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Joanna Dennehy – Born Criminal?
[bookmark: _Int_SeCLyGo7][bookmark: _Int_mkiG1TAC]This essay will discuss the serial killer, Joanna Dennehy. Firstly, giving an overview of her crimes and childhood, then theories of criminality that could be linked to Dennehy will be considered, and finally whether or not Dennehy was born criminal or if she was socialised and moulded into her criminal life.
Biography
[bookmark: _Int_LkFc3ZLR]Joanna Dennehy is a British serial killer who stabbed three men to death and disposed of their bodies in ditches within ten days, and who also spent a lot of her life in and out of juvenile centres, psychiatric wards, and prisons (‘Joanna Dennehy’, 2024). Before this, however, Joanna Dennehy had quite an ordinary childhood. According to Crime and Investigation UK (2024), Dennehy was born in 1982 in St. Albans, achieved highly in education, and came from a loving and safe home, but as she grew up, she began experimenting with drugs and alcohol, and left home at fifteen. Although Dennehy did well in school, it is said that she was massively manipulative and was even able to utilise her sexuality to exploit boys to do her homework for her. When Dennehy was fifteen, she started a relationship with a twenty-one-year-old and had a baby at sixteen (Kenny, 2023). After this, Joanna Dennehy became estranged and ostracised from her family, moving to Cambridge, and starting to self-harm and indulge more in drugs. More than a year before her first murder, Joanna Dennehy was admitted to a psychiatric ward at Peterborough City Hospital, where it was discovered that she had a psychopathic disorder (Cawley and Devlin, 2014).
Criminological Theories
[bookmark: _Int_r8Z6iccU][bookmark: _Int_14PTf9IR]There are many criminological theories that can be linked to Joanna Dennehy, the first being feminist theory and the link between gender and criminality. Koons-Witt and Schram (2003; quoted in Skott, Beauregard and Darjee, 2018) claimed that female sexual homicide offenders will most likely use less physically demanding weapons, for example sharp objects, when carrying out their murders, which fits the description of Joanna Dennehy who stabbed her victims to death. Ogle, Maier-Katkin and Bernard (1995) stated that female killers are also more likely to kill ‘intimates’ which fits the victims of Joanna Dennehy, as one was her lover, one was her housemate, and the other was her neighbour. Furthermore, Gurian (2009) said that the motives of women who kill can be split into two categories; pleasure-orientated and purpose-orientated, with pleasure-orientated motives including sadomasochism, and Joanna Dennehy is said to be a sadomasochist. Additionally, Heidensohn (1991) argues that the reason why women commit crime, and why it is on the rise, is because of modern feminism and women wanting to become more like men in every aspect of life, including criminality. Due to feminism, women, like Joanna Dennehy, wish to oppose the patriarchy and want to stray from what men say women should be; quiet, submissive, and a housewife.
Secondly, Eysenk’s personality theory could also be applied to Joanna Dennehy. Eysenk allocated certain personality traits to three “superfactors”; extraversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism, and Eysenk claimed that extraverts, like Joanna Dennehy, have more of a conception for cortical arousal than introverts so will opt for higher stimulating experiences and activities in order to attain their preferred proportion of arousal (DeYoung and Blain, 2020). Joanna Dennehy may have stabbed her victims to fulfil her need for stimulation. According to Furnham, Eysenk and Saklofske (2008), those who score highly with psychoticism on Eysenk’s personality model are more inclined to psychotic episodes and will tend to display a higher chance of partaking in aggressive behaviours and show characteristics that make it more likely for them to commit crime. Joanna Dennehy was discovered to have had a psychopathic disorder while in prison, which could have led to her doing what she did.
Another theory that could be linked to the case of Joanna Dennehy is Freud’s psychodynamic theory. During development, the id, the ego, and the superego will form; the superego is responsible for the internalised moral and social standards humans hold, which influences behaviour and constitutes the internalisation of collective norms. Freud established that a weak superego is more likely to be correlated with narcissistic traits, psychopathy, and spontaneity, and will be prevalent in individuals, such as Joanna Dennehy, who are egocentric and lack remorse (Newburn, 2017, pp.196-197). According to Savran, (1998), Freud also stated that in terms of the masochistic topic, there is a sadistic side that fantasises about the administration of pain, and a different masochistic side that finds pleasure in the other party’s humiliation. This is important in the case of Joanna Dennehy because a consultant forensic psychologist observed that, after he assessed her, Joanna Dennehy had a condition called paraphilia sadomasochism, evident in the fact that one of her victims was found with his rear end exposed, dressed in a black sequin dress (Cawley, 2014). This clearly links to Freud’s idea that a sadomasochist enjoys the humiliation of another person, with Joanna Dennehy debasing her victim by leaving his body in that particular position.
Chemical influences may have also had an impact on Joanna Dennehy and the murders she committed. Alcohol is said to be the drug most frequently connected to a heightened likelihood of acting in and being in the presence of violent deeds, and using psychostimulants often can be associated with a higher risk of acts of violence, delirium, and paranoia (Darke, 2009). Due to Joanna Dennehy abusing drugs and alcohol throughout her life, starting in her teenage years, it is entirely plausible that her cations by have been influenced by these chemical factors.
An additional theory that can be linked to the case of Joanna Dennehy is social learning theory. Sammons and Putwain, 2018, p.52) stated that Bandura, leading criminologist in social learning theory, claimed that behaviour is learned from other people who act as role models, and that by paying attention to their idol's behaviour, the spectator can embody that behaviour, creating a mental representation of that behaviour, potentially leading to imitation. Joanna Dennehy was in and out of juvenile centres and prisons, so may have picked up on and imitated certain behaviours learned in those facilities, eventually escalating to her killing spree. Baldwin and Baldwin (1981) built on the work of Bandura and said that if the observer respected the role model, they are more inclined to imitate the modelled behaviour; Akers provided the example that a person’s choice to take part in crime and deviance after watching a violent or aggressive television show demonstrates the fundamental social context in which imitation and idolisation of role models can happen (Akers and Jennings, 2009, p.328). This is especially important in Joanna Dennehy’s case as, according to BBC News (2014), jurors during Joanna Dennehy’s trial were informed that Dennehy equated herself and her partner at the time to the infamous ‘Bonnie and Clyde’, proving that imitation and idolisation of role models can enforce learned behaviour into the watcher, potentially leading to crime.
[bookmark: _Int_VbHuUDdP][bookmark: _Int_EOT4fzim]One more theory that could be attached to Joanna Dennehy’s case comes from postmodernist thinking, specifically from Levin and McDevitt (1993). Levin and McDevitt identified, using typology, three primary motivations of crime, one being simply committing crime for the thrill of it (McDevitt, Levin and Bennett, 2002). They stated that in some cases, there are no concrete reasons as to why someone would commit a crime such as murder, and that some offenders just kill for the excitement and the amusement. This could certainly be the instance for Joanna Dennehy, perhaps Dennehy was just seeking a stimulating sensation.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_iry1sbqL][bookmark: _Int_S4MjAARB]The question whether Joanna Dennehy was born criminal or not can essentially be discussed through the nature versus nurture debate. The nature stance of the debate states that humans are what they are at birth and that genetics determine behavioural attributes and mental capabilities, whereas the nurture side of the debate states that personal encounters and life experiences shape what a person becomes, and it depends on the environment in which a person is in contact with and their upbringing  (Fairholm, 2012, pp. 85-86). Whilst it could certainly be argued that Joanna Dennehy was born criminal, due to her psychology and the way in which Dennehy’s brain is wired, ultimately it was her environment that caused her to deviate from societal norms and values and commit those murders. From alcohol and drug abuse, to socialising with petty criminals, Joanna Dennehy acted the way she did due to social and environmental factors throughout her life.
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