
CAN THE 
TRULY BAD 

TURN GOOD?
Some crimes are so huge, some people so savage, 

that redemption seems entirely impossible. 
But is it? Science has long wondered whether even the 

worst of us can learn decency and empathy. 
There is no clear answer—but there is reason for hope

BY RYAN HATCH

On the mOrning Of April 19, 1995, A 26-yeAr-
old Army veteran named Timothy James McVeigh, 
angry at the United States government and disillu-
sioned by what had become a dead-end life, set off 
a truck bomb in front of a federal office building in 
Oklahoma City, killing 168 people, including 19 chil-
dren, while wounding hundreds more. The attack 
remains the single deadliest act of domestic terror 
in modern U.S. history. McVeigh was executed six 
years later for his crimes.

 A month before his death and just a decade re-
moved from an honorable discharge from the mili-
tary after serving in the Gulf War, McVeigh, during 
an interview on 60 Minutes, flipped the questioning 
and asked a reporter, somewhat rhetorically: “Well, 
am I . . .  am I pure evil? Am I the face of terror sit-
ting here in front of you?”

TIMOTHY MCVEIGH
Booked on the very day of his crime, 

the Oklahoma City bomber exhibited no 
apparent remorse for the devastation he’d 
wrought and the 168 lives he’d claimed.



for example, could have been suffering from post-
traumatic stress disorder from his time overseas 
in the army, coupled with a joyless childhood (he 
was said to have been the victim of bullying) and 
his stated anger and hatred at the government for 
its involvement in the 1995 Waco siege, in which 76 
were killed in an FBI raid, and Ruby Ridge, a simi-
lar incident from ’92 that left three dead. In Bun-
dy’s case, to avoid the social stigma of living with-
out a father, he was led to believe for many years 
that his grandparents were his actual parents, while 
his mother was his sister. It’s said, too, that Bundy’s 
grandfather (whom he thought was his dad) was an 
abusive, racist alcoholic, the first male figure Bundy 
ever directly learned from.

Clearly, untold numbers of people experience 
similar or even far worse childhoods and do not 
grow up to bomb a build-
ing or serially slaughter doz-
ens of people. But as part of a 
more complicated cocktail of 
variables—including a genetic 
or neurophysiological dispo-
sition—a painful past can help 
set someone off down a mon-
strous course of action that 
can be impossible to change. 

So, to answer McVeigh’s 
question, the answer may be 
a solid yes—he was, by any 
usable definition, evil, inca-
pable of reform likely due to 
a mental state that wouldn’t 
permit it. Something similar was true of Bundy. So 
that’s it then: some people are forever fixed on one 
dark path no matter what. Or maybe not.

From 1975 until 1979, the Khmer Rouge in Cam-
bodia slaughtered an estimated 1.7 million of its own 
people, nearly a quarter of the country’s population. 
In prisons and torture camps across the lush South-
east Asia kingdom, babies were beaten to death 
against trees and thrown into mud pits. Men and 
women were starved and enslaved, family members 
murdered in front of one another while loud music 
played at night to drown out their screams so not 
to tip off the neighbors. Mass graves filled the land. 

There were people orchestrating this—especially 
the Khmer’s primary leader, Pol Pot. After his regime 
fell, he spent the years until his 1998 death in hid-

ing, avoiding accountability or punishment for the 
horror he’d authored. And he wasn’t alone in duck-
ing justice: everyone responsible for the blood-
bath, it seemed, got away with it and carried a clear 
conscious. 

But finally, in 2009, after living for years in anonym-
ity, Kaing Guek Eav, one of Khmer’s leaders, was the 
first to apologize publicly and take responsibility for 
what he admitted were atrocities committed against his 
countrymen. A converted Christian who, it’s reported, 
has repented, Eav (later sentenced to prison for life) 
apologized to the people of his nation, adding, “my cur-
rent plea is that I would like you to please leave an open 
window for me to seek forgiveness.” 

Four years later, two more Khmer figures apolo-
gized for their roles in the genocide, one of the men 
saying, “I must take responsibility for the damage, 

the danger to my nation.” 
Do their apologies and guilt 
negate nearly two million 
murders? Not a bit. But if 
nothing else, they are evi-
dence that evildoers, given 
the right makeup and cir-
cumstance, may feel deep, 
sincere remorse and, it ap-
pears, begin to change even 
after perpetrating some of 
the worst possible acts.

You see similar contrition 
elsewhere if you look. By the 
end of the 2006 National 
Football League season, At-

lanta Falcons quarterback Michael Vick was consid-
ered the greatest football player on the planet—and 
had a $130 million contract to prove it. The follow-
ing season, however, Vick was suspended after it 
came to light he was running an illegal dog-fighting 
ring—and the dogs that fought poorly suffered hor-
ribly. A federal indictment charged that Vick and his 
associates “executed approximately eight dogs . . . 
by various methods, including hanging, drowning, 
and slamming at least one dog’s body to the ground.” 

They were crimes that found few sympathizers, 
and Vick served 18 months in prison for them. For 
many people, he would always be a pariah, but for-
given or not, he owned up to what he had done. “I’m 
totally responsible, and those things just didn’t have 
to happen,” he said in 2008. “Dog-fighting is a ter-
rible thing.” Ultimately, he returned to football and 

McVeigh is rightly remembered as one of this 
country’s worst monsters and mostly it’s for the 
crimes he committed that day. But it’s no small point 
that another part of the reason is that until his last 
breath on an executioner’s table in Terre Haute, Ind., 
McVeigh refused to change or seek any sort of re-
demption. His repeated insistence that what he did 
was right—a “retaliatory strike” against the govern-
ment, as he called it; the children’s deaths “collat-
eral damage”—was, to some, his final act of horror, 
shrugging at the outrageous pain he had chosen to 
inflict. When asked in the same interview if there 
was anything in his life he wished he could go back 
and do differently, he said, “No one (moment) that 
stands out.”   

This raises the question: was McVeigh even capa-
ble of remorse? Was he—and are other people who 
are similarly savage, simi-
larly unremorseful—simply 
irredeemable? 

 “There are cases in which 
there are real pathologies . . . 
where those people are as 
close to true evil as people 
can imagine, and that’s be-
cause what’s broken in them 
is the ability to connect with 
other human beings,” says 
David Pizarro, an associate 
professor of psychology at 
Cornell University. “Can they 
change? For those people, the 
evidence is against them.”

Part of that evidence has been put into focus in re-
cent years by professor and researcher Kent Kiehl at the 
University of New Mexico, who has designed studies 
that test prisoners who are classified as psychopaths. 
When his subjects are shown phrases like “listening to 
others,” or “sex with your mother,” their brains signal 
little discernible effect, unlike those not suffering from 
the disorder who can quickly sort such ideas into one 
category or another. Additionally, Kiehl has reported 
that psychopaths’ impulsivity, or lack of behavioral in-
hibitions, differed greatly from non-psychopaths. 

In a 2011 study, Dr. Kiehl showed participants the 
letters “X” and “K” on a screen—two letters that at 
a glance can look the same. They were instructed to 
press a button when they saw the “X” and to refrain 
when they saw the “K,” and they were told that they 
would be scored both on speed and on accuracy. Psy-

chopaths did not perform well, often unable to take 
the fractional instant to confirm which letter they 
were seeing before hitting the button.  

“This inability may explain the psychopath’s 
poor behavioral controls, nomadicity and gener-
ally impulsive lifestyle,” the study said. The find-
ings match up with McVeigh’s callous view of the 
bombing. They may also explain serial killers like 
Ted Bundy, who was not only indifferent to the suf-
fering of his victims but apparently unable to resist 
the impulse to continue, having likely murdered at 
least 30 people.

 “That suggests on a fundamental level that they 
can’t turn good,” says Amherst psychology professor 
Catherine Sanderson, author of the upcoming book, 
The Silence of the Good People. “Their brain can’t 
process [their crimes] and natural impediments [to 

that processing] just seem to 
operate.”

These impediments can 
be caused by a range of fac-
tors. Another study from 
2011, one published in the 
Journal of Neuroscience, de-
tailed Kiehl’s examination 
of prisoners in Wisconsin 
and demonstrated that those 
suffering from psychopathy 
showed abnormalities in 
the ventromedial prefrontal 
cortex and amygdala, areas 
of the brain controlling em-
pathy, guilt, contrition and 

fear. Kiehl and fellow researchers conducted two 
imaging tests. The first looked at the brain’s physi-
cal makeup; the second its activity. In the brains 
of prisoners who suffer from psychopathy, white 
matter fibers linking the two sides had “reduced 
structural integrity”—in other words, crucial mate-
rial connections didn’t exist. The second test indi-
cated that the nerves between the prefrontal cortex 
and amygdala, along with the parietal lobe (an area 
of the brain handling sensory information), weren’t 
communicating as expected. Together, the study re-
ported, these patterns were “a characteristic neuro-
biological feature of psychopathy.”    

The cause of such bad brain wiring is not en-
tirely clear. Though we’re born with a certain set of 
genes that help shape our character, those that get 
expressed can depend on life experiences. McVeigh, 
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played seven more years with three different teams. 
A dog owner once more, he has become an animal 
rights activist, partnering with the Humane Society 
of the United States, and speaking regularly to kids 
about the evil of dog-fighting.

In both the Khmer Rogue and Vick cases (along 
with many others), much of the public apologiz-
ing could certainly be driven by other motives. Eav 
likely knew he was going to prison for a long time 
regardless, but by apologizing he may have wanted 
his name cleared to soften his legacy or protect his 
family even if he didn’t feel the deep remorse he sug-
gested. Vick, still only 27 at the time of his indict-
ment, had much at stake: big-time money, earlier 
freedom (his release from prison came five months 
before the end of his original 23-month sentence), 
and a desire to do the thing he did best, which was 
playing football. It would be naive to believe his con-
trition was entirely free of those considerations. But 
two things can still be true at once.     

Millions of redemption stories exist—gangsters, 
drug dealers and financial hucksters all over the 
world have found peace and a sincerely better life 
in and out of prison. Indeed, it seems, not everyone is 
biologically barred from rediscovering a moral com-
pass or better self.

But how? how can such drastic change come 
about? Another prison study, published in 2013 and 
conducted by neuroscientist Christian Keysers of the  
Netherlands Institute for Neuroscience, provides a 
clue. Keysers worked with prisoners who had been 
diagnosed to be highly psychopathic and who agreed 
to submit to functional magnetic resonance imaging, 
studying how their brains reacted to seeing other 
people experience pleasure or pain. 

In this case, the pleasure or pain was pretty 
basic: the inmates looked at pictures of human 
hands: in some, the hands were being gently 
stroked by other hands; in others they were being 
slapped or the fingers were being twisted. In both 
cases, the psychopaths’ brains remained relatively 
non-responsive—showing no detectable empa-
thy. That’s bad news, but there was an easy fix: 
as soon as the prisoners were instructed to try to 
imagine what the people in the pictures might be 
feeling, their brains woke up and reacted like a 
non-psychopath’s. That doesn’t mean they were 
cured of their psychopathy; it does mean that they 
weren’t beyond human feeling. 

If psychopaths, the ostensible worst among us, 
can be reached so simply, surely others can be too. 
“There are all kinds of ways,” Pizarro says. “But it 
starts with looking inside at one’s self and saying, 
‘Maybe I’m not being a good person’. That step is so 
hard to take for most humans.”

Indeed, hard enough that it requires sort of a pre-
step: the ability of malefactors to stand outside of 
themselves and try to fathom how they’re perceived 
by the rest of humanity. That’s not a natural state for 
us. We experience the world from within our own 
heads, heart, minds—it’s a place we look out at first, 
inhabit second. But when we can pause and think 
critically about the effect we’re having on that world 
and, most importantly, on the people who live in it, 
change can start to happen. “Even just worrying that 
you might be part of the problem” can be a start, says 
Pizarro, adding that a significant step can be to stop 
blaming others for your own actions.

Once people have adopted that perspective, one 
of two things often happens, especially after a seri-
ous incident. “[You get] terrible remorse, says Sand-
erson. “These people literally can’t live with them-
selves.” Other people resist—blaming their victims 
for provoking them, the judge for sentencing them 
unfairly. They step out into the world, decide that 
that perspective demands too much from them, and 
crawl back inside their own heads. For them, there 
is no recovery.

Many people, like McVeigh, end up that way. 
They act on evil—and later embrace the evil. For 
them, a  critical piece seems to be missing—perhaps 
those white matter fibers in the brain are to blame; 
perhaps an irreversible childhood trauma; perhaps 
the civilizing process never began in the first place.  

Other people, however, do change. They can 
never entirely undo the damage they’ve d0ne; if 
they’ve killed, their victims cannot be brought back. 
But with enough insight, honesty and genuine re-
pentance, the moral ledger can be brought back to 
something a little closer to balance. 

Before he became president, in 1848 as a con-
gressman from Illinois, Abraham Lincoln said that 
“there are few things wholly evil, or wholly good … 
our best judgment of the preponderance between 
them is continually demanded.” This sentiment, 
from the man who rescued us from the social evils 
of slavery, and eventually succumbed to the personal 
evil of assassination, remains as true today as it was 
171 years ago. It’s an eternal struggle. •
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Five years after the 
Oklahoma City attack, a 

memorial was opened. The 
9:01 represents the minute 

before the lethal blast.
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