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INTRODUCTION: 

FOR THE LOVE OF DEXTER

BELLA DEPAULO

 

Dexter may well be one of the most psychologically delicious treats in television history. We love Dexter. We root for him, season after season.

But he’s a killer—a serial killer! Why do we relish Dexter so much? And why don’t we at least feel guilty about our love? Is it because Dex is so unlike us that we don’t worry others might misinterpret our interest in him as a sign of our own darkness? Or is the dynamic something much different—that we all have a wisp of Dex’s Dark Passenger within us? As fans who identify with our twisted hero, do we get to let our own demons out to play an hour a week, knowing that it’s not for real and no one will actually get hurt?

I’ve tried to talk about Dexter to all sorts of people. Some I just know will be interested. They are the people who read true crime books and watch other murder-filled movies and TV shows. What stuns me, though, is when I discover, time and again, that Dexter has resonated with people who simply don’t fit that mold. What is it about the hero and the show that is so powerful?

Dexter is a feast for the psychologically-minded. Watching him, we realize—maybe in a way we never have before—what makes us human. We all feel things. We read other people effortlessly and intuitively. We reach out to fellow humans. We want  to connect to them and to nurture those connections. That’s so obviously what we do that we don’t need to think about it.

But what if none of that came naturally? That’s one of the most tantalizing questions posed by Dexter. Sure, it’s fun to think about murderers and psychopaths and what makes them tick. But we’ve probably all pondered that at times. In your life before Dexter, though, did you ever consider what it would take to pass as an ordinary human if you didn’t have the same feelings and needs and desires as everyone around you?

The show is seeded with tiny bursts of surprise and delight, as Dexter fumbles the most ordinary human reactions and mangles routine social interactions. Then we’re charmed in an entirely different way when Dexter says or does exactly the right thing, even when we know he’s just faking it or mimicking someone else.

Season after season, the writers of Dexter address some of the most profound questions about human behavior. For example: What determines who we are and who we become? We are all products of genetic roulette, but no self-respecting scientist believes in genetic determinism. We inherit tendencies, but our environments, including the important people in our lives, shape those inclinations.

Some of the most pessimistic predictions in the writings of psychologists are about psychopaths. For a long time, the prevailing view was that little could be done to set them on a constructive life path. More recently, though, that perspective has been challenged, including by a number of the contributors to this book.

You will find among these chapters the argument that Harry really blew it with Dexter. He thought Dex was doomed to a lifetime of irresistible impulses to kill—but he was wrong. He could have guided Dex in an entirely different direction. Maybe Dex is not a full-blown psychopath after all but merely has psychopathic tendencies.

Harry had the opportunity to shepherd his foster son while Dexter was still young. To many psychologists, those early years are the crucial ones, especially for children whose little lives have already been so sodden with trauma. The Dexter we fans see is an adult. Is there still hope for him at this (psychologically) late date? That’s another question addressed in this book.

Dexter has had his angels. Camilla and Rita were there for him in seasons past, and Deb has been there all along. From psychological research and theory we know what these people could do in order to draw Dexter away from his homicidal urges. Eventually we will see if Deb, building on the work that Camilla and Rita have already done, will succeed.

Another fundamental question addressed by the writers of  Dexter concerns the nature of evil. Should we think of Dexter as evil because he kills people, or is he redeemed by his choice of victims? There are so many nefarious characters on the show: the criminals Dexter targets; the murderers without a code who are hunted down by the justice-seekers of Miami Metro; the men such as Miguel who tread on one side of the legal line in their public life but descend into atrocity in private; the crazed characters  such as Lila; and the despicable ones, like Paul. We can rank order the wickedness of their demonic deeds, can’t we?

Maybe. But some of the contributors to this collection will shake your assumptions. Do you think Dexter is way better than Paul? That Paul was abusive but Dex was not? Gong! Maybe you’re wrong. Do you think that the certifiable psychopaths are the scariest of criminals? You will find within these pages an argument that it is the most ordinary among us who have the potential to inflict the greatest harm.

Even before I read all of the other chapters in this book, I found myself questioning my initial impressions of Dexter as I wrote my chapter on his deceptions. Dexter, I would begin to say, doesn’t worry much about getting caught, the way other humans do. But then I’d remember instances in which Dexter did seem apprehensive. Same for his emotions. I’d start out thinking he has no real feelings for other people, only to recognize that he did develop what looked like genuine caring for Deb and Camilla and Rita and the kids. Dexter, it turns out, has evolved over the course of the series. That’s not just good television—that’s damned good psychology.

The other contributors concur. One after another noted that the portrayal of Dexter and the people around him is right on target—it’s psychologically real.

That left me reminding myself that Dexter is a creation. He came out of the mind of Jeff Lindsay, author of Darkly Dreaming Dexter, and the minds of all of the subsequent writers who shaped Dexter into the lovable murderer, colleague, partner, friend, brother, and father that we see on screen. And what a set of minds that is! Together, they’ve crafted one of the most psychologically rich heroes on television, and the essays you’re about to read will help you appreciate just how complex and well-written Dexter and Dexter really are.





After watching just the first few episodes, I thought I had a pretty good sense of what this Dexter character was all about. Not too interested in sex. Not very emotional. Eerily dispassionate about blood. None of those infamous delusions of grandeur we expect serial killers to have. He’s a killer, sure. But he’s a killer with a cause. Dexter snuffs out human lives, but it’s not for his own satisfaction, sexual or otherwise. He’s making the world a safer place. He’s doing it for us. I don’t usually like to be wrong, but reading Jared DeFife’s essay and having my initial assumptions pulled apart, limb by limb, was a delight.



PREDATOR ON THE PROWL

JARED A. DEFIFE

Is Dexter a Psychopathic, Organized Sexual Sadist?

 

Dexter Morgan. America’s favorite serial killer. We’re charmed by the man in the emotional mask and even more curious to find out what’s underneath it. How do we get inside his head (without using a sixteen-inch carbon steel bone saw)? While Dexter’s ever-present voiceover is an excellent entrée to his inner thoughts, even Dexter isn’t always quite sure what makes Dexter tick.

Behavioral scientists and law enforcement officials have spent decades attempting to understand and classify serial killers: their motivations, their methods, their personalities. But no two serial killers are exactly alike. They run the gamut from the psychotically disorganized—such as David Berkowitz, who claimed that his involvement with a Satanic cult and orders from a demon-possessed neighbor’s dog led him to terrorize  New York City through a series of impulsive fatal shootings—to the cold and calculating—such as Theodore Kaczynski, who resigned from a prominent university position and sent bombs to academics and airlines.

Despite the range of ritual and motivation among serial killers, the work of mental health professionals and criminologists investigating serial homicides can still help shed some light on Dexter and his dark secrets. Unlike the delusional visionary killer acting on orders from a hallucination, or the mission-oriented killer seeking to change society through flagrant displays of violence, Dexter would be classified as a particularly rare and exceptionally dangerous type of serial killer known as a “lethal predator.” Like a predator on the prowl, these killers are efficient and organized:They are deliberate, sadistic, and often highly intelligent. Their crimes tend to be carried out in a ritualistic manner, have a strong sexual component, and often involve rape or torture. They are hunters. They plan, then pursue, charm, capture, torture, and kill their prey . . . They lack feelings of guilt or remorse. Their violence and cruelty typically escalate over time, driven by fantasies that feed their predatory nature and lead them to compete with themselves in a twisted game of “practice makes perfect.”1



It’s fitting that our first introduction to Dexter had him prowling the streets of Miami, telling us, “Tonight’s the night. And it’s going to happen. Again and again it has to happen” (“Dexter,” 1-1).

A lethal predator has the callous remove of a psychopath and is meticulously efficient in committing multiple acts of sexual or   sexually symbolic violence. But is that really our Dexter? We’ll look at each of these qualities and see how Dexter fits the mold of a psychopathic, organized, and sexually sadistic serial killer.




Psychopathy: Dexter’s Disconnect 

The term “psychopath” is used rather frequently. On the one hand, we jump to using it for just about anyone who has committed some heinously violent crime; on the other, we might use it to describe some jerk who cuts us off in traffic, a boss who has slighted us, or an ex-lover who has jilted us. The term conjures images of some deranged nutcase busted out of his loony-bin straitjacket and on the run from the law.

Psychopathy, however, is not just about the bad things people do (which is an aspect of psychopathy known as antisocial behavior  ), but is also about a particular set of personality traits that includes emotional shallowness, superficial charm, impulsivity with poor judgment, deceitfulness, unreliability, manipulation, and disregard for the feelings of others. Psychopathy is frequently, but not always, associated with criminal behavior. Not all criminals, not even all murderers, are psychopaths. The man who murders his wife in a crime of jealous passion is generally without the remorselessness and emotional emptiness seen in psychopaths. Furthermore, these same psychopathic traits can sometimes even be used in healthy and adaptive ways. A car salesman, for example, offers a valuable product, but he might need to rely on natural charm and manipulation skills to be successful on the job and wouldn’t get by very well if he lost sleep every time he bilked an unassertive customer out of a few extra bucks.

Dexter’s most prominent psychopathic features are his impoverished emotional life, his lack of remorse or guilt, and the way he masks that through deception and superficial charm. From the very beginning of the series, Dexter has told us that he doesn’t have feelings about anything at all and is a well-studied  faker of human interactions. He doesn’t understand or experience conventional expressions of love, sexuality, comfort, grief, humor, or remorse.

At the same time, Dexter is exceptionally charming. He brings donuts, is quick with a compliment, and lends a (seemingly) sympathetic ear to others. He’s a model coworker. Dexter has pulled a fast one on the Miami homicide department, but he isn’t the only psychopath to get one over on coworkers involved with law enforcement. In the 1970s, crime writer Ann Rule began work with the police department on a series of then-unsolved murders of young women in Washington state. Rule was later shocked to learn that the man arrested in 1975 and convicted of those crimes was Ted Bundy, someone she had befriended while working alongside him for years on the same crisis counseling hotline.2 More recently, Eric Harris happily charmed workers in his juvenile justice rehabilitation program into believing he was repentant for a minor theft and a “very bright young man . . . likely to succeed in life,” while at the same time compiling bombs and guns for a planned murder spree at Columbine High School.3

Like many psychopaths, Dexter not only justifies his crimes as necessary but can also play upon them in such a way as to elicit sympathy for his own victimization. Serial killer John Wayne Gacy described himself as a victim, cheated out of a childhood and left to wonder if “there would be someone, somewhere who would understand how badly it hurt to be John Wayne Gacy.”4 When Dexter confessed to the group at Narcotics Anonymous about the pain and confusion from his Dark Passenger, was it genuine revelation, or a great performance? When   dealing with the lies and mask of a psychopath, Dexter told us, “otherwise right-thinking people don’t stand a chance” (“Popping Cherry,” 1-3). Dexter’s charms also work on us, as viewers. He’s not only a likable character, but one we feel sympathy for and even cheer on to evade capture.

Dexter can often fake a feeling without actually experiencing it. When it comes to emotions, a psychopath “knows the words, but not the music,”5 a sentiment that Dexter shared with Lila before killing her. It would be oversimplification, however, to say that psychopaths experience no emotions whatsoever. Rather, their emotional reactions are typically more limited and shallow than those of others. Dexter does experience bursts of anger, anxiety about getting caught, curiosity, and even excitement over his kills.

Because their emotional states are so shallow, many psychopaths are driven by short-term rewards and engage in thrill-seeking behavior such as gambling, theft, or physical risk-taking without fear of the consequences. However, the emotional rush that comes from these thrills is limited and rarely lasts long, resulting in increasingly risky behavior to regain that fleeting excitement. The rush that Dexter gets from killing and evading capture is one of his few genuinely emotional experiences, meaning that like a drug addict seeking a fix, he is unlikely to stop for too long. Like other lethal predators, Dexter is able to cover his tracks and even contain his killing impulses when the risks appear to be too great (such as when Sergeant James Doakes was on his tail), but too much restraint leaves him impatient and edgy.

However, Dexter doesn’t perfectly match all the traits of psychopathy. For example, he doesn’t show the kind of grandiosity   typically seen in psychopathic individuals. Sure, he’s had fantasies of parades being held in his honor, heralding him as a hero, but he is rarely boastful and would much rather blend into the crowd than stick out as the center of attention. He often refers to himself as a monster and seems acutely aware of his human defects and shortcomings. If anything, Dexter could even be seen as somewhat lacking in the self-esteem department. On the other hand, he does show moral grandiosity over his victims, imbuing himself with god-like control over who deserves to live or die, and you can’t help but feel he takes pride in the elaborate mask he’s constructed to fool everyone.

Also, Dexter is much more reliable than most psychopaths. Psychopathic individuals often wander through life aimlessly, hopping from job to job and relationship to relationship. They will typically bolt at the first sign of conflict or of getting caught in their lies and petty cons. Psychopathic individuals have even been known to have multiple marriages and families at the same time in different cities. Their unreliability and willingness to skip town often leave behind a trail of broken hearts and empty bank accounts. But not everyone fits cleanly into distinct psychiatric categories, especially when talking about personality. Dexter holds a steady job that he performs well, and although he has alluded to some quickly abandoned romantic relationships, he maintains relatively stable work and family relationships. So isn’t the fact that Dexter is able to maintain these relationships and show caring or even fiercely protective behaviors toward his family and coworkers evidence that he’s not a detached and uncaring psychopath? Not entirely. A notable real-life example is Dennis Rader, known as the BTK (Bind-Torture-Kill) killer, who was responsible for systematically stalking and remorselessly slaying ten people. Rader was faithfully married for thirty-three years, raised two children, and held a respectable position in his Lutheran church.

“True enough, psychopaths are sometimes skillful in pretending love for a woman or simulating parental devotion to  their children,” Dr. Hervey Cleckley wrote in The Mask of Sanity  , his classic 1941 work on the psychopathic personality. Even if the psychopath is not entirely aware of the shallowness of his or her attachment, Cleckley wrote that this “pseudolove . . . consists in concern for the other person only (or primarily) insofar as it enhances or seems to enhance the self.” Dexter’s involvement with Rita and her kids fits Cleckley’s concept and was initially only a way of keeping up appearances: “I became a husband, a father,” he said. “I had to evolve; it was the only way to survive” (“If I Had a Hammer,” 4-6).

The world sees dearly devoted Dexter: charming, reliable, calm, and caring. But underneath the emotional mask is still the mind of a detached, deceptive, and deadly psychopath—albeit one who fits somewhat uncomfortably within the traditional mold.




Pass the Shrink Wrap, Please: The Organized Homicidal Offender 

Killing people and keeping your day job is no easy task. These things take forethought, planning, and organization. As a forensic expert, Dexter knows that it’s all about the details. Serial homicide offenders are commonly distinguished into the categories of disorganized and organized. Disorganized offenders lack discipline and planning, often striking their victims in sudden blitz attacks. They are not smooth operators; they depersonalize their victims, don’t talk much, and leave behind messy crime scenes. The attacks of a disorganized offender bear hallmark characteristics of rage and fury, often showing escalating brutality with each kill. Despite a common fantasy of Jack the Ripper as a polished elite London aristocrat, the Whitechapel murders were actually very, very messy, reflecting the characteristics of a disorganized offender. The Ripper’s victims were targets of relative convenience, prostitutes vulnerable to sudden attacks in the  night. He took no particular care at selecting victims, killed in the open, made no efforts to hide the bodies, and left behind weapons at the crime scene. The Ripper murders were particularly grisly, characterized by evisceration, facial/genital mutilation, and removal of organs. The emotional ups and downs of mood disorders and psychosis are more prominent in disorganized offenders than the even-keeled emotional detachment of a psychopath.

Dexter, on the other hand, is an organized offender who can appreciate a clean crime scene. Organized offenders are typically knowledgeable about law enforcement procedures and actively follow or try to become involved with police investigations. This allows them not only to become more efficient in evading capture but also gives the satisfaction of outwitting their potential captors. Trained by a respected cop, Dexter takes this one step further by actually working for law enforcement.

Even outside of his crimes as a serial killer, Dexter likes to keep his personal and professional lives almost obsessively tidy. He pays attention to the details and puts a premium on cleanliness. So how could someone so neat and clean be so fascinated with something as dirty as blood? Dexter’s obsession with and aversion to blood fits within a pattern known as reaction formation  , a pattern commonly seen in overly organized people. Individuals showing exaggerated reactions of disinterest, disgust, or moral indignation with taboo or forbidden things are often implicitly fascinated or excited by the objects of their conscious disaffection. A young boy who is nervous and embarrassed about a girl he likes creates a reaction formation by instead being extra mean to her at school. Men with exaggerated fears of homosexuality actually tend to show increased physical signs of sexual arousal when shown video of homosexual intercourse, despite expressing negative views about it. And how many times has a preacher or politician with a reputation for vocal  and repeated condemnations of the sins of sex and pornography been exposed as a pedophile or been caught with a prostitute?

Born in blood, Dexter is both fascinated with and repulsed by the stuff. He studies blood, samples it, has pictures of it on his office wall, and even collects it. On the other hand, he fetishistically admired the Ice Truck Killer’s ability to remove all the blood from his victims and fell into a nauseous panic when confronted with a hotel room full of it.

Dexter’s killing methods reflect his high levels of organization. Like many organized serial homicide offenders, Dexter’s methods are planned in advance. He identifies a targeted victim, collects information about the victim, prepares or transports his victim to an isolated and controlled crime scene, subdues his victim, and takes pains to avoid detection. He dresses in black, wears gloves, uses a chemical injection, and brings his own prepared kit of tools. His use of shrink wrap is extensive (highlighting his thorough nature) but practical. Other than the cut on the cheek and the killing blow, the mutilation of the bodies of his victims is also more about the business of disposal than it is about pleasure. With meticulous attention to detail, Dexter carefully works to improve his methods for avoiding detection with each kill. Practice makes perfect.




Dex, Sex, and Sadism 

Dexter has the callous remove of a psychopath and the clean efficiency of an organized homicide offender. But how does the satisfaction of the kill come into play? To match the profile of a lethal predator, an offender must commit multiple acts of sexual violence. Lethal predators are sexual sadists who achieve emotional and/or physical arousal and release through inflicting pain and degradation on others. Surely this can’t be Dexter, right? He doesn’t even like sex. Well, not conventionally, at  least. Dexter’s sexual impulses are connected to violence and satisfied through the act of killing.

Dexter doesn’t seem to have much use for sex, but he’s not completely uninterested or impotent. His sexual arousal pops up at unusual times, however, and hints of sadism appear in those rare moments when sex does come into the picture. Dexter’s first sexual moment with Rita came when he was talking about his admiration for the Ice Truck Killer’s methods. As he demonstrated the killer’s characteristic cuts and dismemberments, he got swept up and caressed Rita’s leg. When she recoiled, he was left wondering about the advance. Their first time having sex happened when Dexter rushed to her following a therapy session during which he uncovered suppressed memories of his mother’s brutal murder. Doakes suspected Dexter of getting a hard-on when demonstrating at a crime scene how Jeremy Downs slashed a major artery on his victim with every cut. And later, Lila discovered some of Dexter’s taste for aggressive sex.

While only hints of violent tendencies come to the surface in Dexter’s sex life, his killing ritual has numerous similarities with homicides committed by sexually sadistic killers. As opposed to other homicide offenders, sexually sadistic killers incorporate rigidly scripted rituals in their crimes. The emotionally charged thrill of the kill comes from completing these rituals (also known as a “signature”), which they will work to recreate and perfect over time. Dexter tells us that his “ritual is intoxicating” (“Dexter,” 1-1), and his kills are thoroughly infused with sexual symbolism and physical excitement even without any obvious sexual enactment on his victims.

“In analyzing sexual motivation,” Ochberg et al. wrote, “it should be noted that predators may find sexual gratification in activities that most people would find nonsexual, such as the infliction of pain, mutilation, or postmortem display of the body and collection of trophies.” Sexual sadism is about gaining satisfaction through the exertion of power or control over  another. Restraint, humiliation, dominance, and intimidation are the weapons of a sexual sadist. Killers seeking political or ideological justice tend to gravitate toward impersonal methods such as bombs (for example, the Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh, or George “the Mad Bomber” Metesky, who took to bombing Con Edison and New York City after he lost his job in an industrial accident) or execution-style shootings. Dexter’s methods, however, are more up close and personal. If he were simply trying to bring justice to wrongdoers or clean up the streets, he is very capable of both subduing his victims and quickly dispatching them. But he doesn’t. After capturing his victims, Dexter strips them naked, binds them, waits for them to awaken, confronts them with evidence of their crimes, and kills them while they remain conscious.

The thrill of the kill doesn’t end for Dexter when the blood stops shedding, but continues past the last drop. Like many organized sexual homicide offenders, Dexter collects trophies from his victims. A killer’s trophies, like Dexter’s box of slides, are typically kept in the killer’s home or in an accessible place where the killer can revisit them to relive the excitement of their crimes. Sexual offenders often maintain close physical proximity with their victims’ remains, either through cannibalistically consuming their flesh, keeping bodies in their homes, or by revisiting their body dump sites. Jeffrey Dahmer’s apartment contained a nightmarish collection of body parts at the time of his arrest, and Ted Bundy kept the heads of several of his victims in his home before burying them at Taylor Mountain, a site he would revisit for hours at a time. Similarly, Dexter revisits his victims in calm spans of slack tide aboard his boat, the Slice of Life.

Harry taught Dexter to channel his sadistic impulses toward inflicting pain only on those who inflict pain on others. In reality, the Code of Harry is simply window dressing on darkly driven impulses. Dexter’s true killing motivation is satisfaction,  a satisfaction that comes from subjugation, humiliation, and torture of his victims: the hallmarks of a sexual sadist.
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Dexter Morgan. Family man. Forensic specialist. Psychopathic, organized, sexual sadist. It’s complicated. Under the bright light of the Miami sun, everything seems so festive and safe. But there’s a lethal predator on the prowl out there, and the night is coming. And it’s going to happen. Again and again, it has to happen . . .

Jared DeFife, PhD, is a clinical psychology research scientist at Emory University and associate director of the Laboratory of Personality and Psychopathology (www.psychsystems.net). A former clinical fellow at Harvard Medical School, he earned his master’s and doctoral degrees in clinical psychology from Adelphi University.

Dr. DeFife specializes in the study of personality, mood disorders, and psychotherapy. He also frequently publishes and teaches on psychodynamic therapy, research methods, media, politics, film, and literature. He serves on the editorial board of the American Psychological Association journal Psychotherapy: Theory, Research, Practice, Training and contributes a regular blog to Psychology Today. He is currently working on a National Institute of Mental Health-funded investigation of alternative approaches to personality disorder diagnosis for ICD-11 and DSM-V.








What if Harry was all wrong about Dexter? What if Dexter actually wasn’t the psychopath that Harry thought he was? And even if Dexter did fit the psychopath description, what if the conventional wisdom about those people is wrong, and they actually can be treated effectively? That’s what Lisa Firestone argues in this provocative chapter. Of course, Dexter was seared by his childhood experience of watching his mother get murdered and dismembered, then sitting in a pool of her blood for days. The result, though, was not psychopathy but something else. Other contributors to this anthology make a compelling case for the development of Dexter’s humanity over the course of the show. Dr. Firestone notices ways in which it was there even when he was very young. If only someone had noticed. (But then what fun would that be for us fans?)



RETHINKING DEXTER

LISA FIRESTONE

 

In season one, Dexter entered therapy with the purpose of getting close to a homicidal psychologist. When a fellow patient asked him how he liked therapy, Dexter candidly replied, “I’m a sociopath; there’s not much he can do for me” (“Shrink Wrap,” 1-8). Although he was half kidding, the statement is indicative of what Dexter truly believes about himself. He is convinced that there is no way he can stop his violent urges, and why shouldn’t he be? However, there are two problems with Dexter’s assumption that he is an incurable psychopath. First, while he exhibits certain destructive characteristics in line with psychopathology, Dexter also exhibits traits that argue strongly against a psychopathic diagnosis. Second, even if  Dexter is a psychopath, it is a common misconception that this diagnosis is untreatable. Despite his insistence that “there’s not much he can do for me,” I believe Dexter Morgan has been far too hasty in diagnosing himself as a lost cause.




The Misdiagnosis 

At first glance many of Dexter’s personality traits could be interpreted to be in keeping with a diagnosis of psychopathy. Psychopathic traits are evident in his lack of empathy, his glib and superficial charm, and his emotional disregard for his victims. However, Dexter’s other diagnosable symptoms, such as social awkwardness in intimate relationships and a lack of sex drive, diverge from the picture of a classic psychopath who is casual and calloused in personal and romantic relationships and quite often promiscuous. Where the typical psychopath enjoys excessive flirtation, Dexter avoids flirtatious encounters, as they make him extremely uncomfortable. In the pilot episode, when a policewoman flirted with Dexter by putting her hand on his leg, he was noticeably unnerved and moved away from her. While psychopaths engage in dishonesty and duplicity and are often compulsive liars, Dexter is honest and forthcoming and only lies when it is necessary to keep from getting caught. Psychopaths are generally irresponsible in their lives but Dexter is highly organized and responsible in his actions.

Perhaps the most telling sign that Dexter is not a classically incurable psychopath is the fact that he was able to develop an attachment to his adoptive father, Harry, at a young age. In seeking Harry’s approval by dutifully following his code and directing his violence toward only killing evil people, Dexter is honoring Harry. When Harry asked young Dexter why he hadn’t acted on his urges to kill a person, Dexter answered, “I thought you and Mom wouldn’t like it.” At that point in Dexter’s childhood, his desire to remain in the good graces of his  adoptive father outweighed his urge to commit murder. Even Dexter’s reason for killing the neighbor’s dog was couched in the interest of his family’s happiness: the dog was keeping his sick mother awake. Despite Dexter’s insistence that he cannot genuinely feel for people, he does everything in his power to keep the people that he should care about safe and content.

As an adult, Dexter’s growing attachment to Rita and her children over the course of the show has provided further evidence that he is not truly a psychopath. The development of these relationships is a deviation from the typical mold of a psychopath and indicates a trait that most psychopaths cannot possess: an element of caring. While the thoughts of Dexter’s Dark Passenger may suggest that he is vacant of such feeling, Dexter’s actions show otherwise. For example, the only times Dexter acted violently on impulse, against the Code of Harry, were in instances where he was trying to protect or defend Rita. When her ex-husband became verbally threatening toward Rita in “Seeing Red” (1-10), Dexter responded by hitting him on the head with a frying pan. Dexter surprised himself with this outburst of aggression; it was a behavioral manifestation of the very care that he claims he is unable feel. His actions throughout each season have demonstrated a deepening emotional investment not only in Rita, but also in her children and his sister, Deb. His ability to develop these attachments, even if they lack serious emotional depth, is a sign that Dexter himself is neither a psychopath nor a lost cause.




The Trouble with the Psychopathic Label 

When Dexter first began to indulge in violent, destructive behaviors as a child (i.e., killing animals), Harry, a veteran detective, assumed that his son was revealing the early stages of psychopathy. Psychologist David Farrington argues that there is danger in labeling someone as a psychopath at a young age, in large part  because research shows that people who exhibit psychopathic traits in childhood tend to gravitate toward the mean later in life. According to studies done by J. F. Edens and M. Cahill, “some transient developmental characteristics that are relatively common to adolescents can be mistaken for long standing adult psychopathy traits.” Additionally, there is limited data on whether or not juveniles who demonstrate psychopathic traits will continue to possess these traits in adulthood. For example, it is common for children to experiment with animal cruelty at a young age, but for most this will never extend past sprinkling salt on a snail or putting ants under a magnifying glass; not every child who kills animals will turn into a serial killer.

Children are not born with a sense of right and wrong; however, they arrive in this world with the innate ability to develop the neural circuitry for empathy. Given the proper attachment experiences as they grow up, humans develop empathy. Research shows that a child’s cruelty toward animals almost always arises out of an abusive violent family environment. Although Dexter’s early years were shaped by such an environment, his adoptive family provided a potentially reparative experience. Research has also demonstrated that interventions such as humane education that focuses on developing empathy toward animals generalizes to empathy for human beings. The National District Attorneys Association suggests, “If we pay attention to children and youth who perform acts of cruelty on animals and take immediate action to stop their behavior, future crimes can be prevented and lives can be saved.” Unfortunately, Harry did not stress the inherent wrongness of killing animals, nor did he take action to stop Dexter from acting sadistically toward them. Instead he assumed that Dexter was on an inevitable course of destruction and encouraged him to commit these “small” acts of murder in the hope that it would keep him from harming people, when a more appropriate response would have been to get Dexter psychological help.

The mistake Harry made with Dexter is the same mistake the criminal justice system often makes with psychopathically labeled juveniles. Studies find that juvenile offenders who are categorized as psychopaths receive less therapeutic attention due to the misconception that they are lost causes. However, the MacArthur Violence Risk Assessment study of adults found that “psychopathic patients appear as likely as nonpsychopathic patients to benefit from adequate doses of treatment in violence reduction.” Such studies indicate that society is wrong in its view that all that can be done with these people is to lock them up and throw away the keys; research suggests that psychopaths almost always are treatable if they receive intensive therapy for a proper duration of time.

Dr. Randy Borum’s research has shown that intensive intervention, with an emphasis on improved interpersonal relationships and increased self-control, reduced the number of additional offenses in juveniles. This treatment helped young people form essential attachments that cut the risk to reoffend in half. Attachments such as these could have ultimately saved Dexter from his fate as a violent criminal. Had he received a proper psychological evaluation and subsequent therapy, Dexter might have been able to overcome the violent tendencies of his youth.




Childhood Trauma and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

I propose that the show’s implication that Dexter is a psychopath is a misdiagnosis and that, in fact, Dexter is a victim of childhood post-traumatic stress. At the age of five, Dexter experienced the most horrendous type of trauma imaginable. He watched as his mother was brutally murdered and dismembered before his eyes. He was then trapped in a storage container with her corpse for three days, confined to complete darkness and imprisoned in a two-inch thick pool of blood. In the field of  trauma, this combination of witnessing a violent murder, losing a primary caretaker, and subsequently being entrapped would be categorized as the worst type of trauma (“big ‘T’ trauma”) and would certainly lead to PTSD. Studies have shown that almost 100 percent of children who witness parental homicide develop PTSD because of the severity of the traumatic event. Research also shows that 80 percent of children who have been imprisoned or rendered immobile in some way, such as being buried alive, tied up, or tortured, develop PTSD. The factors that tend to indicate whether or not a child will develop PTSD after a traumatic event include “the severity of the traumatic event” and “the physical proximity to the traumatic event.” Both of these factors were extreme in the case of Dexter. Another factor is the parental reaction to the traumatic event. Harry was greatly impacted by the death of Dexter’s mother through his romantic attachment with her and his partial guilt for her death.

In instances of severe trauma, the child disassociates from him/herself and the memory of the event is suppressed. When Dexter first becomes aware in a therapy session of the circumstances surrounding his mother’s death, he thinks, “No wonder I felt so disconnected my entire life. If I did have emotions, I’d have to feel this” (“Truth Be Told,” 1-11). Although Dexter is supposedly cut off from all human emotions, empathy is the emotion that he seems to most lack and long for. This lack of empathy, which is often cited as evidence of his psychopathy, can be a direct result of childhood PTSD. Childhood trauma has an impact on actual brain development: it can cause serious structural abnormalities in the frontal lobe, known as “the seat of emotion.” Brain researchers have found that these abnormalities often result in deep-seated personality deficits such as an inability to be empathetic.

Another characteristic of individuals suffering from PTSD is that they may be prone to aggression and dehumanization in the service of a cause that they find noble. The Code of Harry,  which dictates that “killing should serve a purpose, otherwise it’s just murder,” provides Dexter with the moral justification and righteousness to see his acts of aggression and dehumanization as upholding a noble cause. Therefore, the code had an effect opposite to the one that Harry intended; rather than control Dexter’s violence, it may well have perpetuated it.

An additional common symptom of early childhood PTSD is post-traumatic play, in which children repeat themes or aspects of the trauma they experienced. For Dexter, this post-traumatic play was evident at a young age in his killing and dismembering animals. According to the Department of Veteran Affairs, this (or any) type of post-traumatic play does not relieve anxiety. By encouraging Dexter’s post-traumatic play with animals in the hope that it would curb his appetite to murder people, Harry only pushed Dexter further down the path toward homicidal violence. Had Harry sought psychological help for Dexter to deal with the underlying trauma instead of allowing him to continually recreate it in his play, he would have provided his son with more constructive guidance.




The Anti-Self: Identifying with the Aggressor 

A few important questions remain unanswered: in suffering from PTSD, what exactly happened to turn Dexter into a killer? Where did his Dark Passenger come from? When childhood events are traumatic enough to cause PTSD, children dissociate from themselves as the helpless victim and identify instead with the aggressor. They identify with the very person who is hurting them, who they see as strong and not vulnerable to the type of pain they are experiencing. This is the only survival strategy available to the child. In Dexter’s case, he identified with his mother’s murderer. This is evident in his homicidal desires and in his literal reenactment of his mother’s murder by dismembering each of his own victims. For Dexter, dismemberment likely  has significant meaning and is not simply a practical means of disposing of a body. Interestingly enough, Dexter’s brother, who also witnessed their mother’s murder and became a serial killer, beheads his victims.

From taking on the aggressor’s point of view, Dexter is plagued by destructive thoughts telling him to act out violent and sadistic urges. He calls this point of view his Dark Passenger; clinical psychologist and theorist/author Dr. Robert Firestone calls it the “anti-self.” Dr. Firestone has identified a division that exists within all of us between our “real self” and the “anti-self.” The nature and degree of this division depends a great deal on early life experiences. Most of us are not as destructive as Dexter, but we do engage in behavior that is both self-destructive and other-destructive on a less extreme level. The anti-self is the incorporation of the negative side of the parenting we received: the emotional neglect or abuse, and any other traumatic treatment that we may have experienced. In situations where a parent “loses it” with the child, the child ceases to identify with him/herself as the helpless victim and instead identifies with the all-powerful parent. In this manner, we “take in” our parents during those extremely stressful incidents when they are at their worst. This identification exists as an anti-self that cannot be fully integrated into the personality. As an adult, when we are under pressure or stress, our unintegrated anti-self manifests itself. Then we act out either on ourselves or on others in ways similar to what was done to us.

The core aspect of the anti-self is a “self-parenting” process in which we treat ourselves as we were treated early on, both soothing ourselves and punishing ourselves. Self-parenting, as it is referred to here, is not self-love; rather, it is the self-infliction of the misattunement and mistreatment the child experienced from its early caregiver. The self-soothing behaviors are strategies we employ to relieve anxiety, such as being self-protective or self-indulgent (as in addiction and substance abuse) or having  an inflated sense of self-importance. The self-soothing part of Dexter can be seen in his self-sufficiency and the emotional distance he keeps from people, as well as in his self-aggrandizing belief that he should be acknowledged as a hero. It is the most extreme when his Dark Passenger counsels him that he needs the release that committing murder will bring him. In general, the self-punishing behaviors people engage in are more obvious: they take the form of self-attacks, self-denial, and self-harming actions. The self-hating side of Dexter is revealed in his negative internal dialogue and his thoughts that other people would never accept him if they knew the truth about him.

Although we mature into adults and are no longer threatened by the traumatic or painful situations of childhood, we still carry our alien point of view with us. Dexter’s reference to his own anti-self as a Dark Passenger is an apt description of how his destructive thought processes act as a companion, traveling beside him and keeping him company, much as they do in all of us to some extent. Although most of us have not undergone the level of trauma that Dexter has and are not as destructive in our behavior as he is, we all experience negative thought processes that direct and control our lives more than we are aware of.




The Critical Inner Voice 

Even though Dexter’s innermost thoughts are often excessively violent and unfeeling, his inner struggle is an extreme representation of the “anti-self ” and a destructive thought process we all have within us, the “critical inner voice.” This critical inner voice operates as a dialogue that advises us and defines us in a negative way.

The critical inner voice is a manifestation of the anti-self and develops when the child first identifies with the adult who is frightening him or her. The critical inner voice is defined as a well-integrated pattern of negative thoughts toward self and  others that is at the root of an individual’s maladaptive behavior. Critical attitudes toward self and others predispose alienation in personal relationships. Our research shows that these negative thoughts, which we refer to as voice attacks, are directly connected to self-destructive acts and acts of violence toward others. From the time Dexter identified with his mother’s murderer, he was plagued by destructive thoughts telling him to act out violent and sadistic urges. Dr. Firestone and I contend that persons who dissociate, which Dexter clearly did as a result of his early childhood trauma, are more prone to experience voice attacks that distort their perceptions. Because the voice is not only antithetical to the self but is also hostile and suspicious toward others, these voice attacks can lead individuals to act on wildly sadistic impulses.




Projection of a Parent’s Negative Traits 

Dexter was raised from a young age by an adoptive father who saw his son’s bouts of rage and violent tendencies as a clear indication that Dexter was a psychopath on an inevitable course toward destruction. Because Harry was convinced that Dexter’s dark urges would not go away, he decided to “make the best of it” and provided young Dexter with a moral code through which his son could filter his homicidal impulses. However, it is reasonable to wonder whether Harry could have capitalized on Dexter’s respect for him and have developed a different moral code, one that didn’t allow for murder at all. How much was this code a projection by Harry of his own “vigilante” side, the part of him that acted out revenge and punishment and wanted to be the hero? Harry’s drive to be a hero was so strong that it directly contributed to Dexter’s mother’s murder.

The “dark side” of Harry, his anti-self, prevented him from providing Dexter with the guidance the boy needed. We know from the views that Harry voiced that he had vigilante feelings  that justice should be done to violent criminals who had gone unpunished by the legal system. He could not accept this part of himself that longed for vigilante justice, and tried to rid himself of it by sublimating it in his police work and projecting it onto Dexter. He disowned the unacceptable elements of his own character and saw them instead in his adopted son, believing him to be an untreatable monster. The veteran detective even went so far as to use Dexter to act on his behalf to right the wrongs that he identified in the criminal justice system.

This father/son relationship is unusual in that the life lessons Harry provided Dexter with center around homicide; however, an adult offering misguided and destructive advice to a child in the name of parenting can be found in much less extreme examples in everyday life. It is common for parents to project their negative thoughts and desires onto their children. For instance, a mother who still carries feelings of being a “dirty little girl” will punish her child for making messes and label her a “slob.” Or a father with deep-seated feelings that his desire for attention is unacceptable will see his affectionate child as needy and demanding. Harry desperately wanted to see revenge enacted upon criminals, and he projected these murderous fixations onto Dexter. We all have internalized elements of our parents that they did not accept in themselves and instead projected onto us.

When Dexter integrated the negative aspects of Harry, he added to and reinforced the development of his already very destructive anti-self. Harry’s view of Dexter as an incurable psychopath supported the voice attacks that define Dexter as a murderer and instruct him to commit violent acts. Therefore, Dexter’s loyalty to his destructive voices is not only a result of his identification with his mother’s murderer but also of Harry’s encouragement of Dexter’s violent tendencies. After all, it was Harry who gave Dexter the moral code that provided him with the rationalization that “killing should serve a purpose,” trained him to become a successful serial killer by teaching him  to murder without getting caught, and even dictated his first victim: a nurse who was poisoning her patients and had tried to kill Harry when he was in the hospital because of a heart attack.




Intergenerational Trauma 

One of the most powerful and destructive functions of the critical inner voice is to pass on the “Dark Passengers” from one generation to the next. We have seen how this is done when children integrate their parents’ aggression toward them during times of great stress, and the anti-self and the critical inner voice are formed. We then see how it is further transferred when parents project their own negative voices and traits onto their children.

In season two, Dexter discovered that Harry had, in large part, been responsible for the murder of his mother. His adoptive father’s insistence on following his own moral code and bringing a criminal to justice had led him to be negligent in relation to Dexter’s mother and her children. Dexter struggled to forgive the man whose selfishness resulted in the horrifying and bloody scene that traumatized him as a young boy. The last episode of season four was chillingly familiar, as Dexter’s selfish desire to be the one to bring the Trinity Killer to justice resulted in the death of his own wife, Rita. The final scene was a recreation of Dexter’s childhood: we saw his son, Harrison, on the bathroom floor crying, sitting in a pool of his mother’s blood. This is a graphic illustration of a basic psychological reality: if people do not deal with their own inner demons and distinguish their real selves from their anti-selves, they leave their children with a horrifying legacy.




Effective Therapies 

Even though the dramatic childhood trauma and psychological stress associated with PTSD can certainly cause irreversible emotional and psychological damage, with the proper therapy  model even the most severe trauma can be treated with good results. Research has now established that psychotherapy can change the brain and increase a person’s ability to experience empathy, insight, morality, and emotional balance. Unfortunately, Dexter did not get the treatment as a young child that could have effectively changed the course of his life. Even as an adult, Dexter is responsive to psychotherapy, as indicated by his reaction to his brief encounter with therapy. A sustained, trauma-focused treatment where he would be able to form a positive secure attachment to his therapist could allow him to change himself, his brain, and his life.

Recent research has demonstrated that the specific psychological treatments for the disorders of obsessive-compulsive disorder, major depression, social phobias, and post-traumatic stress disorder actually alter the brain. The treatment process emphasizes resisting acting out symptom behavior, enacting new positive behavior, and engaging in mass practice in these positive behaviors. There are many effective therapies for treating trauma disorders in children. Dyadic development psychotherapy is an evidence-based treatment for children with complex trauma and attachment disorders. The therapy is based on the findings from attachment research. Evidence-based treatments—treatments that integrate behavioral management strategies and cognitive behavioral therapy, which makes repressed traumatic memories explicit in order to integrate them and thus form a coherent narrative of one’s life—can effectively manage the behavioral regulation problems that occur in traumatized children. Had Dexter received this type of therapy as a young child, he would have been encouraged to make sense of the traumatic circumstances involving his mother’s death. He would have been taught relaxation techniques and learned to correct thoughts that were inaccurate or distorted as a result of his trauma. His acting-out behaviors would have been controlled and modified by both his therapist and his parents. In  the process, he would have re-wired his brain so that he could more fully experience a sense of connection to others and develop empathy.

The fact that Dexter, as an adult, was able to benefit from even three short therapy sessions with Dr. Meridian in season one suggests that Dexter would have been a good candidate for therapy. When Meridian asked Dexter to imagine a time when he felt powerless, Dexter experienced an onslaught of previously untapped childhood memories and first glimpses his initial childhood trauma. This is evidence that Dexter had implicit repressed memories of the event that had never been integrated into his conscious awareness. After the session, Dexter had a self-described “breakthrough” and was able to be intimate with Rita for the first time. If one session could have such a profound effect on Dexter as an adult, imagine how intensive therapy as a child could have altered the course of his life. If Dexter had been given assistance to access and explore his implicit memories and make sense of his trauma by integrating these memories into his understanding of himself, he could have begun to change his brain in ways that would have altered his life course.

Because of his concern with the “Dark Passenger” in all of us, Dr. Firestone developed “voice therapy,” a process for bringing out into the open the critical inner voice and its destructive thoughts, then understanding where they come from, developing compassion for ourselves, and changing our behavior, thereby breaking destructive patterns that limit or destroy our lives. People can overcome this destructive thought process and free themselves from their “Dark Passengers” through voice therapy. The five steps of voice therapy include: (a) eliciting and identifying negative thought patterns and releasing the associated effect, (b) discussing insights about where these voices come from (to gain compassion for oneself), (c) verbally responding to the voice, both emotionally and rationally, (d) developing insight into how the voice influences specific destructive behaviors that  the individual engages in, and (e) resisting destructive behaviors regulated by the voice and increasing constructive behavior that is in line with the individual’s own self-interest (which the voices are discouraging).

Patients who participate in this type of therapy are able to distinguish their “real selves” from their “anti-selves” and are subsequently able to reduce their tendency to act on the negative thoughts, decreasing their risk of being violent against themselves or others. As a result, they are free to develop into goal-oriented, life-affirming individuals. They are able to stop reliving their destructive past and to begin fully living their own lives.

[image: 004]

Our fascination with Dexter—a character who manages to intrigue and attract us, even as his primary preoccupation centers on remorseless murder week after week—presents an enticing case in and of itself. Could it be that because we also have a dark side, we get some vicarious pleasure from Dexter’s acting on these urges? I believe we do. We all have a “Dark Passenger” who all too often is directing our behavior. We have integrated the negative aspects of our early childhood attachment figures in a manner that is hurtful to ourselves and to others. Part of Dexter’s appeal to a mass audience is that his character provides a dramatic example of destructive impulses and thought processes that everyone struggles with.

One reason we are drawn to watching Dexter act out his dark side on “evil people” who deserve to be punished is that we would rather see evil out there in the world than to see it in ourselves or in our loved ones. To defend against seeing ourselves as having been hurt as children by aspects of our parents’ dark sides that were acted out on us, we displace their malevolent traits by projecting them onto the world. We focus our fear  and anger on the types of “monstrous” people Dexter kills and see them as evil, thus protecting our parents and ourselves from the much lesser evils we are guilty of. We feel justified and get pleasure from Dexter’s behavior.

Dexter does have a lovable side that draws us in and makes him a sympathetic character, as well. However, I believe what makes Dexter’s character redeeming to a wide audience is not just his lovability or his maintaining a fierce moral code even in his dissociative violent state, but also the fact that through Dexter’s inner dialogue we are able to see him as a deeply conflicted and divided character. In this, we are able to identify with him and are made aware that the difference between Dexter and us is only in the degree and character of these negative thoughts.

Lisa Firestone, PhD, is a clinical psychologist in private practice and the Director of Research and Education at the Glendon Association. She conducts clinical training and research on suicide and violence, including developing The Firestone Assessment of Self-destructive Thoughts (FAST) and The Firestone Assessment of Violent Thoughts  (FAVT). Dr. Firestone is the coauthor with her father, Dr. Robert Firestone, of Conquer Your Critical Inner Voice.
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