
The Psychopath Inside James Fallon 1

The Psychopath Inside James Fallon

The Psychopath Inside
James Fallon

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com

by Kim & Hana

INTRODUCTION: THE
NEUROSCIENTIST WHO FOUND A
MONSTER WITHIN

When  Dr.  James  Fallon,  a  renowned
neuroscientist  at  the  University  of
California, Irvine, set out to analyze brain
scans  of  psychopaths,  he  never
expected  to  become  his  own  most
shocking case study. While reviewing a
stack of functional MRI scans as part of a
research project on Alzheimer’s disease,

he  stumbled  upon  an  image  that
perfectly matched the classic pattern of
a  psychopathic  brain—reduced  activity
in  the  orbital  cortex  and  amygdala.
Curious,  he  checked  the  code  on  the
scan. It  was his own. That moment of
eerie  recognition set  the stage for  his
deeply  personal  and  scientific
exploration,  which  he  later  detailed  in
h i s  c o m p e l l i n g  m e m o i r ,  T h e
Psychopath Inside. This article delves
into  the  astonishing  story  of  James
Fallon, the neuroscience of psychopathy,
and the profound questions his discovery
raises about identity, morality, and the
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interplay of nature and nurture.

THE SHOCKING REVELATION: A
NEUROSCIENTIST FACES HIS
OWN BRAIN

In  2005,  Fallon  was  part  of  a  multi-
university  project  studying  genetic
markers  and brain  patterns  associated
with psychopathy. As a control  for the
normal brain, he included his own scan.
To his astonishment, the scan revealed
low  activity  in  the  orbital  cortex  and
temporal  lobe—areas  crit ical  for
empathy,  social  bonding,  and  ethical
decision-making.  This  pattern  is
characteristic  of  individuals  with
psychopathic traits. Fallon later wrote in
The Psychopath Inside that he initially
dismissed  it  as  a  technical  error,  but
repeated scans confirmed the finding.

Adding  to  the  shock,  a  subsequent
genetic  test  showed  he  carried  the
MAOA gene  variant,  often  dubbed the
“warrior  gene,”  which  is  linked  to
aggressive  and  antisocial  behavior.
Suddenly,  the  neuroscientist  who  had
spent  decades  studying  the  brains  of
criminals  realized  he  possessed  the
biological  hallmarks  of  a  psychopath
himself.  Yet he was not a criminal. He
was a successful academic, a husband,
and a father. This paradox became the
central  puzzle  of  his  book  and  his
subsequent research.

WHAT IS A PSYCHOPATH?
BEYOND THE HOLLYWOOD
STEREOTYPES

Psychopathy  is  a  personality  disorder
often mischaracterized in popular media
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as  violent,  cold-blooded  lunacy.  In
r e a l i t y ,  t h e  c o r e  t r a i t s  o f
psychopathy—as outlined by researchers
like  Robert  Hare—include  a  lack  of
empathy,  shallow  affect,  grandiosity,
manipulativeness,  impulsivity,  and  a
tendency  toward  antisocial  behavior.
However,  many  individuals  with
psychopathic  traits  lead  perfectly
normal,  even  highly  successful  lives.
They  are  often  found  in  high-stakes
professions such as law, business,  and
politics, where a degree of ruthlessness
and  emotional  detachment  can  be
advantageous.
In  The  Psychopath  Inside,  Fallon
draws a crucial distinction between “pro-
social” psychopaths—those who channel
their  traits  into  socially  acceptable  or
beneficial  pursuits—and  criminal

psychopaths. He places himself squarely
in the former category, arguing that his
upbringing  and  conscious  choices
prevented him from becoming a menace
to society.

Key Traits of
Psychopathy

Lack of empathy: Inability to
genuinely feel or understand
others’ emotions.
Poor impulse control: Difficulty
delaying gratification or resisting
urges.
Grandiose sense of self-worth:
An inflated ego and sense of
superiority.
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Pathological lying and
manipulation: Using deceit to
gain advantage.
Shallow affect: Emotional
responses are superficial or short-
lived.
Failure to accept
responsibility: Blaming others for
personal failures.

THE NEUROSCIENCE OF
PSYCHOPATHY: WHAT FALLON’S
BRAIN REVEALED

Fallon’s  brain  scan  showed  reduced
activity  in  the  orbital  cortex  and
amygdala,  regions that are critical for
emotional regulation, empathy, and fear
conditioning. The orbital cortex helps us
weigh  consequences  and  suppress
inappropriate  responses;  the  amygdala

processes  fear  and  social  cues.  When
these  areas  are  underactive,  an
individual  can  become  emotionally
indifferent  and  less  deterred  by
punishment  or  social  disapproval.
However, Fallon’s scan also showed that
his  temporal  lobe  and  frontal  lobe
were  relatively  intact,  which  likely
contributed  to  his  ability  to  control
impulses  and  behave  pro-socially.  He
argues  that  the  brain’s  wiring  is  not
destiny—it is a predisposition, not a life
sentence.  The  interplay  between
genetics,  environment,  and  personal
choice  determines  whether  someone
becomes a successful  psychopath or a
destructive one.
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The Role of
Genetics: The

MAOA Gene
The  MAOA  gene  regu la tes  t he
breakdown  of  neurotransmitters  like
dopamine and serotonin.  A low-activity
variant of  this  gene is  associated with
increased  aggression  and  impulsivity,
especially when combined with adverse
childhood experiences. Fallon discovered
he  had  this  variant,  but  because  his
childhood was nurturing and supportive,
the  negative  effects  were  muted.  This
underscores  a  classic  finding  in
behavioral genetics: genes load the gun,
but environment pulls the trigger.

A PERSONAL JOURNEY: JAMES
FALLON’S CHILDHOOD AND SELF-
REFLECTION

In  The  Psychopath  Inside,  Fallon
candidly describes his early life. He grew
up in a loving, upper-middle-class home
with strong parental  guidance. He was
c o m p e t i t i v e ,  c h a r m i n g ,  a n d
manipulative—often winning arguments
and  getting  his  way—but  his  actions
were  rarely  cruel  or  criminal.  He
describes  himself  as  a  “nonviolent
psychopath” who used his traits to excel
in academia and business. He admits to
being  indifferent  to  the  suffering  of
others  in  a  theoretical  sense,  but  he
never  engaged in  physical  violence  or
systematic exploitation.
His self-awareness after discovering his
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own brain scan forced him to reevaluate
relationships. He realized that his lack of
empathy  had  caused  subtle  harm  to
those  around  him—dismissing  others’
feelings, prioritizing his own goals, and
rationalizing selfish behavior. Yet he also
recognized  that  his  traits  had  positive
aspects:  decisiveness,  resilience,  and
the  abil ity  to  remain  calm  under
pressure.  This  complex  self-portrait
challenges  readers  to  think  about
morality  not  in  black-and-white  terms,
but as a spectrum shaped by biology and
biography.

NATURE VS. NURTURE: WHY
FALLON ISN’T A CRIMINAL
PSYCHOPATH

The central thesis of The Psychopath
Inside  is  that  psychopathy is not a

fixed identity.  Fallon argues that while
he  has  the  neurological  and  genetic
markers  of  a  psychopath,  he also had
protective  factors:  a  stable,  loving
family; excellent education; and a strong
moral framework taught by his parents.
He  also  made  conscious  choices  to
channel his traits into socially acceptable
activities like competitive sports, debate,
and scientific research.
This  aligns  with  a  growing  body  of
research  showing  that  psychopathic
traits  can be modulated by upbringing
and  environment.  Children  with  high
callous-unemotional traits, for example,
can still develop empathy if they receive
consistent  warmth  and  discipline.
Fallon’s story is a powerful testimony to
the plasticity of human behavior—even
for  those  with  brain  patterns  that
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predispose  them  to  psychopathy.

Implications for
Society

Rehabilitation potential:
Understanding that psychopathy is
not entirely fixed opens the door
to interventions that foster
empathy and impulse control.
Legal and ethical
considerations: Should brain
scans be used in court to
determine culpability? Fallon’s
case shows that predisposition is
not destiny.
Destigmatization: Many people
with psychopathic traits are not

dangerous; they simply need to
learn how to manage their
tendencies.

THE BROADER IMPACT: HOW
FALLON’S STORY CHANGED THE
CONVERSATION

Since  publishing  The  Psychopath
Inside,  James  Fallon  has  become  a
sought-after  speaker  and  a  symbol  of
the  complexity  of  human  nature.  His
willingness  to  share  his  own  brain
scan—and  his  own  flaws—has
humanized  a  condition  often  vilified.  He
has  also  participated  in  studies  that
explore  the  neurological  basis  of
morality  and  decision-making,  lending
credibility  to  the  idea  that  we  can
overcome our biological  predispositions
through awareness and effort.
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One of the most intriguing aspects of his
work is the concept of empathy as a
skill.  Fallon argues that while he may
not feel empathy automatically, he can
learn  to  recognize  situations  where
empathy  is  expected  and  mimic
appropriate  responses.  This  “cognitive
empathy”  is  a  tool  that  helps  him
maintain  relationships  and  function
socially, even if he lacks the emotional
experience.  This  insight  has  important
applications  for  training  people  with
psychopathic  traits  to  behave  more
prosocially.

CONCLUSION: WHAT WE CAN
LEARN FROM A PSYCHOPATHIC
NEUROSCIENTIST

The  Psychopath  Inside  is  far  more
than  a  memoir  of  a  bizarre  scientific

discovery—it is a profound meditation on
the  nature  of  the  self.  James  Fallon’s
story  reminds  us  that  our  brains  and
genes do not define us entirely; we have
the power to choose who we become.
His  blend of  rigorous science and raw
personal reflection offers hope that even
the  most  troubling  predispositions  can
be  managed,  redirected,  and  perhaps
even  redeemed.  For  anyone  curious
about the deepest questions of human
behavior—why we do what we do, and
what makes us moral—Fallon’s book is a
gripping,  unsettling,  and  ultimately
inspiring  read.
In the end, The Psychopath Inside is
about  the  psychopath  that  potentially
exists in all of us—the cold, calculating
voice  that  we  can  either  indulge  or
override. Fallon chose the latter, and his
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example challenges us to do the same, armed  with  self-knowledge  and  a
commitment  to  growth.


