Serial Killer Aileen Wuornos
Aileen Wuornos, notorious female serial killer, brutally murdered six men in Florida over the course of a year (1989-1990). Wuornos is widely recognised as one of the first American women to be labelled as a serial killer (Pearson, 2007). Born on February 29, 1956, in Rochester, Michigan, Aileen “Lee” Carol Wuornos lived with her young parents Diane Wuornos (age 14) and Leo Pittman (age 18) for a very short period. Aileen endured a turbulent and traumatic childhood where she witnessed and tolerated high levels of abuse and neglect from her family. Her father was imprisoned not long after her birth as he was found guilty of molesting and kidnapping a 7-year-old child; he committed suicide in prison (Capital Punishment in Context, 2019).
 Diane was left to raise her son and daughter, but she could not cope with single motherhood, resulting in her abandoning both Aileen and her brother Keith and they were raised by their grandparents. However, her grandfather would beat her; “Sometimes he used to beat me with a belt, then he made me clean it” (Wuornos and Berry-Dee, 2006, p.6). Both of her grandparents were alcoholics which did not help the environment that she was in. According to Capital Punishment in Context (2019), due to the neglect her and her brother faced, they were often left in dangerous situations, for example Aileen and Keith would be left with lighter fluid, and Aileen was afflicted by burn wounds to her face. 
She was forced to drop out of school as she was in and out of juvenile detention as a teenager. She became a prostitute however she was physically and sexually abused and became pregnant but was also forced to give away the child. When she worked as a prostitute, she stated her victims would attempt to or rape her, so she would shoot them and rob them, then mutilate their bodies. She was finally arrested then executed on October 9, 2002, by lethal injection (Lin, 2024).
There are many different criminological theories that can be applied to evaluate whether serial killer Aileen Wuornos was born or made a criminal. How does someone’s environment affect their behaviour? An individual's environment is a crucial aspect to their upbringing and the type of person they will become. For example, Sarloos, Kim and Timmermans (2009) discuss how every individual assimilates not only to their physical but also social surroundings, contributing to the settings of others. For instance, when Aileen was a young child, she was abandoned her mother, therefore lacking a maternal figure which may have impacted her cognitive development. 
Research conducted by psychologist John Bowlby can be applied to support the notion that Aileen Wuornos was ‘made criminal’. His attachment theory suggests that the bond between a child and its mother is crucial in its early stages of life because if this bond deteriorates, there is a possibility for prolonged implications to occur to the child later in life such as criminality and a risk of affectionless psychopathy (Hoeve et al, 2012). Bowlby’s maternal deprivation hypothesis claims that there are three categories that fall under the home failing to provide care for a child, and in Aileen’s case, her family would come under ‘natural home group broken up and therefore not functioning’, reason being imprisonment of a parent (her father) and desertion of a parent (her mother). 
Bowlby however states that maternal deprivation is mendable by a permanent mother substitute (Bowlby and World Health Organisation, 1952). In relation to Aileen, after she was abandoned by her mother, her grandparents took her into their care. Yet, research into her childhood with her grandparents as her primary carers implies that the deprivation that she suffered was not replenished. For example, she had a tumultuous relationship particularly with her grandfather as he would abuse her physically and sexually and this is significant due to the environment that she lived in being dangerous for a child (Myers, Gooch and Meloy, 2005). The abuse she endured from her grandfather may reflect the interactions that she had with her victims. The perception she may have formed of men could have originated from the behaviour of her grandfather that she experienced at an early age and could give an explanation to why her victims were all men exploiting her for sex. Therefore, this criminological theory indicates that she was made criminal due to the unstable relationship she had with her family as a child.
Sigmund Freuds psychodynamic theory also provides some insight to Aileen Wuornos’ personality development from childhood adversities. Freud theorised that the first few years of a child's life is where personality forms and the ways parents or other guardians interact with them has a prolonged impact on the child's emotional state and other characteristics (Traylor, Overstreet and Lang, 2022). As Wuornos’ childhood was traumatic and she did not receive the adequate care a child needs in their formative years, this had impact on the personality that she grew to have and could explain why she developed borderline personality disorder. This therefore endorses the theory that she was made and socialised to be a criminal rather than born one.
It is also worth mentioning that sociological explanations such as social learning theory could also give some explanation to how Wuornos’ addiction to alcohol and criminal behaviour was probably learnt, therefore was made a criminal. Albert Bandura established that providing social models is a fundamental method for transmitting   behaviour, especially in environments where mistakes could lead to fatal consequences (Bandura, 1969, p. 213). But Aileen's’ social models where alcoholics, perpetrators of physical and sexual abuse and criminals. Bandura stated there are four stages to learnt behaviour; attention, retention, reproduction and motivation. In relation to her alcohol addiction, as she grew up around alcoholic's she may have viewed this behaviour as the norm. She would have got used to this behaviour as both her grandfather and grandmother were alcoholics. Wuornos would have begun to reproduce drinking access amounts of alcohol by imitating her models, and eventually became an alcoholic (Digital Learning Institute, 2022). This process could also be demonstrated with the abuse she suffered from her grandfather.
Conversely, could Aileen Wuornos's criminality be categorised by integrated accounts?  It could be argued that environmental, biological and psychological factors could have all contributed to Wuornos’ actions. Research has been conducted within the last decade showing a vast amount of progress within the field of epigenetics, revealing how behavioural outcomes are reflected by the interaction of genes with the environment (Roth, 2013). Epigenetics are heritable meaning that a criminological theory that supports the interpretation that Wuornos was born a criminal is biological theory.
Biological positivists may argue that her inherited genetic predispositions and her family's history of crime could explain why Wuornos also committed heinous crimes. Raine (2002) argues that if genetic factors are present and prevalent throughout the family then there must be some biological aspects to criminality. In terms of psychological factors, Aileen Wuornos was diagnosed with borderline personality disorder (BPD); a dysregulation of one's mood, affecting how they think, feel and interact with others (NHS, 2019). Her traumatic experiences of sexual abuse, abandonment, impulsive behaviour as well as her instability with the relationships she had with others contributed to the formation of this disorder. Studies show that the trauma that she faced had led to DNA methylation, changing genes in neurotransmitters subsequently impacting her behaviour and could be one of the causes of her killing six men (Matosin, Cruceanu and Binder, 2017). Her genes could underpin her criminal behaviour; however, it could also be a contribution of her environment and her mental illness.
Additionally, individual pathologies such as substance abuse, supports the side of the argument that criminals are ‘made’ and not born. Biological Positivism focuses on how biochemical and chemical factors can contribute to criminality (Ojp.gov, 2025). Wuornos suffered an extensive history of substance abuse including addictions to cocaine, marijuana and alcohol (Lin, 2024b). According to Bornovalova et al. (2005), it is shown by research that there is a high correlation between BPD and substance abuse. 
Approximately “78% of adults with BPD also develop a substance-related disorder or addiction at some time in their lives” (Kienast et al., 2014). There is seen to be a link between substance abuse and criminality. According to Murdoch and Ross (1990) There is a detrimental relation between alcohol and aggressive and criminal Behaviour with violent offenders. Therefore, it could be said that Wuornos alcoholism increased her violence and led her to become a serial killer.
In conclusion to whether serial killer Aileen Wuornos was born or made criminal, her life reflects more aspects of ‘nurture’ in comparison to ‘nature’, but it would be unfair to ignore some of the impacts that biology would have had on Wuornos’ behaviour. The theories that have been explored within the realms of environmental, biological and psychological factors all propose ways in which Wuornos crimes were an outcome of both external and internal influences. It is evident that throughout the research that has been examined, integrated accounts appear to have had the largest repercussions in her criminality. As there were also biological factors such as DNA methylation, this appears to have enhanced the impact of other elements of her life where she had suffered trauma. For example, her adverse childhood would have increased her likelihood of developing mental illnesses later in life. For instance, Tzouvara et al. (2023) state that Individuals with a history of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are at a larger risk of developing bipolar disorder, substance misuse and depression, Wuornos experienced some of these. Overall, it has become clear from research that the socialisation and care that Aileen Wuornos received throughout her life led her to commit serial murder. She had little to no opportunities to escape the life that she was living as well as her environment as she was constantly surrounded with deviant and criminal models.
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