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Materials Needed:

e Computer with internet access
¢ Notebook or word processor
¢ Pen or pencil

Introduction: A Historical Mystery

History is full of dark corners and unsolved mysteries. One type of recurring historical phenomenon that
captures public attention, often blending fact with fear and speculation, involves individuals who commit
multiple murders over time. Today, we often label such individuals 'serial killers,' but this is a relatively
modern term. We'll explore this concept from a historical perspective, focusing less on the gruesome
details and more on how society understood and reacted to these events, and how methods for
investigation evolved.

What Does 'Serial Killer' Mean?

The term itself wasn't commonly used until the 1970s. Before that, labels varied greatly. Let's look at a
general definition: Typically, it refers to someone who murders three or more people over a period of
more than a month, with a 'cooling off' period between murders, and whose motivation is usually based
on psychological gratification. It's important to distinguish this from mass murderers (multiple victims in
one event) or spree killers (multiple victims in multiple locations over a short time).

Case Study: Jack the Ripper (London, 1888)

One of the most infamous historical examples is the case of 'Jack the Ripper' in Victorian London. This
unidentified killer terrified the Whitechapel district.

Activity 1: Research & Context

1. Using reliable internet sources (like history websites, encyclopedias - avoid sensationalist blogs!),
research the Jack the Ripper case.

2. Focus on: What was London like in 1888, especially the Whitechapel area? How did the police
investigate? How did the newspapers report the crimes? What were some societal reactions?

3. Write down 5-7 key facts about the *context*, *investigation*, and *media coverage* of the case.

Societal Impact and Media Frenzy

The Ripper case highlights several important points:

¢ Social Conditions: It drew attention to the poverty and social issues in areas like Whitechapel.

¢ Police Methods: It exposed the limitations of police investigation at the time. There was no
fingerprinting yet, no DNA analysis, and criminal profiling was rudimentary.

¢ Media Sensationalism: Newspapers played a huge role, sometimes hindering the investigation
by publishing speculation or even alleged letters from the killer. This created widespread panic
and fascination.
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The Birth of Profiling

Cases like Jack the Ripper spurred early attempts at what we now call criminal profiling. Police surgeon
Thomas Bond performed autopsies on some victims and wrote notes speculating about the killer's
characteristics and motives a€" one of the earliest known examples of offender profiling.

Activity 2: Critical Thinking Questions
In your notebook, answer the following:

1. Why do you think cases like Jack the Ripper's capture public imagination so intensely, even over a
century later?

2. How did the media coverage in 1888 potentially help or harm the investigation? Compare this to
how media covers similar (though rare) events today.

3. Why is it important for historians and criminologists to study these difficult topics? What can be
learned?

4. What is the ethical responsibility of the media and historians when discussing individuals who
commit heinous crimes? How can we study history without glorifying criminals?

Conclusion: History, Not Horror

Studying historical cases of serial homicide isn't about dwelling on the darkness, but about
understanding the past: societal conditions, the evolution of law enforcement, the role of the media, and
complex human behavior. It's crucial to approach such topics with sensitivity, focusing on historical
context and impact rather than sensationalism.

November 14, 2023 - Page 2 of 2



