p r o t e c t i o n i s m ,
r e p u t a t i o n
management,  and  a
reluctance  to  admit
failure.  A  nurse  who
kills  patients  may  be
moved  from  ward  to
wa rd  r a the r  t han
investigated,  because
the  hospital  does  not
want  to  a larm  the
public or face lawsuits.
A  soldier  who  ki l ls
c i v i l i a n s  m a y  b e
protected by a chain of
c o m m a n d  t h a t
prioritizes mission over

j u s t i c e .  T h e s e
institutional  failures
a r e  a  f o r m  o f
programming,  creating
an environment where
violence  can  flourish
behind  closed  doors.

SOCIETAL
CONDITIONING
AND THE
NORMALIZATION
OF VIOLENCE

Beyond  specific  cases,
there  is  a  broader
cultural  context  to
consider.  The  politics
of serial murder  are
deeply intertwined with
societal  att i tudes
toward  violence.  We
live in a world that is
saturated  with  violent
imagery,  from  movies
and  video  games  to
news coverage of  war
and crime.  While  it  is
overly simplistic to say
that  media  violence
directly  causes  serial
murder,  it  is  equally
naive to pretend that it
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has no effect. A culture
that  glorifies  violence,
desensitizes  people  to
suffering,  and  rewards
aggression is a culture
that  may,  in  subtle
ways, contribute to the
p r o g r a m m i n g  o f
potential  ki l lers.

The
Masculini
ty Factor
The  overwhelming
majority of serial killers
are male. This is not a
co inc idence .  The
politics of serial murder
must  engage  wi th
questions  of  gender,
mascu l i n i t y ,  and
power.  Many  serial
killers are driven by a
need to  exert  control,
to  dominate,  and  to
prove their power over
others. These are traits
t h a t  a r e  o f t e n

socialized  into  men
from  a  young  age.
When  combined  with
trauma, mental illness,
or  resentment,  this
programming  can
become  deadly .  A
society  that  equates
mascu l i n i t y  w i t h
d o m i n a n c e  a n d
aggression is a society
t h a t  m a y  b e
i n a d v e r t e n t l y
cultivating  killers.  The
politics of gender roles
and  expectations  are
therefore a crucial part
of the puzzle.

Economic
Inequality
and
Social
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Disintegr
ation
Economic  factors  also
p l a y  a  r o l e .
Communities  that  are
devastated by poverty,
joblessness, and social
dis integration  are
breeding  grounds  for
violence  of  all  kinds,
i n c l u d i n g  s e r i a l
murder.  The  lack  of
o p p o r t u n i t y ,  t h e
b r e a k d o w n  o f
community bonds, and
the pervasive sense of
hopelessness  can
create an environment
w h e r e  e x t r e m e
v i o l e n c e  f e e l s
pe rm i s s i b l e .  The
politics of serial murder
must  address  the
economic policies  that
create  and  maintain
these conditions. When
a society abandons its
m o s t  v u l n e r a b l e
members,  it  is,  in  a

sense,  programming
them  for  a  range  of
negative  outcomes,
including  perpetrating
and  being  victimized
by  violence.

CONFRONTING THE
POLITICS: A PATH
FORWARD

Understanding  that
serial  murder  is  not
merely  a  problem  of
individual monsters but
a political and systemic
issue  is  the  first  step
toward  meaningful
change.  If  we  accept
that  k i l lers  can  be
programmed  by  their
environments,  by  the
systems that fail them,
and  by  the  ideologies
that  dehumanize  their
victims,  then  we  also
accept that prevention
is possible. The politics
o f  s e r i a l  m u r d e r
demand  that  we  look
at  the  whole  picture,
not  just  the  s ingle
frame  of  the  killer's
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arrest.

Reformin
g Law
Enforcem
ent
One  c lear  area  for
improvement is in law
enforcement .  The
politics of serial murder
have historically led to
i n e q u i t a b l e
investigation practices.
Moving toward a model
that values all  victims
equally,  regardless  of
their  social  standing,
would save lives.  This
means  dedicat ing
resources to cases that
have been traditionally
neglected,  improving
training  for  detectives
on  the  dynamics  of
serial  offending,  and
f o s t e r i n g  b e t t e r
relationships  between

law  enforcement  and
m a r g i n a l i z e d
communities.  It  also
means being willing to
critically examine past
failures and learn from
them.

Investing
in
Preventio
n
T r u e  p r e v e n t i o n
requires  addressing
the  root  causes  of
violence. This includes
invest ing  in  ear ly
c h i l d h o o d
development,  mental
health  services,  and
support  for  families in
c r i s i s .  I t  m e a n s
creating  communities
where  people  feel
connected, valued, and
supported.  It  means
c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e
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i d e o l o g i e s  t h a t
dehumanize others and
promoting a culture of
empathy  and  respect.
The  politics  of  serial
murder should compel
u s  t o  a s k
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
questions  about  our
priorities as a society.
We  spend  enormous
r e s o u r c e s  o n
p u n i s h m e n t  b u t
comparatively little  on
p r e v e n t i o n .  T h i s
imbalance is a political
cho ice ,  and  i t  has
consequences.

Challengi
ng the
Narrative

F i n a l l y ,  w e  m u s t
c h a l l e n g e  t h e
dominant  narratives
around  serial  murder.
We need to move away
f r o m  t h e
s e n s a t i o n a l i z e d ,
i n d i v i d u a l - f o c u s e d
stories  that  dominate
the media and toward
a  m o r e  n u a n c e d
understanding  that
includes  the  role  of
society,  politics,  and
systems.  By doing so,
we  can  hono r  t he
memory of  victims by
working  to  create  a
wor ld  where  such
violence is less likely to
o c c u r .  T h e  t e r m
Programmed To Kill
The Politics Of Serial
Murder  serves  as  a
reminder  that  we  are
all, in some


