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The Primary Lobes of the Brain

The four primary lobes of the brain, located in what is referred to as 
the cerebrum or cerebral cortex. Trauma to these lobes, especially the 
frontal and temporal lobes, has been consistently linked to criminality.

FIGURE 6.5

away with the act, whereas the former is so deeply based in a 
personal moral code that the person likely wouldn’t commit 
the act even if he or she knew there was no chance of getting 
caught.31 This is highly consistent with studies showing that 
moral beliefs typically trump any perceptions of getting caught 
for a given crime, no matter what the benefits or payout.32 
These types of brain activities, or lack thereof, are key in the 
next section we will discuss.

Central and Autonomic 
Nervous System Activity

As has been mentioned in this chapter, the 3-pound mass that 
makes up our brain largely governs our decisions regarding 
whether to engage in criminal behavior. The brain is a key player 
in two different types of neurological systems that have been 
linked to criminal activity. The first we will discuss is the central 
nervous system, which encompasses our brain and spinal col-
umn and governs our voluntary motor activities.

The central nervous system (CNS) consists mostly of the brain 
and spinal column, which are largely responsible for what we 
as individuals choose to do, meaning our voluntary activities 
(see Figure 6.6). For example, that you are actually reading this 
sentence means you are in control of this brain-processing activ-

ity. Empirical studies of the influence of CNS functioning on criminality have tradition-
ally focused on brain wave patterns, with most using electroencephalograms (EEGs). 
Although EEGs do not do a good job of describing which areas of the brain are active or 
inactive, they do reveal how much the brain as an entire organ is performing at certain 
times.

Slices of brain from the 
autopsy of John Wayne 
Gacy, a serial killer who 
murdered at least  
33 teenage boys and 
young men.
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