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Foreword

I have studied serial killers, rapists, arsonists, stalkers, and robbers
over the course of more than 30 years. During this period, I have
interviewed offenders, their family members, and their neighbors. I
have served as an expert witness, attended trials, consulted with
defense and prosecution attorneys as well as the police, and have writ-
ten about the subject in books and articles. Hopefully, my efforts in
this area have not been in vain, and I have managed to shed some light
on the characteristics, consequences, and prevention measures associ-
ated with a serious social problem.

Not everything connected with my study of serial offenders has
been positive, of course. I still get nightmares thinking back to some
of the crime scene photos and autopsies I have witnessed. I haven’t
enjoyed the nasty letters from the so-called groupies who respect and
admire certain serial killers and rapists—being convinced that they
are innocent victims of injustice—and blame me for characterizing
“their man” as guilty as sin. Some have written to let me know how
wrong I have been, and they did so in no uncertain terms. Most serial
offenders are more tolerant than their fans, basking in the limelight
that my descriptions of crime scenes and commentaries about their
offenses might have produced. (There have been some exceptions: for
example, Charles Manson referred to me as Jack the Jackal.) After giv-
ing a talk about serial killers at a college, a student in the audience
asked me why I was so fascinated with the subject of multiple murder.
I reminded her that the school she attended had asked me to speak
about this topic. I am fascinated, but I am also fascinated with a
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FOREWORD

number of other topics apart from violent crime; yet I get far fewer
calls to speak about them.

The curiosity about serial murder as well as other serial crimes is
particularly widespread, and I think for good reason. The overall
number of victims is small by comparison with offenses such as
domestic homicide or workplace violence, but so many lives are lost at
the hands of so few serial killers. Serial killers are the cream of the
crop, able to stay on the streets for long periods of time until they are
finally apprehended. At that point, they have usually amassed a large
body count—sometimes a body count that can only be measured in
double digits.

Actually, many people are fascinated with the term “serial.” They
typically think of a sadistic offender—one who sexually tortures his
vulnerable victims in order to maximize pain and suffering; or, in a
hospital setting, a medical practitioner who suffocates patients with a
pillow or injects a deadly poison into a patient’s IV in order to feel
strong and powerful.

Of course, the use of the term serial to identify the repeated crimes
of a killer, rapist, stalker, arsonist, or robber is entirely accurate, espe-
cially if he or she has the same motive at every crime scene—power,
sex, revenge, money, and so on. In addition, it is important to focus
attention on perpetrators who repeat their crimes rather than those
who are “once in a lifetime” offenders. The repeat offenders can ter-
rorize communities and raise the anxiety level of an entire society.
Even if they rape, burn buildings, or rob serially rather than kill, they
remain on the minds of community members whose everyday deci-
sions are frequently made in light of the possibility of another attack.
Banks may hire more guards, property owners may install improved
security systems, convenient stores may go out of business, and
women may be frightened enough to take a self-defense course or to
remain behind locked doors after dark.

When a serial criminal is on the loose, an entire community can
become victimized by collective fear and anxiety. For a three-week
period in October 2002, when John Mohammed and Lee Malvo shot
to death ten victims, selected at random, the D.C. area was held in the
grip of terror. Similarly, Andrew Cunanon’s fugitive status in 1997,
being on the loose for months after killing four people, frightened



FOREWORD

Americans everywhere. Finally, he shot to death fashion designer
Gianni Versace and then committed suicide in Miami Beach. During
the summer of 2016, police in Phoenix, Arizona, began their search
for a murderer they dubbed the “Serial Street Shooter.” From March
to July, the assailant took the lives of seven people and wounded two
others, in each case with a semi-automatic handgun. The shooter
always attacked at night, and he was seen by multiple witnesses stand-
ing in proximity to his car. Responding to widespread public anxiety,
the district attorney’s office offered a $30,000 reward to anyone with
information leading to the apprehension of the killer. In 2018, 23-year-
old Aaron Saucedo was charged with nine counts of murder in the
Phoenix “Serial Street Shooter” case.

It is murder committed serially that most fascinates readers of true
crime and viewers of police series on television. On the other hand, by
emphasizing only murders that are committed one at a time as ele-
ments in some overarching scheme, we might be led falsely to over-
look the fact that the term serial applies just as accurately to a range of
offenses apart from homicide.

This is a book that I would recommend to both professionals and
the public. Kevin Borgeson, Robin Maria Valeri, and Stephanie Vogel
have successfully corrected the misperception that only homicide is
committed serially or that only murder is worthy of examining as a
serial offense. There are chapters on serial murder and certain crimi-
nal justice responses to it, but there are also chapters on serial rape,
arson, stalking, cyber-predators, and so on. This is a book that looks
back to the research conducted in the recent past, and it looks ahead
to the types of serial offenses that are likely to grab our attention mov-
ing forward.

Jack Levin
Northeastern University
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