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Abstract 

 

Psychopathy or antisocial personality disorder is generally conceived as a 

neurophysiological disorder undermining moral reasoning or sentiment, leading to 

behaviour which contravenes social and moral norms. This psychiatric concept is used 

to promote the perception of human nature as intrinsically moral. I believe this form of 

normativity has a correspondence with Aristotelian scientism and virtue ethics. 

Biological psychiatry implicitly promotes a concept of human nature with normative 

behaviour as virtuous, the antitheses of this virtuous normativity being psychopathy or 

antisocial personality disorder. But at the same time psychiatric diagnosis has also been 

criticized for its use as a form of social control, for medicalizing deviant behaviour, 

normal variation and limiting our understanding of human nature through prejudicial 

idealization. Indeed, the limits to such understanding often go unacknowledged. Still, 

while the bio-categorical approach is now recognized as lacking scientific legitimacy 

within the psychiatric profession, psychopathy continues to be supported by many. This 

thesis challenges scientific validity of psychopathy as a distinct psychiatric disorder and 

argues that is used as a reductionist explanation for behaviour that covers over the dark 

side of humanity. I believe it is neither a necessary nor a useful explanation for 

behaviour. Psychopathy continues to have popular and scientific support because it is a 

concept that benefits many. 

 

Rather than taking an Aristotelian approach, which many have done, I argue that a 

Machiavellian account can provide a better understanding of the problems of 

normativity. He allows for a pluralism of values and the recognition of action based on 

instrumentalism which can expand our understanding of human nature. Machiavelli 

provided the first modern critique of morality and the centrality of its role in organizing 

human affairs and this theme is developed centuries later through existentialist 

accounts. In following this orientation, Machiavellian realism, I argue that it allows for an 

understanding of bad behaviour and the dark side of human nature, without the need to 

apply the concept of psychopathy as biological dysfunction.  
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Introduction:  

 

1. Why is the psychopath important?     

 

There is a commonly held belief that human beings are intrinsically and fundamentally 

moral. This is moral normativity. This is a belief which has widespread appeal and a 

historical lineage stretching back to Greek philosophy. It was explicitly stated by Aristotle 

that man was the moral animal. But the extent to which human beings are essentially 

moral in any normative sense is contestable. Morality has rhetorical appeal, it can be 

exploited as a form of social control, utilized for inclusion and exclusion, it can have a 

totalizing effect in the attempts to promote some form of normativity or universalization. 

 

Rather than morality, Machiavelli’s account of human nature seeks to reflects the 

actuality of the historical evidence. He follows the tradition of nature as war and the 

moral of the story given throughout history is power and glory, a will-to-power aimed at 

secular rewards. There are a number of points which can be attribute to Machiavelli’s 

account which provides a critique of Aristotelian and humanist morality as well as 

challenging normativity:  

 

1.  History rather than morality provides the lessons of what motivates people and 

how one should act. 

2.  There is a distinction between ‘ought’ and ‘is’, the moral ideal and the real. 

3. Appearances are not reality, although most accept the former as the latter, 

appearances can be deceiving. 

3.  Behaviour does not reflect intent.  

4.  It is better to appear moral since morality has rhetorical appeal but it should not 

be adhered to, to do so will lead to ruin since most people are not moral.  

9.  Virtues and vices are not mutually exclusive. 

5.  In general, people are corrupt, untrustworthy and selfish.  

6.  Love is not a sufficiently strong bond to ensure good or moral behaviour. 
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10. The ability to use fear, fraud and deceit are sometimes necessary to achieve 

power, glory and secular rewards. 

7.  Fear of some force or punishment rather than morality ensures people don’t 

transgress. 

10.  Sometimes evil acts, such as cruelty, are necessary in order to impose will-to-

power over others and achieve the desired consequences.  

 

These are some of the lessons from Machiavelli. We live in a Machiavellian world. From 

the Machiavellian perspective, the ability to act contrary to morality would even be a 

functional necessity if one is to succeed in the secular world, where success is 

measured by power and extrinsic rewards. Many pay lip service to morality, for it is 

better to appear moral than bad, but those who attempt to live a moral life are often 

exploited by those who do not. The lessons were to be found in history and the action of 

great men but Machiavelli also give examples which reflect the rhetorical exploitation 

and utility of morality: “A certain contemporary ruler, whom it is better not to name, never 

preaches anything except peace and good faith; and he is an enemy of both one and 

the other, and if he had ever honoured either of them he would have lost either his 

standing or his state many times over.”1  

 

Morality as the motivational locus of behaviour has been taken as factual by many 

theorists rather than being critically examined as an assumption. Since Aristotle there 

has been a long history of biological essentialism which tied the healthy, rational, self-

controlled person to morality. The biological model of mental disorders promotes a 

normativity that is prosocial and interpersonally adjusted. I believe the psychopath 

represents the antithesis of this virtuous normativity. These notions continued to exert a 

concrete hold on the theoretical framework in some scientific considerations of human 

nature and behaviour, such as the normative account implicit in biological psychiatry. 

This account corresponds to and is reinforced by Aristotelian considerations. Acting 

contrary to this account, as in the violation of social and moral norms, came to be 

viewed not only as bad behaviour but, given sufficient societal concern, such behaviour 

                                                           
1  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.56. 
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came to be medicalized as biological dysfunction. 

 

In the biological explanations for bad behaviour, deemed as violations of social and 

moral norms in early psychiatry, such behaviour was categorized as moral insanity and 

later designated as biological degeneracy. Proponents claimed the cause as being 

some derangement of the moral faculties or as the result of regressive biology. These 

were the antecedents to the concept of psychopathy, which has come to be categorized 

as antisocial personality disorder in the contemporary classification of mental disorders. 

 

While social institutions develop in response to human needs, power, authority and 

social control often determine such institutions activities implicitly. Foucault had 

examined these issues in respect to psychiatry, emphasising the relation between 

power and knowledge production. This included how 19th century psychiatry gained 

judicial authority. Foucault (1978) claimed psychiatry gained a judicial authority with the 

notion of the “dangerous individual” who perpetrated crimes that were believed to defy 

the very constitutional nature of humanity, with the belief that constitutional defects 

made “crimes against nature” possible. Foucault noted: 

 

Increasingly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, penal practice and then 

penal theory will tend to make the dangerous individual the principle target of 

punitive intervention. Increasingly, nineteenth century psychiatry will also tend to 

seek out pathological stigmata that may mark dangerous individuals: moral 

insanity, instinctive insanity, and degeneration. The theme of the dangerous 

individual will give rise, on the one hand, to the anthropology of criminal man as in 

the Italian school, and, on the other, to the theory of social defence first 

represented by the Belgian school.2  

 

However, while cases of the “dangerous individual” may have contributed to the power 

of 19th century psychiatry, I would argue that, more importantly for the concerns of this 

                                                           
2  Michel Foucault, “About the Concept of the ‘dangerous Individual’ in 19th-Century Legal 

Psychiatry,” International Journal of Law and Psychiatry (1978), p.189. 
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thesis, it was the belief in a progressive cultural orientation tied to biology which gave 

rise to notions of pathological stigmata associated with antisocial or immoral behaviour.  

Foucault had recognized the moral and judicial authority which psychiatry garnered 

through the production of knowledge and this has relevance for the project at hand but 

his analysis did not confront the attempts to differentiate disorders nor did he 

differentiate the cultural forms influencing psychiatry or particularize the moral elements, 

which are features of biological psychiatry that this thesis seeks to address.  

 

The attempts to develop a positivistic account of human nature were bolstered by a 

perceived teleology in scientific and cultural development. This was not only related to 

biology but also tied to ethical and moral behaviour. This progressive scientism, 

beginning in the Enlightenment and reaching an apotheosis in latter half of the 19th 

century, which, in Germany corresponded in part with an embrace of Aristotelianism in 

the sciences concerning human nature, contributed to the concept of behavioural health 

in terms of a virtuous normativity. Moral insanity and biological degeneracy, the 

antecedents of psychopathy, were used to explain the contradistinctions in behavioural 

and social conditions to the progressive normativity associated with the growing 

scientism and epistemic concerns. These concepts were used to describe the lack of 

morality or antisocial behaviour as biologically dysfunctional.  

 

The history of psychopathy provides some insight into the early attempts to give a 

biological explanation for behaviour contravening social and moral norms and the 

identification of human nature with morality. It also reflects how the psychiatric 

evaluation of human nature has the power to exclude and confine. Degeneration theory 

was a popular concept in the human sciences from the late 19th century onward, gaining 

support among biologically orientated psychiatrists and criminologists.3 It was 

                                                           
3   Degeneration was applied to many aspects of society and culture, including aesthetics which 

broke from the realist representational tradition. With the rise of early modernism some of the work, 
styles and schools were viewed as evidence of degenerative art. The perceived connectivity between 
art and morality contributed, the application of degeneracy theory to aesthetics continued throughout 
the 19th and 20th centuries. Most notably Max Nordau’s Degeneration (1892) was a popular early 
account of cultural and aesthetic degeneration. Yet his work was widely debated and criticized, in 
particular by Cesare Lombroso, to whom Nordau had dedicated the book. Linda Maik notes: 
“Lombroso observed, "... even though starting from a new and just position, Nordau has gone astray; 
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understood as a natural law of inheritance. Given the many advancements in science 

and technology the notion of progress seemed self-evident and, bolstered by 

interpretations of evolutionary theory, many viewed human development and behaviour 

as evolving in a progressive form.4  

 

Jarkko Javala (2006) and many others have noted, the terms ‘evolution’ and ‘progress’ 

were often used synonymously in the late 19th century. But with the growth of 

industrialization and urbanization there was also growing concerns over crime and other 

social problems. Many accounted for these concerns in terms of the degenerative 

biology of the individuals involved in crime and deviance rather than a consequence of 

the social or cultural conditions; accordingly, crime and deviance were primarily a result 

of biology and normativity was idealized. 

 

Degeneration theory was used to explain a wide range of disorders, it was also used to 

explain ethnicity and race. Degeneration was considered a regression to earlier stages, 

atavism was evident in physiology and behaviour. The similes and metaphors 

commonly used likened those afflicted to apes, primates, savages, primitives and even 

children. Degenerates were not responsible for their behaviour since it was a 

consequence of biology. It also provided a counter to the notion that poor, inadequate or 

abusive conditions could lead to crime or madness. It also provided the justification for 

the exploitation of those who were deemed to be not of superior biology or civilized. 

 

The consequence of this was often a legal denial of human rights for those considered 

biologically inferior. Paradoxically, this dehumanization, which led to inhuman treatment 

through medical practices, was often justified on progressive and moral grounds. This 

                                                           
convinced of the scope of the new psychiatric weapon which he had in his hands, he has so far 
overshot the mark as to impair the effect of his purpose." Lombroso believed genius excused madness 
and degeneracy. He also accused Nordau of excess in condemning novels, being prudish and chaste, 
and propounding the menace of degeneracy since, as both of them knew, it would die of sterility.” 
“Nordau’s Degeneration: The American Controversy,” Journal of the History of Ideas (1989), pp. 614-
615. 

4   In the Origins of the Species (1859) Darwin also gave evidence of cultural degeneration but 

biology was not implicated. He gave empirical evidence for this in the case of the aboriginals of 

Tasmania but neglected to note that their cultural degeneracy was a result of British imperialism. 
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biologization allowed the justification for many questionable treatment programs, later 

this included such practices as forced sterilization, detention without trial or indefinite 

imprisonment.5 Execution and extermination were the most extreme forms of dealing 

with the problem of degenerates, or those of inferior biology, which was also considered 

by many to be humane or as a practical approach to a problem threatening the common 

good and the progressive movement of civilization.     

 

In 19th century German psychiatry psychopathy was first used to describe those who 

contravened social and moral norms, it was used to describe criminals with unstable 

personalities, mendicants, drifters, liars, prostitutes and homosexuals. Biological 

degeneracy could be identified in the symptoms of antisocial behaviour or lifestyle. 

Through this lens even the explanation for crime could be given as being the result of 

mental disorder, with crime itself providing the symptomatic evidence.6  

 

As Jalava points out in his examination of the relation between psychopathy and earlier 

theories of degeneracy: “Some psychological theories hold such intuitive appeal that 

they appear completely immune to official discreditation. Once denounced, such 

theories simply assume new forms. As a rule, those advocating the new forms rarely 

acknowledge their intellectual lineage, and this is why it is not a simple matter to prove 

                                                           
5   In the case of sterilization, Michael Willrich points to the adoption and consequences of 

compulsory laws: “Social reformers sympathetic to eugenics invoked the specter of the criminal mental 

defective to win support for compulsory sterilization laws, which thirty states enacted between 1907 

and 1940. Indiana established the nation's first such law in 1907 with the characteristic preamble: 

"Whereas heredity plays a most important part in the transmission of crime, idiocy and imbecility..." 

And when the United States Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of compulsory sterilization in 

Buck v. Bell (1927), disarming the hostile rulings of several state courts, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.'s 

infamous decision left no doubt that eugenic jurisprudence had reached the pinnacle of American law. 

"It is better for all the world," he wrote, "if instead of waiting to execute degenerate offspring for crime, 

or to let them starve for their imbecility, society can prevent those who are manifestly unfit from 

continuing their kind." By 1964, more than 60,000 inmates of state institutions had been sterilized 

under state laws.” “The Two Percent Solution: Eugenic Jurisprudence and the Socialization of 

American Law, 1900-1930,” Law and History Review (1998), p.70. 

6   Michael Hakeem noted: “So powerful is the conviction of some psychiatrists that crime stems 
from mental disease that they have held the commission of crime itself constitutes conclusive 
evidence of the presence of mental disease.” “A Critique of the Psychiatric Approach to Crime and 
Correction,” Law and Contemporary Problems (1958), p.657. 
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that such lineage exists.”7 This thesis asserts that this is the case for the diagnosis of 

psychopathy. Rather than being denounced or discredited it is reinforced through its 

multidisciplinary appeal. The multidisciplinary use of a prototype concept of the 

psychopath, such as the adoption by moral philosophers, without critical assessment of 

validity or the claims of empirical support, reinforces the epistemological error through 

free acceptance of an ill-defined and empirically heterogeneous construct.  

 

Biological psychiatry rarely acknowledged the aggressive, antagonistic and destructive 

proclivities as a normal aspect of human nature, even though it had been an aspect of 

the reformulated psychoanalytic account of human nature given by Freud. As 

Christopher Boorse (1975) pointed out: 

 

If Freud and Lorenz are right about the existence of an aggressive drive, there is 

a large component of the normal psyche that is less than admirable. Whether or 

not they are right, the suggestion clearly makes sense. Perhaps most 

psychiatrists would agree anyway that antisocial behavior is to be expected 

during certain developmental stages, e.g. the so-called anal-sadistic period or 

adolescence.8 

 

As a theorist of health Boorse wrote: “Despite the contrary convictions of many 

clinicians, the concept of mental health itself provides no guarantee that healthy 

individuals will meet the standards or serve the interests of society at large. If it did, that 

would be one more reason to question the desirability of health for the individual.”9  

 

In biopsychosocial psychiatric understanding there had been a general recognition that 

social and environmental conditions also contributed substantially to mental disorders. 

There was the acknowledgement that the interpersonal and intrapersonal was beset by 

                                                           
7  Jarkko Jalava, “The Modern Degenerate Nineteenth-Century Degeneration Theory and Modern 

Psychopathy Research,” Theory & Psychology (2006), p.416. 

8  Christopher Boorse, "On the Distinction between Disease and Illness," Philosophy & Public 

Affairs (1975), p.64. 

9  ibid, p.64. 
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conflict and destructive forces. Freud had even evoked the death drive to account for 

the dark side of human nature, since the aggressive and destructive forces seemed at 

odds with general hedonic principles.  

 

From this perspective the expression of madness was a consequence of these 

antagonistic elements and an inability to adequately defend against them. This did not 

deny the possibility of disease or biological dysfunction but, rather than a bio-categorical 

explanation, the focus had been placed upon understanding the life history of the 

individual and accepting their behavioural expressions as meaningful in the attempt to 

deal with their contributory circumstances. The concern was with the treatment of a 

particular individual rather than the treatment of a particular disorder.  

 

The psychoanalytically influenced biopsychosocial approach in the early 20th century 

American psychiatry had regarded the subjective perspective and social context of the 

individual as of the upmost significance for diagnosis, treatment and outcome. The 

biopsychosocial approach accepted that subjective experience, in intra or interpersonal 

conflictual relations, as well as adverse social conditions, contributed to mental 

disorders. Many theorists categorized under the banner of the antipsychiatry movement 

also provided an understanding of the shifting socio-historical meaning of mental illness 

and their considerations could be more easily aligned with the hermeneutic concerns of 

the biopsychosocial approach, which sought to develop a more holistic, more 

interactionalist account. 

 

The reconfiguration of American psychiatry with the return to biological psychiatry was 

brought about by a number of challenges to psychiatric authority and scientific status. 

There were many who rejected the influence of psychoanalysis on psychiatry, not least 

of all the lack of coherent uniformity in theory and practice, which undermine reliability of 

diagnosis. The efforts to bring a scientific approach to bear on both the theory and 

practice of psychiatry sought to address the failings in diagnostic reliability and scientific 

validity which had led to a crisis of confidence in the discipline. But it was also 

encouraged by developments in psychopharmacology. 
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This culminated in the ‘biological turn’ and the DSM-III (the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual, third edition, published by the American Psychiatric Association (APA)) in 1980. 

This was the second wave of biological psychiatry. The first being that of 19th century 

German psychiatry under the influence of Emil Kraepelin. The second wave is 

described as neo-Kraepelinian, which I claim is nothing more than a form of Aristotelian 

scientism even though it is not generally acknowledged as such. 

 

Since the DSM III, the definition of mental disorder has been given as resulting from 

“internal dysfunction” and this had the effect of reinforcing the notion of mental disorders 

as biological in terms of causal explanation. The biomedical approach to mental illness 

promised to achieve a scientific improvement in reliability, validity and treatment. This 

led to an extensive, inclusive categorical classification of mental disorders with 

operationalized criteria enshrined in the DSM III which did initially increase diagnostic 

reliability and encouraged research. There was a belief that a biological cause of each 

disorder would soon be identified through further research or discarded.  

 

Subsequently a substantial proportion of the theoretical concerns in the philosophy of 

psychiatry consisted of attempts to justify a scientific definition of mental disorder and to 

establish the concept of dysfunction as a biological term applied to mental disorder. It 

changed the understanding of the nature of mental illness and the role of psychiatry 

generally.  

 

The antipsychiatric movement of the 1960’s developed a critique of themes of power 

and social control, criticizing psychiatry for medicalizing deviant behaviour and normal 

variation. Banner and Thornton (2007) give the myth of mental illness to be a key 

element for the antipsychiatric movement, which they say was a sceptical claim about 

the existence of madness.10 But I would view this is a misrepresentation of the actuality 

                                                           
10   Natalie F. Banner and Tim Thornton, “The New Philosophy of Psychiatry: Its (recent) Past, 

Present and Future: A Review of the Oxford University Press Series International Perspectives in 

Philosophy and Psychiatry.” Philosophy, Ethics, and Humanities in Medicine (2007). 
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of the argument given by the antipsychiatrists; the sceptical claim was about the 

disease model of mental illness and not a claim that madness did not exist.11 The 

antipsychiatrists considered the symptoms of madness could be understood as a 

communication and that the experience of the individual was meaningful. Symptoms of 

madness reflected problems that were more existential in nature. Madness was a 

reaction to problems with living, problems with understanding, an expression of pain 

and trauma. As such, I would consider a central concern of antipsychiatry to be the 

neglect of phenomenology and hermeneutics in psychiatry.  

 

But these concerns were eroded as the biomedical model seemed to dispense with the 

need for philosophical enquiry into such matters, since symptoms and behaviour were 

thought to be an expression of biological dysfunction and the dominant focus came to 

be about ensuring the scientific status of psychiatric diagnosis. The scientific approach 

interpreted disordered behaviour as a symptom of an underlying biological dysfunction 

and viewed hermeneutic or phenomenological considerations as having little to 

contribute. Treatment was becoming more reliant on pharmacology, which also 

dispensed with these concerns and marginalized alternative therapies. The 

endorsement of the biomedical approach by psychiatry did have positive effects in 

removing ascriptions of responsibility and culpability for mental illness from patients, 

their family dynamics and their environments, which had previously been the definable 

and blameworthy contributors. 

 

But the biomedical model also promotes an implicit normative account of human nature 

based on prosocial virtuous behaviour, which reflects a particular hedonic 

                                                           
11   The notion that disease caused mental illness was dismissed. As Szasz considered it, illness 

caused by disease was a bodily illness. Szasz and Laing, regardless of their various political concerns, 

viewed madness as a representation of an existential crisis, which could be understood.  Foucault was 

concerned with the socio-historical interpretations of madness and how psychiatry as discipline, in 

attempting to establish itself as a science, also sought to extend its power and authority into the 

judicial sphere. The biomedical account is another interpretation and madness was viewed, following 

Kraepelin, as mental illness caused by disease and is now considered, in the neo-Kraepelin 

formulation, in terms of biological dysfunction leading to mental disorder. These distinctions may seem 

innocuous but there are more than just semantic differences at stake, leading to the philosophical and 

scientific debate. 
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understanding, this gives a limited and idealized account of human nature. This was 

also a significant part of the criticism of the biomedical account of mental illness by the 

antipsychiatry movement. Biological psychiatry sought scientific objectivity, regarding 

value attribution as limited in its scope. Yet it can be argued that the criteria for disorder 

are still evaluative conditions set by societal concerns. This does not deny the existence 

of mental disorders or dysfunction but rather serves to emphasise psychiatry as 

irreducibly reflecting values.   

 

The virtuous normativity promoted by biological psychiatry presents the healthy 

individual as self-controlled, rational, whose behaviour is morally motivated and in 

conformity with the social norms and prosocial. I trace this assumption to an ultimately 

Aristotelian influenced view of human nature where human flourishing is characterised 

by morality and conferred through biological essentialism. The historical and empirical 

evidence provided many examples to doubt this assumption, with substantial evidence 

from economics and evolutionary models of human nature, but there have also been 

many studies in social psychology which would seem to contradict the view that the 

behaviour of people is motivated by morality. Many pessimistic accounts of human 

nature have emphasised aggression and self-interest rather than morality as a central 

motivating feature of human behaviour. I would consider Machiavellian realism to be the 

first influential modern counter to the limitations of an Aristotelian idealization of human 

nature.  

 

Features of biological psychiatry have a resemblance with Aristotelianism in terms of 

both science and character. The categorical approach to mental disorders, the biological 

essentialism assumed to be an identifiable feature of disorder and the heteronormative 

prejudicial aspects of psychiatry all contribute this. Many have also embraced aspects 

of Aristotelianism in the attempts to address the scientific status of psychiatry and to 

define mental disorders, this is evident in the use of notions such as natural kinds, 

biological functionalism, essentialism, with the attendant considerations of teleology and 

flourishing.  
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Biological psychiatry, with the inclusive categorical approach, ultimately promoted a 

psychology of normative functioning in accordance with idealized social and moral 

norms, a normativity of psychology and behaviour that can be regarded as virtuous. 

This is most clearly evidenced in the case of some of the personality disorders and with 

antisocial personality disorder or psychopathy in particular, since diagnosis is given on 

the basis of amoral or immoral behaviour or lifestyle. The contravening of social and 

moral norms is conceived of as being causally related to some particular biological 

dysfunction. Added to this is the relationship between societal concerns with variation 

and deviance which has ethical and moral significance in evaluation. 

 

There are significant problems with the validity of the biomedical categorical approach 

to classifying mental disorders and this is particularly so with the concept of 

psychopathy, given in the DSM as synonymous with sociopathy and antisocial 

personality disorder. The categorical classification of personality disorders also reflects 

many of these failings. But the difficulties with personality disorders as psychiatric 

categories extends beyond psychiatry to problems with trait model theories of 

personality.  

 

Personality, in the sense of exhibiting particular character traits and consistency of 

behaviour over time, has become a fundamental concept in psychology, psychiatry and 

popularly. Of all the personality disorders, antisocial personality disorder is often cited 

as the most destructive in terms of consequences for the individual diagnosed and the 

interpersonal environment. It is a psychiatric disorder with a diagnostic set of criteria 

that is heavily dependent on the moral evaluation of behaviour and it is considered to be 

one of the most widely prevalent category of mental disorder.12 Both popularly and 

scientifically, many continue to believe that psychopathy is a distinct disorder 

characterised by specific moral deficiencies which are generally thought to have a 

                                                           
12   Kent Kiehl and Morris Hoffman state: “Psychopathy is astonishingly common as mental disorders 

go. It is twice as common as schizophrenia, anorexia, bipolar disorder, and paranoia, and roughly as 

common as bulimia, panic disorder, obsessive-compulsive personality disorder, and narcissism. 

Indeed, the only mental disorders significantly more common than psychopathy are those related to 

drug and alcohol abuse or dependence, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder.” “The Criminal 

Psychopath: History, Neuroscience, Treatment, and Economics,” Jurimetrics (2011), p.2 
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neurobiological basis.  

 

The has been a resurgence of Aristotelianism in dealing philosophically with personality 

and personality disorders. His characterological approach has had a significant 

influence in the contemporary debates, there has been a return to his work in an 

attempt to bridge the gaps between trait theories of personality and situationism. But 

this has the effect of reinforcing the assumption of an Aristotelian form of virtuous 

normality. As an alternative to this position I endorse a Machiavellian realism since he 

challenged the traditional humanist assumptions of morality. He also made the 

individual and instrumentalism central to ethical concerns.  

 

While an Aristotelian ethical approach has continued to influence western 

characterological accounts and personality theory, Machiavelli provides a more dynamic 

counter which proved influential on many western philosophers who were critical of 

common assumptions about morality, including Bacon, Hobbes and Nietzsche. As this 

thesis contends, Machiavelli’s insights deserve to receive more attention as an 

alternative to the common assumption of a moralised human nature that underpins 

current views of psychopathy, morality and normativity. 

 

Machiavelli also promoted the use of valued traits, social virtues to be used in the 

pursuit of power and glory:  

 

A prince, then, must be careful not to say a word which does not seem inspired 

by the five qualities I mentioned earlier. To those seeing and hearing him, he 

should appear a man of compassion, a man of good faith, a man of integrity, a 

kind and religious man. And there is nothing so important as to seem to have this 

last quality. Men in general judge by their eyes rather than hands: because 

everyone is in a position watch, few are in a position to come in close touch with 

you. Everyone sees what you appear to be few experience what you really are.13  

 

                                                           
13  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.56. 
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This is one of the most illuminating paragraphs in The Prince, since it contains so much 

that is related to the fundamental conditions of Machiavellian realism. It reflects the 

distinctions between appearance and reality, the rhetorical use of morality and religion. 

Success comes, in part, from telling people what they wanted to hear which is derived 

from the imitation and rhetoric of virtue. Behaviour can mask intent and, just as 

Machiavelli had counselled in his day so it remains for the most part, people judge by 

appearances.  

 

But Machiavelli elevates the sense of touch as allowing contact with reality. In giving 

primacy to the sense of touch Machiavelli opens the reality of the body, revealed 

through the touch in intimacy and vulnerability. It is only those who you are intimate with 

who can truly touch you, physically and figuratively, and this comes at the cost of 

vulnerability. 

 

There have been many interpretations as to contributions Machiavelli has made to 

politics, philosophy and science but there has been general acceptance of his 

representation of human nature as pessimistic, where people cannot be trusted to do 

the morally right or good action, they are selfish and self-serving. Machiavelli 

understands humanist morality as a restrictive feature of human action which is also 

potentially destructive if adhered, since those who do so would be taken advantage of 

by those who do not, the good are often exploited by those who are not. This is not to 

say that people cannot or should not be moral. But what needs to be understood is that 

Machiavelli recognized that there are many competing value systems, even among 

those claiming to be moral.  

 

Machiavelli develops a view according to which disregarding the precepts of traditional 

humanist morality, other than recognizing the superficial rhetorical appeal, can be a 

realistic and functional way of negotiating the social world. This is particularly the case if 

one is to succeed, where success is measured in terms of power, glory and material 

rewards. Rather than denying morality and religion he recognized the utility of them as a 

force of social control. I contend that, rather than constructing normativity with 
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Aristotelian parallels, which many have done and continue to do, human nature might 

be better represented through an understanding of Machiavellianism, which allows for 

pluralism and the recognition of the limitations of accepting normativity in an idealized 

moral form.  

 

The Prince (1532) has been given to controversy and open to multiple and sometimes 

conflictual interpretations as to Machiavelli’s intentionality, yet there is much to 

challenge the Aristotelian influenced virtuous normativity promoted by the personality 

psychology given by psychiatry, psychologists and moral theorists, allowing for a 

pluralism which can expand notions of normality, variation and values. The questioning 

of Machiavelli’s intent mirrors another distinction between him and Aristotle, namely that 

Machiavelli acknowledged a difference between behaviour and intent, this also has 

significance for the ethical instrumentalism attributed to Machiavelli in contrast to the 

Aristotelian notion of behaviour reflecting intentional character.  

 

For Machiavelli it is fear which forces adherence to the social contract and gives the 

semblance of morality, fear of God, fear of violence or fearing the loss of status or 

reputation. Indeed, what is evident is the extent to which people will transgress once 

such punitive and inhibitory forces are no longer in place and there is something to gain, 

even when the that gain may seem to be inconsequential. Love is not enough to prevent 

wrongdoing and to curtail people chasing their own self-interest, therefore fear is great 

source of restraint. He writes: “Men worry less about doing an injury to one who makes 

himself loved than to one who makes himself feared. The bond of love is one which 

men, wretched creatures that they are, break when it their advantage to do so; but fear 

is strengthened by a dreads of punishment which is always effective.”14  

 

What Machiavelli also makes clear is that other emotions, such as hate, can overcome 

the prohibitive effects of fear.  

 

                                                           
14  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.53. 
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In the distinction between the moral ideal and the real, the ought and the is, Machiavelli 

undermines the normativity of morality. Yet these distinctions are still lacking in the 

considerations of many contemporary normative theories. From a Machiavellian 

perspective normative behaviour can be understood as realist in form rather than 

idealized, where the moral is aspirational rather than actual and personality can be 

conceived as a strategic orientation in relation to the world. 

 

I believe that taking such a Machiavellian perspective on human nature allows much of 

what would be described as antisocial or psychopathic behaviour, in the contemporary 

sense, to be understood as normal variation, an aspect of normativity, even if it is 

extreme behaviour in some cases. An Aristotelian approach identifying such behaviour 

as biologically and morally dysfunctional leads to claims that as such they represent a 

mental disorder. But the ability for wrongdoing, even that of the grossest kind, is not 

necessarily due to a mental disorder. Rather than accepting moral character as intrinsic 

to human nature and behaviour, what is evident in the Machiavellian world is that people 

can be deceitful, duplicitous, they can pay lip service to morality, and maintain a 

superficial appearance of virtue in behaviour. They can even take pleasure in amoral 

behaviour. Which Machiavelli recognized was sometimes the case with cruelty. 

 

Despite the cultural moralised self-understanding the dominant cultural factors actually 

promote contrary behaviour. The hypocrisy on the culture level is generally reflected by 

individuals. The western tradition provides cultural stressors promoting a narcissistic 

individualism with regressive and aggressive traits, and generally emphasizing war-like 

or zero-sum competition as governing wider social interaction. Violence is both 

condemned and justified but it is also commodified as entertainment. Still these 

elements are rarely given in accounts of normative functioning in many disciplines and 

the immoral is dismissed as madness or irrational. Yet Machiavelli offered a realism 

which accepted virtue and vice, good and evil, as interactive elements and not mutually 

exclusive. 
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This thesis takes an interdisciplinary approach to challenge those multidisciplinary 

accounts which have utilized knowledge from other disciplines as justification and 

support for a hypothesis of their own without investigating the assumptions or the 

evidence upon which that knowledge is based upon in the first instance. Such 

knowledge is speculative knowledge. In legal terms it would be considered as hearsay 

but it is accepted in multidisciplinary exchanges between psychiatry, psychology and 

moral philosophy. These exchanges reinforce notions and assumptions as knowledge. 

Secondly, I do see this thesis as a continuation of many of the concerns held collectively 

under the rubric of the antipsychiatric movement, namely the promotion of hermeneutics 

and the recognition of wider socio-historical meaning of mental illness.  

 

This thesis is critical of the biological model of mental illness and the corresponding 

categorical approach of the classification of psychiatric disorders. It encourages a more 

holistic approach to the consideration of disorders through hermeneutics, with 

recognition of aggressive, destructive and non-moral traits that are not generally given 

recognition in the normative account. The thesis argues that we should be concerned 

with how psychopathy is being used to inform other disciplines, with theorists uncritically 

adopting unverified knowledge, which in turn, reinforces many epistemological errors.  

 

While I take a critical approach to the construct of psychopathy and normative morality, I 

also give articulation to the dark side of human nature which ran counter to the virtuous 

normativity or traditional humanist morality. In this I view Machiavelli as providing the 

modern philosophical antecedent to such an understanding of human nature with a 

lineage of philosophical influence which runs through the work of Bacon, Hobbes, 

Nietzsche and Freud, theorists who gave due recognition to the dark side of human 

nature and were critical of humanist mortality. Yet other approaches to human nature, 

such as economic models and evolutionary accounts, in theory and application, give 

human nature in terms of an aggressive self-interested individualism unconstrained by 

morality, providing support for the pessimistic Machiavellian worldview. 
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Joyce and Kirkin (2007) point out that, in general, moral philosophers are not sceptical 

and moral sceptics, for the most part, do not do moral philosophy, they have other 

concerns. I claim that the psychiatric construct of the psychopath conforms to the needs 

of moral theorists and others who capitalize from the concept even though it is little 

more than an adjective for bad behaviour by some measure of social or moral norms. 

Many theorists of various varieties of moralism use the prototype construct of the 

psychopath, without scepticism, in their attempts to justify a position of moral 

normativity. I believe that, for the most part, they are limited, where the dark side of 

human existence becomes explicable in the form of the psychopath, causally related to 

biological dysfunction, and human nature is given a reductionist, idealized and 

moralized form. They also generally reflect a limitation in respect to variation and value 

pluralism. 

 

In contemporary psychiatry the empirical evidence does not provide sufficient 

conformity or unity to justify psychopathy as a distinct personality disorder with an 

underlying biological dysfunction yet it is acceptingly reinforced by moral and normative 

theorists. I contend that psychopathy is used to bolster the presumption of the centrality 

of morality for the normative functioning of human beings, aligned to biological 

psychiatry it effectively assumes a biological basis for morality and amorality. Just as 

theories of moral insanity and degeneracy had done before, it allows morality to be 

conceived of a core motivational feature of humanity.  

 

The construct of psychopathy, its antecedents and its synonyms can also be used to 

exert socio-political control, where it can allow for a dehumanizing effect in the denial of 

rights of those labelled psychopaths. This is observable even among some theorists 

and moral philosophers, those who show an attitude of the same dehumanization 

towards ‘the psychopath’ for which the psychopath had been condemned, they seek to 

deny human rights for those whom they evaluate as psychopaths, some have even 

advocated for extermination on humanitarian grounds, effecting a moral paradox or 

hypocrisy, something that seems commonplace.  
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As with the earlier classification of homosexuality as psychopathy and the judicial 

relation with sexual psychopathy laws, psychiatric evaluation can prove prejudicial in the 

recognition and conservation of rigid social norms and attitudes rather than allowing for 

variation in the conceptualization of human nature and normality. But it was the 

recognition of the oppressive nature of institutional power, the mobilization and 

organization of rights activists, and factionalism within the APA that eventually led to the 

declassification of homosexuality as a mental disorder. Homosexuality as a mental 

disorder reflected the heteronormative bias of psychiatry, as do many other categories 

in the classification.  

 

Cleckley’s Mask of Sanity, first published in 1941, was influential in promoting the 

modern concept of the psychopathic personality. He promoted the concept of 

psychopathy, speculating a biological deficit, and the current direction of research has 

attempted to refine and narrow the construct as a personality disorder with an 

underlying biological dysfunction. Cleckley had revised the book over a number of 

edition in line with the APA psychiatric diagnosis, including removing homosexuality 

from his description. Since Cleckley psychopathy has been investigated intensely.    

 

The parameters have still not been sufficiently defined nor have biomarkers been clearly 

identified. Indeed, as with schizophrenia, nearly ever biological or neurological level has 

been implicated in explanations for psychopathy, from genetics to higher brain 

architecture. But unlike schizophrenia, where categorical distinctions have been 

recognized as difficult to legitimately maintain in relation to symptoms and affective 

disorders and subtypes, psychopathy is still generally regarded as a distinct personality 

disorder with an underlying biological dysfunction and, unlike schizophrenia and most 

other disorders, diagnostic evaluation is not morally neutral.  

 

Antisocial personality disorder or psychopathy does not constitute a unitary disorder and 

psychopathy is not confined to a singular description. As the evidence currently stands, 

it is a scientifically invalid category of mental disorder. Conceptualisations in terms of 

descriptions and empirical evidence vary significantly. For decades many psychiatrists 
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had been aware of the lack of clear definition, they had recognized that the category did 

not represent a unitary disorder, they viewed it as a wastebasket category of mental 

illness, a label for mental illness without evidence of psychosis or neurosis.15 Yet many 

others support this widely used diagnostic category. 

 

Defining the condition as a biological and moral dysfunction have led to what I will argue 

is an uncritical employment of definitions and assumptions, often based around the 

foregrounding of particular traits and types, a reductionism that leaves the psychopath 

in effect as little more than grist for the mills of moralists, where a prototype is 

constructed in accordance with a typical form of moralism. The psychopath also feeds a 

scientific and popular industry. Since it is a concept that benefits many it is one that is 

deeply entrenched and difficult to criticize. 

 

Challenging the scientific validity of psychopathy, given as a unitary personality disorder 

with an underlying identifiable neurobiological dysfunction, does deny that perpetrators 

of violence or acts that contravene social and moral norms cannot be mentally ill but 

that much of what is given as psychopathic behaviour has no valid scientific basis on 

which to consider the individual as mentally ill other than the interpretation of those acts 

as ununderstandable from a perspective of humanist morality. I will argue that it is often 

given as reductionist explanation which covers over the complexity of social reality and 

the dark side of human nature. 

 

The construct of the psychopath is used by moral philosophers with a variety of 

divergent positions to illustrate the normativity of morality. The concept of psychopathy 

bolsters accounts which claim that the human being is fundamentally moral. But this 

thesis will argue that these accounts simplify and sanitize human existence in a 

reductionist way and covers over the dark side of human nature.  

                                                           
15   Mordechai Rothenberg had considered psychopathy as 'the clinical wastebasket' in ‘professional 

slang’. “The Protestant Ethic against the Spirit of Psychiatry: The Other Side of Weber’s Thesis.” The 
British Journal of Sociology (1975). 
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 2. Outline 

 

To begin with, in the first part of this thesis I criticize the broadly positivist and analytic 

accounts in psychiatry endorsing the biological model of mental illness which I believe 

have failed to acknowledge their limitations and, through not doing so, have contributed 

to problems of mental health by attending to idealized theoretical assumptions. I further 

argue that the biological model of mental dysfunction is used to promote a virtuous 

normativity of human nature, with antisocial personality as the antithesis. 

 

“Aristotle, Machiavelli and Human Nature”: Just as Aristotle’s virtue ethics are 

inextricably tied to his scientism, so too for the categorical approach of the biological 

model which has had a moral dimension in the evaluation of normative functioning. 

Many have addressed normative functioning in terms of Aristotelian virtue ethics and 

they have applied Aristotelian considerations to categories of personality disorders. I 

contend that this covers over many of the problems with the bio-categorical approach 

and creates a limited interpretation of human nature in giving a virtuous appraisal of 

normative functioning. Furthermore, in the philosophy of psychiatry theorists have also 

used Aristotelian notions to justify the biological and categorical approach.  

 

I claim that a Machiavellian view of human nature can provide an alternative account 

which allows for a plurality of values and human functioning, rather than the narrow 

construct of normativity set by idealizing human nature. It allows for a greater scope for 

an understanding of the real against the limitations set by the ideal. 

 

I argue that “The Character of American Psychiatry” promotes a virtuous normativity 

which has been prejudicial. American psychiatry has been influenced by German 

psychiatry and the return to the biological model of mental disorder has been prejudicial 

in heteronormative concerns, which also parallels the criticisms of the Aristotelian 

character and failings of Aristotelian scientism. Rather than accepting the standard 

history narrative of psychiatry, or the idealization of the human character, a critical 

appraisal leads me to the claim that an idealized heteronormative bias exists and this 
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had been bolstered by notions of biological essentialism. I believe that this has also 

been due to the over-inclusiveness of disorders in the DSM. 

 

“A Sociological Critique of American Psychiatry and the Classification of Mental 

Disorders in the DSM” traces some of the conditions which shaped American psychiatry 

through examining many of the problems besetting the bio-categorical approach. I 

believe that psychiatry is more open than most disciplines claiming scientific status to 

sociological influences, where many institutions and agents outside of psychiatry 

promoted and benefited from the biomedical model of mental disorders. While the 

biological approach initially invigorated psychiatric research, treatment and authority, 

this attempt to construct psychiatry as a scientific discipline has led to unfulfilled 

expectations and intractable diagnostic problems which continue to hamper credibility of 

the scientific endeavour in research and practice.  

 

In “Hermeneutics and Psychiatry” I point to the widespread use of interpretative 

strategies in psychiatry in order to provide a better representation of the problems of 

diagnostics and those faced by clinicians. I argue for greater awareness of these issues, 

from the level of dealing with symptomology and the categorical approach to the socio-

historical concerns influencing the understanding mental disorders. It is also an attempt 

to claim psychiatry as an interpretative science and one that must give greater attention 

to complexity and uncertainty in diagnosis, as had been the case in the biopsychosocial 

approach.  

 

Finally, I argue that prototype matching may play a greater part in diagnosis and the 

problems with the operationalized categorical approach may be due in part to the 

experiential nature of the diagnostic clinician and the normative account of behaviour. I 

believe that this is particularly evident in the case of antisocial personality disorder or 

psychopathy, where diagnosis relies on the moral evaluation of behaviour and this is 

compounded by the clinical presentation since this is not generally made voluntary. 

 

“Personality Traits and Virtue” examines the current dominant trait theory approach to 
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personality. It offers a brief history of the approach along with criticisms and challenges 

to trait theory. Given that traits are not only used to describe personality but they are 

also used as criteria in the diagnosis of personality disorders, it is worth noting the 

problems with adopting this approach since trait theory is not only widely used but also 

believed to have predictive value. 

 

Following this “Personality Stability Versus Situationism” examines the empirical 

findings from social psychology concerned with social and contextual influences on 

human behaviour. These have long been used by situationists to emphasise the power 

of the situation as having a greater influence over behaviour rather than personality 

traits. But, instead of taking an either-or approach, I argue that giving an account of an 

evaluative subjectivity leads to a greater understanding and can help overcome these 

problems. 

 

Then “Personality Disorders and the DSM” are discussed. Personality Disorders are 

among the most contested psychiatric disorders in the DSM, and so the problems 

related to this category of disorder are explored. One of the main concerns of the 

discussion is the prominent moral weighting in the diagnostic process for some 

personality disorders, since the moral evaluation of behaviour is particularly evident with 

includes antisocial personality disorder.  

 

The categorical approach to the classification of mental disorders is now proving to be 

problematic, for numerous reason, leading to difficult with diagnosis in practice, from 

boundary problems to overlap of symptoms and comorbidity, and it is even hampering 

research according to some. Yet the category and diagnosis of psychopathy or anti-

social personality disorder seems to be at odds with this realization. Psychopathy 

continues to be widely diagnosed and researched in the belief that there is a particular 

underlying biological dysfunction undermining moral evaluation and behaviour and the 

sustained optimism that it will be identified.  
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“Multiplicities of Psychopathy” examines the various attempts to describe psychopathy, 

leading to a variety of types and subtypes rather than the identification of any core 

behavioural features. This is followed by “Clinical Studies and Methodological 

Concerns” which critically discusses the empirical studies that have attempted to 

establish an underlying internal dysfunction associated with psychopathy. But the 

foregrounding of particular traits, the division of types and divergences in description 

highlights the conceptual confusion. Still the validity the disorder goes unquestioned and 

the attempts to establish psychopathy as a clear and distinct clinical disorder persistent. 

Yet the inherent methodological problems raises questions with regard to the validity of 

those studies. 

 

This theme is taken up again with regard to philosophical reflections on psychopathy in 

“Psychopathy, Moral Philosophy and Morality”. Moral theorists of both sentimentalist 

and rationalist varieties have engaged with the concept of psychopathy and drawn on 

the empirical evidence in a potentially problematic manner. A particular concern raised 

is the normative construct of morality implicit in many of these discussions and the 

varying descriptions of psychopathy. But what is also at issues is the reinforcement of 

assumptions as actualities rather than critical evaluation. 

 

“The Moral-Convention Distinction” is then discussed since it is often regarded as 

providing evidence for convention as a cultural construct and raising morality to a 

universal appeal. However, I regard such distinctions as being unsupportable, with the 

distinction given as another cultural artefact. “Morality, Motivation and Value” addresses 

issues such as nativism and motivational internalism. Again, this is done in order to 

undermine the notion of morality as a central motivating force, or as having a universal 

grammar, which is often constructed as derived from a moral faculty, which I believe to 

be a baseless supposition. In dismissing the notion that morality is biologically innate, I 

reject the basic premise of psychopathy or antisocial personality as biological 

dysfunction. But this also allows for a multiplicity of value systems and a pluralism that 

is often denied in homogenizing and totalizing accounts given by many moral theorists. 
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Finally, in this part concerning morality, I address “Moral Scepticism”. I put forward the 

claim that there are multiple moralities and address the reasons which have been given 

for scepticism over objective moral values. I would accept values to be grounded in the 

subject and that they can be derived from culture but this does not lead to an 

acceptance of objectivity or universality, even though it is often mistaken as such, 

rather, I contend that it allows for adaptability, malleability and a pluralism of values and 

moralities. 

 

Following this there are a number of chapter which attempts to give some account of 

the dark side of human nature from amoral rationalism to aggression. “Aggression and 

Human Nature” examines the relation between evolutionary theory and aggression. 

Aggression is one of the traits that is often examined in regard to psychopathy but this 

allows aggression to be conceived as abnormal and dysfunctional rather than a 

normative feature of human nature. However, evolutionary accounts of human nature 

and aggression have not only been used to account for the destruction and success of 

humanity but they have been embraced to justify economic and military imperialism. 

These accounts challenge the idealization of normativity as virtuous or moral and 

provide evidence of a world operating on principles outlined by Machiavelli.  

 

Economic models and metrics now pervade much of contemporary culture and society, 

and they have even restructured the political and ideological as management science in 

many instances. They reflect a self a self-interested model of human nature devoid of 

morality motivating behaviour or, at the most, allowing for it as an optional preference.  

In some traditional accounts the psychopath has been described in terms of amoral 

rationalism, yet amoral rationalism is pervasive in methods dealing with individuals and 

human systems. “Amorality in the Rationalization of Human Nature” examines 

normativity given in the rationalized accounts of economic theory and rational choice 

models which have developed models reflecting the strategic orientation of self-

interested individuals with potentially destructive behaviour as a rationalized outcome. 

As such they may be given as dysfunctional in a moral sense but not abnormal. 
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Unlike the idealization of normativity as virtuous functioning, which I view as implicit in 

the biological psychiatry understanding and among those who utilize it, psychoanalysis 

had given recognition to conflict and antagonistic intrapersonal and interpersonal 

relationships as contributing to problems of living. Normative accounts often dismissed 

aggression and destructive traits as abnormal. But I believe that acknowledging the dark 

side can provide an understanding of human nature that is lacking in what I view as the 

prosocial virtuous normativity offered by the biological model, where antisocial 

personality disorder is used to provide support for the moral account. 

 

Finally, in “The Myth of Psychopathy”, I explore the popular and scientific appeal of the 

psychopath. I argue that the psychopath is a scapegoat, a construct that allows a 

reductionist and simplistic explanation for wrong doing, covering over the complexity of 

human existence, while allowing morality to be conceived as a central motivational 

aspect of human behaviour. It is a concept that benefits multiple agents and institutions, 

and it has been the business of many to promote the concept, often with the aid of 

fictitious elements. 
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Chapter 1 – Character and Psychiatry 

 

1.  Introduction 

 

Aristotelianism has been a significant influence in framing the western orientation of 

character and science. Aristotelian scientism has also had a direct consequence in 

shaping the implicit character of biological psychiatry. His virtue ethics are inseparable 

from his science. Indeed, from 19th century German psychiatry to late 20th American 

psychiatry onwards, many have applied his notions to psychiatry as a biomedical 

science. The Aristotelian perspective has been a source for many biological accounts of 

human behaviour in terms of normative functioning from personality to evolutionary 

theory. 

 

There are significant differences between the Aristotelian and Machiavellian approach to 

virtue ethics and human nature. These distinctions have a certain consequence for 

normativity, psychiatry and the trait theory model of personality, which, under the 

influence of an Aristotelian scientism and virtue ethics, gives a very narrow, 

homogenised description of human behaviour. Through the Aristotelian lens, normative 

functioning is in accordance with moral good. Normative functioning human behaviour is 

idealized as morally motivated, rational, prosocial, self-controlled and temperate.  

 

But the Machiavellian perspective provides a critique of such moralized normativity, it 

broadens out the view of human nature beyond the Aristotelian influenced moralized 

account of normative functioning. It challenges the limitations set by such normativity, 

which conflate the ought and the is, the ideal with the real, behaviour and intent, 

appearance and reality. The Machiavellian perspective allows us to recognize that 

normative functioning is not necessarily in accordance with morality, behaviour which 

contravenes social and moral norms need not be understood as dysfunctional or 

medicalized, it can represent normal variation. The idealization of human nature given in 

normativity gives a narrow construct of what is normal and allows the broader 

understanding of abnormal to include variation as disordered or diysfunctional. 
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The idealization set by normative concerns as to how one ought to function has often 

led to totalitarianism that encourages oppressive homogenization under the social and 

moral norms given as universals. A lesson from Machiavelli, one which was later 

expanded upon by 20th century contrarian philosophers, is that morality is commonly 

used rhetorically and applied as a form of social control. Furthermore, Machiavelli 

recognized that those who attempt to live a moral life are often exploited by those who 

do not. Machiavelli accepted that there are multiple value systems, allowing for a 

pluralism, of values and morality, which would otherwise be disvalued and regarded as 

abnormal or covered over in pretence. Indeed, rather than the dichotomous evaluative 

concerns with behaviour in terms of binary oppositions, such as virtue and vice, 

Machiavelli considered the interactive nature of both and encouraged an ethical focus 

on intent and instrumentalism.  

 

The character of American psychiatry is in keeping with the Aristotelian worldview, 

reflecting an implicit prejudicial nature in what it constructed as dysfunctional and 

disordered. While earlier psychiatric accounts had recognized antagonistic and 

conflictual interpersonal and intrapersonal relations, the biological model of mental 

disorder idealized human behaviour as moral and prosocial. I argue that the anthethisis 

to this virtuous normativity is antisocial personality disorder, also given as psychopathy, 

noted as behaviour which violates social and moral norms, and believed to be a 

consequence of an underlying biological dysfunction. This category of mental disorder 

has a linage which goes back to earlier biological theories of morality such as 

degeneracy theory. The degenerate was later to become the psychopath. However, it 

also went beyond psychiatry and had a sociocultural significance that shaped the 

popular view of human nature.   

 

In classifying what is disordered, psychiatry has increased its power and authority. With 

the biological approach, it claimed scientific legitimacy but it became overinclusive in its 

classification of disorder. The classification, as enshrined in the DSM, is reached 

through consensus of the APA members. The classification has grown over time and 
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there has been an expansion of what is classified as disordered behaviour. Critics have 

pointed out that while psychiatry has benefitted from the DSM, authoritatively and 

economically, other agents and institutions outside of psychiatry have also befitted, and 

they have had a significant influence on what becomes categorized as disorder within 

the classification. Chief among them has been pharmaceutical industry but there are a 

wide array of benefactors from what is classified as a mental disorder. 

 

Critics have also noted that in some case the criteria sets have been so loosened as to 

lead to a widespread application of particular diagnostic categories. Again, this 

reinforced accusations that psychiatry medicalizes deviant behaviour and normal 

variation. The biological account gives behaviour as a symptom of an underlying 

dysfunction rather than a meaningful expression. Giving disvalued behaviour as the 

symptom of underlying biological dysfunction dispenses with the need to understand the 

behaviour as meaningful. The problem is reinforced by excluding alternative 

approaches and not recognizing the limitations of the biological model.  

 

What is rarely acknowledged is the extent to which psychiatry and diagnosis is 

dependent on the interpretation of criteria and symptoms and the socio-historical 

framing in which interpretations are made. Indeed, psychiatry is necessarily an 

interpretative science. As such, applying a hermeneutic consideration reveals that 

psychiatry relies on multiple level of signification, from the environmental context in 

which the model and classification of mental disorder is framed, to the experience of the 

diagnostician and their ability to interpret the symptoms and understand the 

presentation. These issues should be given greater consideration rather than being 

covered over by the pretence of scientific objectivity and authority.  

 

Even though the classification of mental disorders has been inclusive, still many of 

diagnoses that are made do not clearly correspond to the criteria for specific categories 

of disorders, in many case there is widespread use of non-specific, not-otherwise-

specified, along with problems of overlap and comorbidity. The clinician presentation of 

symptoms does not often fit clearly with the criteria sets for categories of disorders. This 



  Character and Psychiatry - Introduction 

 

34 
 

difficulty in applying specific diagnosis has also undermined confidence in the 

categorical approach of the classification and the distinction of disorders. 

 

Yet, conversely, just as the criteria sets for some disorders are so loose as to admit a 

wide range of behaviours as disordered, this is also the case for some personality 

disorders and with antisocial personality disorder in particular. Indeed, it is one of the 

most widely used psychiatric diagnosis. There is a certainty that persists with antisocial 

personality disorder that is not common in diagnosing many other disorders. Given that 

presentation in a clinical setting is generally not done due to personal distress or 

voluntary and often on account of alleged criminal behaviour, diagnosis can easily be 

made since the main criteria is based on the violation of social and moral norms. It can 

easily be measured against the implicit virtuous normativity of the biological model. 

Diagnosis is based on the moral evaluation of behaviour, which is generally presented 

in a forensic or judicial settings and the associated features of personality traits are 

interpreted as such and relative to the antisocial or criminal behaviour. 

 

Firstly, this chapter examines the difference between Aristotle’s and Machiavelli’s ethics 

and worldview. I claim that Machiavelli provides a realistic counter to the idealized 

moralized character given by Aristotle which has influenced the western tradition. I then 

argue that biological psychiatry is Aristotelian in form, which follows from his influence in 

19th century German psychiatry and the resurgence of biological psychiatry in late 20th 

century American psychiatry. Just as the prejudicial nature of Aristotle’s virtue ethics and 

biological essentialism often goes unrecognized, so too for the heteronormative 

idealized ethnic-ethical type implicit in American biological psychiatry. I argue that while 

this virtuous normativity given by psychiatry is masculinized and has had well 

documented gender bias, it’s opposite is psychopathy or antisocial disorder, where the 

criteria is given as the violation of social and moral norms, and conceived as a condition 

resulting from an underlying biological dysfunction. 

 

The character of American psychiatry has been shaped by its relationship with German 

psychiatry but pharmacology also had a significant socio-cultural influence in bolstering 
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the biological account through treatment, practice, encouraging research but also, 

through conceptual promotion in advertising, conferences and advocacy groups. As 

Foucault had noted, psychiatry is more open to socio-cultural influences that other 

disciplines claiming the status of science. 

 

However, the bio-categorical approach has now proved difficult to justify scientifically, 

which has created tensions within the profession. The ‘biological turn’ had initially 

reinvigorated psychiatry, based on the assumption that it would prove successful but the 

multitude of problems associated with the biological model and the classification have 

once again eroded confidence in psychiatry as a scientific discipline.  

 

Earlier models which had embraced the biopsychosocial approach, gave a less 

idealized account of normative functioning, accepting inter and intrapersonal conflict as 

part of human nature, and attempted to give a more holistic understanding to what 

contributed to mental disorders from socio-environmental conditions to biology. As such 

they also took phenomenology and hermeneutics into account in an attempt to 

understand mental disorders. But the biological model dispensed with these concerns in 

the belief that the cause of specific mental disorders would be identified as resulting 

from underlying biological dysfunction. 

 

The confidence in this assumption lead to a dismissal of criticisms of the biological 

model by antipsychiatrists and others. Subsequently, much of the concern in the 

philosophy of psychiatry has been to construct psychiatry scientifically, in justification 

and description, often relying on Aristotelianism, which has contributed to the problem in 

the first instance. Rather than attempting to reconstruct psychiatry along the lines of a 

natural science, greater recognition needs to be given to the limitations of the bio-

scientific model applied in the guise of a categorical approach. What had become 

evident is that framing mental disorders in a bio-categorical classification has had 

limited success and has now stagnated research. I argue that psychiatry needs to admit 

that interpretation plays an important role across numerous levels of signification. Giving 

greater recognition to the hermeneutics involved can bring many of the problems 
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besetting psychiatry into relief and challenges us to re-examine the meaning and 

understanding of mental disorders. Yet, while the bio-categorical approach has become 

unsupportable, some disorders have an obvious appeal that benefits multiple agents 

and institutions beyond psychiatry, as has been the case for psychopathy. Psychopathy 

serves multiple functions and has multidisciplinary appeal. But this does not mean it 

should be freely accepted and go unchallenged. Finally, I argue that, given the criteria 

for psychopathy is the violation of social and moral norms, coupled with the idealised 

account of human functioning as virtuous normativity, allows for a widespread belief in 

the existence of such a disorder. 
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1.1. Aristotle, Machiavelli and Human Nature 

 

Unlike Aristotle’s virtue ethics, which has had a significant impact on western concerns 

with character and personality, Machiavelli promoted instrumentalism and he has often 

been described as a realist. From the Aristotelian perspective behaviour reflected 

character and essence but for Machiavelli behaviour did not necessarily reflect intent, 

indeed he even recognized the need for deception and imitation to achieve a desired 

outcome. This is a central distinction between them, a distinction which Machiavelli 

articulates as the difference between appearance and reality. Both Aristotle and 

Machiavelli identified man as a political animal but, whereas Aristotle gave this a moral 

dimension, Machiavelli equated it with the political inherent in nature, the state of which 

Machiavelli considered to be war, and the evidence was historical. As Arlene 

Saxonhouse (1981) noted, Machiavelli sought to replace moral philosophy with the 

lessons from history, one of the many ideas which she believes influenced Hobbes. 

 

The conceptualization of human nature by Machiavelli has continued to exert a 

considerable influence among those challenging traditionalist, humanist morality.  

Although there was nothing new in the principle of nature as war, the strategic social 

thinking offered by Machiavelli is predicated upon his conception of human nature. It is 

not simply a self-interested model but Machiavelli had also considered man to be more 

prone to evil than good. However, he also acknowledged that evil might need to be 

done in order for the good to exist. Such considerations have provoked much debate 

yet the Machiavellian conceptualization has many similarities with other theorists offer a 

pessimistic view of human nature.  

 

Aristotelianism provides an idealized and superficial perspective on human nature, 

centralizing notions of rationality and morality as motivating human behaviour. When 

this viewpoint is adopted and articulated as psychiatric evaluation, deviant or antisocial 

behaviour can easily be medicalized as mental disorders. But Machiavelli provided an 

alternative, a view of human nature that was not predicated on moral behaviour but on 

self-interest. Machiavelli is often regarded as the originator of modern political 
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philosophy but his other philosophical contributions often go unacknowledged, in 

particular was his challenge to universal humanist morality and normativity, which 

inspired subsequent critics.  

 

In terms of science and psychology, I contend that psychiatry has the appearance of 

Aristotelianism in form as a consequence of the ‘biological turn’ and the neo-

Kraepelinan approach to mental disorders. Biological psychiatry used the neo-

Kraepelinian approach to classify mental disorders as distinct categories based on 

surface symptomology, conceived as resultant from particular biological dysfunctions, 

and this gives a scientific interpretation of mental disorders which resembles Aristotelian 

scientism, where essential qualities define categories and behaviour reflects essence. 

Subsequently many appealed to Aristotelian notions to deal with some of the 

outstanding philosophical issues relating to psychiatry and psychology.  

 

The neo-Kraepelinan is Aristotelian in so far as it defines a categorical classification 

through behavioural symptomology and offers the assumption that these categories can 

or will be identified through specific biological dysfunction. This approach was promoted 

in the belief that scientific research would eventually yield essentialist evidence for 

particular categories as ‘nature carved at its joints’, which some theorists had argued 

could allow these disorders to be represented as natural kinds, again an Aristotelian 

concept. At the same time the attempt to provide a scientific basis for psychiatry led to 

attempts to describe normative functioning, which was conceived biologically and 

evolutionarily as species typical behaviour in Aristotelian terms of flourishing or 

teleology.  

 

Notions of biological essentialism and natural kinds have been given in many 

conceptualizations of psychiatric disorders. There have also been various attempts to 

construct an Aristotelian version of the human being as representing a natural kind in 

respect to species traits since man was the rational animal as given in the Nicomachean 

Ethics. In Politics Aristotle gave the human capacity for speech as allowing moral 

reasoning and defining human beings as political animals: “And it is a characteristic of 
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man that he alone has any sense of good and evil, of just and unjust, and the 

association of living beings who have this sense makes a family and a state.” This moral 

dimension which defines ‘man’, and the gender is important, parallels the implicit 

virtuous normativity of psychiatry, which is also heteronormatively biased.  

 

Aristotelianism has affected the very nature of the enquiry into human nature and 

psychopathology. Aristotle has also had a significant role in defining the virtuous 

character in the western ethical cannon. He gave temperament as the affective 

disposition of the individual from which character develops through experience and 

habit. His virtue ethics was based on the refinement of temperament to acquire good 

character in correspondence with the virtues.  

 

For Aristotle virtue was dependent on upbringing and habituation, to be virtuous 

required guidance in the good as pleasurable. Through this development and with 

maturity the knowledge of the good would come through reason and reflection. The 

intention to do good was an aspect of virtue but it also requires the refinement through 

practice over time. In his ethical framework Aristotle had twelve virtue dimensions but 

only one of these can be applied directly to modern trait theories, namely 

agreeableness. Yet the ability to be virtuous required prudential reasoning and this is 

the given as the cardinal virtue according to Alisdair MacIntyre. Aristotle gave prudence 

a central role in his ethics. As MacIntyre (1998) points out:  

 

It is the virtue of practical intelligence, of knowing how to apply general principles 

in particular situations. It is not the ability to formulate principles intellectually, or to 

deduce what ought to be done. It is the ability to act so that principle will take 

concrete form. Prudence is not only itself a virtue, it is the keystone of all virtue.  

For without it one cannot be virtuous.16 

 

In the Aristotelian tradition prudence or practical reasoning is the cardinal virtue. It is 

appealed to again and again by moral philosophers and theorists in terms of rationality 

                                                           
16   Alisdair MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics (1998), p.71 
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and given by some as the basis upon which morality is justified.  

 

Temperament allowed the acquisition of character but virtue was dependent on 

upbringing, guidance and habituation. To become a virtuous character required 

guidance in the good as rewarding activity, which would later be the good in and of 

itself. The interaction between the social and the dispositional could thus be captured. 

The social context might define the opportunities a person had of developing virtues 

through guidance, but the dispositional factor would determine whether they were 

capable of benefitting from such instruction.  

 

Aristotelian virtue was a mean between excess or deficiency, where too much or too 

little were vices. For Aristotle, while it is most desirable, a person need not be virtuous, 

they can be incontinent, given to vice, vicious, or even bestial. There are also people 

who were incapable of being socialized due to a constitutional deficiency. Aristotelian 

notions of the incontinent and the vicious may have relevance for some of the aspects 

concerning personality disorders since personality disorders have been noted as having 

a moral dimension, with disvalued traits and often reflecting intrapersonal or 

interpersonal conflict. While virtue is considered in terms of mean, the incontinent lacks 

self-restraint and the vicious are noted by their intemperance. The incontinent individual, 

unlike the intemperate individual, recognizes the wrong of their action but have been 

overtaken by passion in doing so but the intemperate was a profligate who had lost all 

principles for good behaviour. 

 

There has been a resurgence of interest in the work of Aristotle in contemporary 

discussions where his virtue ethics has been applied to the moral aspect personality 

disorders. Some give the virtues as personality traits. Hanna Pickard (2011) considered 

Aristotle as having given the best account of character and virtue. His virtue ethics is in 

many ways compatible with the trait theory approach to personality and his work can be 

used to highlight some problems based on assumptions of character, temperament and 

human nature.  
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Many seek the resolution of outstanding issues in psychopathology and with the 

categories of personality disorders through an Aristotelian account but there are many 

problems created and reinforced through this approach. In particular, there is the 

biological essentialism of virtuous normativity based on practical reason required for 

flourishing in the good life. Constituted in various forms in the western tradition, it is 

exclusive ethically and ethnically. The attempts to construct some universal normative 

account is often totalizing, embracing a particular construct while disvaluing others. In 

many cases human variation, the plurality of values and the multiplicity of moralities are 

excluded in such normative accounts. 

 

Yet the historian of ideas Isaiah Berlin (1971) offered an observation of Machiavelli’s 

work which allowed for potentials which had not previously been recognized. Berlin saw 

Machiavelli’s originality as the recognition of pluralism, which he believed could open up 

a moral interpretation to allow liberal pluralism and toleration for other forms of living. 

But what Berlin sees as difficult for many to accept is the related destruction of monism 

constructed in various teleological and universal patterns that have been the 

underpinnings of western thinking: 

 

This unifying monistic pattern is at the very heart of traditional rationalism, 

religious and atheistic, metaphysical and scientific, transcendental and 

naturalistic, which has been characteristic of Western civilization. It is this rock, 

upon which Western beliefs and lives had been founded, that Machiavelli seems, 

in effect, to have split open. So great a reversal cannot, of course, be due to the 

acts of a single individual. It could scarcely have taken place in a stable social 

and moral order; many besides him, ancient Skeptics, medieval nominalists and 

secularists, Renaissance humanists, doubtless supplied their share of the 

dynamite. The purpose of this paper is to suggest that it was Machiavelli who lit 

the fatal fuse.17 

 

In regard to the project at hand, a moral reading of Machiavelli can provide an 

                                                           
17  Isaiah Berlin, Against The Current (1971), p.68. 
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alternative, not only to the Aristotelianism but notions of normativity and universalism.  

 

To extend the reading further, to incorporate a benefit for moral understanding through 

recognizing and accepting pluralism while accepting the destruction of universalism, 

which undermines the totalitarianism of absolutes, can allow for a perspectivalism as a 

contribution to a hermeneutic approach. However, such an understanding is generally 

absent in western theory even after the articulation and elaboration of the cultural 

criticism of humanism by Nietzsche and others. As Berlin had recognized, the 

implications have been too difficult for many to accept. Many are still deeply committed 

to universalism. It is particularly evident in the attempts to derive objective values, a 

pursuit that it commonplace in moral philosophy.   

 

Machiavelli highlighted the multiplicity of values and moralities but this is not something 

generally recognized or even accepted by theorists who seek to homogenize or totalize 

in the name of their morality. Machiavelli’s contribution is in his emphasis on the dark 

side of human nature, normalising behaviour that contravenes established morality. He 

claimed that it would be a mistake to believe in the goodness of people. Machiavelli’s 

realism challenged the normative morality of humanism which elevated man above 

animals based on the capacity for morality.  

 

The human sciences have implicit assumptions about human nature underpinning their 

discipline. Philosophically the consideration of human nature as intrinsically moral and 

social has shaped the characterological accounts and many promoting this view 

continue to have a correspondence with Aristotelian virtue ethics, in defence or 

construct. But many of these representations do not take into consideration any other 

formulations of virtue or ethics, such as that given by Machiavelli. This could also be 

construed as a rejection of pluralism. The Aristotelian approach seems to be 

appropriated simply because it fits well with underlying assumptions about personality 

and morality, which it has influenced. But an alternative and broader approach to virtue 

ethics and human nature was given by Machiavelli and can be equally applied to 

personality and the interpretation of behaviour.  



  Aristotle, Machiavelli and Human Nature 

 

43 
 

 

While there is still a commitment to addressing moral psychology in terms of trait 

theories of personality and virtue ethics, one of the normative problems with ethics is in 

giving the good as the right rather than recognizing that the right and good could be 

equated with other systems of value. The value of the good need not be dependent on 

the goodness of character, in the traditional and Aristotelian intrinsic sense, but it can be 

recognized in other forms, such as extrinsic goods and secular rewards. Machiavelli’s 

The Prince gives due recognition to this as the actual secular system of value rather 

than the ideal or aspirational given by the moral.  

 

Most people accept appearances as reality. With this in mind Machiavelli’s virtue ethics 

could be described as an ethics of persona in the historical sense rather than the 

traditional virtuous character ethics, where the strategic concern is with outward 

appearance and consequence rather than the internal and intentional structure of the 

moral good coinciding with activity.18  According to Machiavelli, a fundamental flaw for 

many which would stand in the way of their success was the inability to change the 

nature of their persona to suit the situation, a necessary skill to negotiate the social 

world and for the achievement of power and influence.   

 

Mikael Hörnqvist (2003) considers Machiavelli’s The Prince to be reconstructive of the 

Aristotelian political and ethical approach:   

 

From what we have been able to discern, two basic principles underlie the 

elaborate strategy the Florentine employs vis-á-vis the Greek philosopher. The 

first consists in the bringing together and combining of categories, policies, and 

practices that Aristotle had separated and kept apart. For Machiavelli, virtues and 

                                                           
18   Persona is the etymological root for personality, a Latin word that referring to a mask worn by a 

performing theatrical actor. Hans Eysenck points out that it was adopted from the Greeks: “In the 
writings of Cicero the word was then used to denote how a person appears to others, but not as he 
really is, and also a conglomeration of personal qualities.” Sense and Nonsense in Psychology (1957), 
p.176.  However, while distinctions between character and personality are difficult to sustain 
consensually, Marx’s theory of the character mask has a correspondence with persona and the 
Machiavellian distinction between appearance and reality. But Marx’s concept also allows for the 
notion of self-delusion. 
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vices, rule by force and fraud, and the rhetoric of confidence and fear are not 

mutually exclusive, but interactive and complementary.19 

 

I believe that Machiavelli provides an important counterposition to the Aristotelian 

characterological account and the view of moral normativity.  

 

For Aristotle object essence and behaviour defined class. The Aristotelian classification 

often relied on the notion of paired opposites which had rigid characteristics. Unlike 

Aristotle, virtue and vice were not mutually exclusive for Machiavelli. Unlike Aristotle, 

behaviour did not necessarily reflect the character or intentional structure, behaviour 

was instrumental rather than an intrinsically purposeful character expression. This 

important distinction, between behaviour and intent, also has significance for the ethical 

instrumentalism attributed to Machiavelli in contrast to the Aristotelian notion of 

behaviour reflecting intentional character. This is also important evaluative and 

psychological component of social intelligence, which is also referred to as 

Machiavellian intelligence. 

 

Machiavelli’s The Prince contrasts with the Aristotelian understanding or morality, which 

gave it the central role in structuring human life through rationality, given as prudential. 

While Machiavelli also accepted man as a political animal, he identified power and glory, 

rather than the moral good as central human motivational forces. Machiavelli provides 

and account of prudential reasoning which differs significantly from the Aristotelian 

notion and could be described in terms of Machiavellian or social intelligence rather 

than as the cardinal virtue leading to moral behaviour.  

 

Machiavelli was familiar with the works of Aristotle but wrote his works in explicit 

contrast to Aristotle’s position.20 Maurio Viroli (2002) provides an account of Machiavelli, 

replying to a discussion on Aristotle, as stating in one of his letters: “I was born in 

                                                           
19   Mikael Hörnqvist, Machiavelli and Empire (2004), p.226. 
20   The religious clergy and many of his early critics saw his position as a corruption and perversion 

of Aristotle’s political and ethical teachings. 
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poverty and at an early age learned how to endure hardship rather than flourish.”21  As 

Viroli points out, Machiavelli is referring to his social status, which limited his potential 

and opportunities, where flourishing as member of the Florentine society was the 

reserve aristocratic and privileged individuals. He foregrounds his social realities which 

require acute awareness of how to achieve power and influence and he is critical of the 

implicit, unacknowledged elitism in Aristotle.22  

 

Yet Machiavelli is not critical of the fact of such social hierarchies exist but it could be 

argued that he is critical of the implicit moralisation of aristocratic notions of birth right 

and their perceived necessity for the common good. Again, I would consider this as 

contrasting with Aristotle’s aristocratic prejudices. Aristotle has also often been criticised 

for his cultural relativism and his virtue ethics is that which he would prescribe for an 

aristocratic male of Athens. This is an aspect of his work that is often sanitized in order 

to retain him as a moral authority. But Alasdair MacIntyre (1981) does acknowledge:  

 

What is likely to affront us - and rightly - is Aristotle's writing off of non-Greeks, 

barbarians and slaves, as not merely not possessing political relationships, but 

as incapable of them. With this we may couple his view that only the affluent and 

those of high status can achieve certain key virtues, those of munificence and of 

magnanimity; craftsmen and tradesmen constitute an inferior class, even if they 

are not slaves. Hence the peculiar excellences of the exercise of craft skill and 

manual labor are invisible from the standpoint of Aristotle's catalogue of the 

virtues.23 

 

Machiavelli allowed for the possibility that a person, through great ability or good 

fortune, could become a prince, but also highlighted the importance of the ability to use 

force, fraud and deceit in pursuit of such goals. These were political virtues as was the 

                                                           
21   Maurizio Viroli, Niccolo’s Smile (2002), p.142. 
22  Maurizio Viroli notes that when his friend, Franscesco Vettori, had cited from Aristotle’s Politics in 

correspondence as a reply to an appraisal made by Machiavelli, he countered by saying “that he was 

only interested in “what might reasonably exists, what exists, and what has existed” (L,417).” ibid, 

p.145.   

23  Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (1981), p.159. 
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ability to be cruel, to create fear and even terror when necessary. Ultimately, the prince 

must acquire the ability to act against the moral good in the pursuit of power and glory. 

In emphasizing the difference between appearance and reality, Machiavelli considered 

human nature to be morally superficial. In this context he pointed to the hypocrisy of the 

religious who hide their machinations behind a veneer of morality.  

 

The ability to appear virtuous was necessary for the successful negotiation of the social 

world but as Machiavelli notes that to attempt to live in such a way would lead to 

exploitation, destruction and ruin by other who were not. Machiavelli was a moral 

philosopher and a realist. His recognition of the ought and the is puts in doubt many 

assumptions made about the centrality of morality, understood as essential and non-

negotiable positive force in human life. As does his distinction between behaviour and 

intentionality. Machiavelli’s realism challenged the normative morality and teleology of 

humanism which elevated man above animals. Rather than morality, history provides 

the evidence for Machiavelli that power and glory are the primary political and ethical 

motivations.  

 

Aristotelianism has had a significant influence on the western characterological 

approach but it is also the source of many of problems besetting personality 

psychology. Even Kristján Kristjánsson (2008), while attempting to promote an 

Aristotelian account that could satisfy situationist concerns, gives Aristotle as the source 

of problems with personality psychology and trait theory: “The chief villain is, however, 

Aristotle: the prime instigator of the error. Character attributions rest on the tenets of an 

Aristotelian psychology that is some 2,500 years old and, from a scientific perspective, 

out of the ark.”24 

 

The critique of Aristotelian psychology by Kurt Lewin is still cited as having relevance for 

personality and psychopathology. Paul Silvia (1999), Jan Cieciuch (2012) and others 

offers Lewin’s The Conflict Between Aristotelian and Galileian Modes of Thought in 

Contemporary Psychology (1931) is still applicable to the discussion of personality and 

                                                           
24   Kristján Kristjánsson, “An Aristotelian Critique of Situationism,” Philosophy (2008), p.56. 
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the debate about factor analysis. Lewin pointed out that the Aristotelian approach to 

psychology is categorical classification based on surface properties and behaviour was 

a consequence of those properties while the Galileian approach is concerned with 

principles and processes. According to Lewin, taking the Aristotelian mode can lead to 

statistical predictions but also to great difficulties as a result of subdivisions within the 

classification.25 By extension Lewin’s criticisms can be levelled at the bio-categorical 

approach of psychiatry and the problems with the classification of mental disorders. 

These concerns should also be read with other criticisms of the biological model, such 

as that offered by Alfred Freedman (1995) who advocated for a holistic approach 

offered by a biopsychosocial model.  

 

Lewin saw the result of the Aristotelian approach as misrepresenting what is the case: 

 

Like the distinction between earthly and heavenly, the no less valuative 

distinction between “normal” and “pathological” has for a long time sharply 

differentiated two fields of psychological fact, and thus separated phenomena 

which are fundamentally most nearly related. No less important is the fact that 

value concepts completely dominate the conceptual setting of the special 

problems, or have until very recently done so.26  

 

Lewin noted that even though Aristotle emphasized “becoming” the statics and 

dynamics of his concepts were not differentiated.   

 

                                                           
25   For Aristotle the essence of an object defines its behavior, while Galileo derived laws governing 

behavior.  According to Jan Cieciuch: “The interpretive thesis of Lewin was as follows: Contemporary 

psychology is applied in an Aristotelian manner. Its development is determined by the adaptation of 

the way of thinking proper to Galileian physics (namely, modern physics). Despite the fact that the 

diagnosis of Lewin is already almost 70 years old, today’s psychology is still most probably closer to 

Aristotle than to Galileo, to which the excellent article of McCrae (2009) testifies.” “The Big Five and 

Big Ten: Between Aristotelian and Galileian Physics of Personality,” Theory & Psychology (2012), 

p.692. 

26   Kurt Lewin, “The Conflict between Aristotelian and Galileian Modes of Thought in Contemporary 

Psychology,” The Journal of General Psychology (1931), pp.38-39. 
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While Galileo challenged Aristotle’s cosmology the concern with principles and process 

were a central part of the scientific revolution, Francis Bacon sought to apply these 

considerations to human nature and he was influenced by Machiavelli in this 

endeavour.27 Bacon took the reduction to principle to be an important lesson, one 

among many he had learned from Machiavelli, and he believed that a scientific method 

could be applied to human nature and philosophy.28 Bacon's empiricism is continuation 

of the instrumentalist approach of Machiavelli as seen by Daniel Coquillette, Donald 

McIntosh and others.29 

 

In recognition of first principles, an important Machiavellian distinction, one with 

significant rhetorical and moral implications was in the distinction made between what 

ought to be done and what is actually the case. This important distinction, which I think 

still needs to be addressed in respect to normativity, was attributed to Machiavelli by 

Bacon. It is a distinction that raises a significant epistemological concern, namely that it 

represents the inherent conflict between normativity and individualism as one between 

the ideal and the real. As Machiavelli considered it: "the gulf between how one should 

live and how one does live is so wide that a man who neglects what is actually done for 

what should be done learns the way to self-destruction rather than self-preservation."30  

Machiavelli gave moral normativity as being aspirational rather than normal. 

 

Coquillette (1992) claims that Bacon’s awareness of the necessity to have a knowledge 

of evil in order to deal with it was informed by Machiavelli, and this was not only 

necessary for the good man to counter evil but it was also a requirement in to provide 

                                                           
27   Eric Cochrane in reviewing the multiple interpretations of Machiavelli from 1940 to 1960 points to 

those who attributed Machiavelli the status of scientist in the areas of politics, history and human 

nature, as someone who was a precursor to the Galileian approach, while also noting that others 

contradicted this claim. “Machiavelli: 1940-1960.” The Journal of Modern History (1961). Yet the 

evidence of the scientific approach is supported by Bacon, Hobbes and others, who’s interpretation 

along those lines aided the development of the scientific method. 

28    Through the development of the scientific method Bacon sought to address Aristotelian errors. He 
condemned the scholastic embrace of Aristotelianism and his Novum Organum Scientiarum (1620) 
stands in a direct opposition to Aristotle’s Organum in this enterprise.  

29   The influence of Machiavelli on Francis Bacon has been widely recognized, as noted by Vincent 
Luciani (1947), Donald McIntosh (1982), Daniel Coquillette (1992) and others. His admiration for 
Machiavelli horrified some of his contemporaries according to Coquillette.  

30   Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.48. 
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adequate criminal laws. However, Bacon, in Of Empire (1612), pointed out that the 

Italian's had a saying about the good man; "Tanto buon che val niente: So good, that he 

is good for nothing."31 Bacon also credited Machiavelli with identifying the Christian faith 

as leading good men to be preyed upon by the wicked, tyrannical and unjust.32 Yet, 

Bacon was concerned with the ways in which men were corrupted and led astray by 

other prejudices and bias, as given in his theory of the idols, and while he accepted 

knowledge as power he also noted that the desire for knowledge and power could lead 

men to fall.33   

 

There are many ways of living but for Machiavelli it was important to keep in mind 

certain distinctions in order to survive and guard against exploitation; those between 

appearances and reality, the ought and the is, and behaviour and intent. While he 

acknowledged multiple values and moralities Machiavelli’s preference was for the value 

found in the secular world, with extrinsic goods and material rewards. Machiavelli’s The 

Prince represents the individual will-to-power in a system of nature as war, where a 

capacity to be deceptive, ruthless, cruel or to disregard the demands of a humanist 

morality is important for success. It was an ethos of aggressive self-interest aiming for 

power and glory. This required non-moral means rather than traditional moral values, 

but with the recognition that traditional moral values can also be exploited for these 

ends.  

 

Nevertheless, Machiavelli’s realism reflects the limitations of applying humanist morality, 

moral normativity or universalism to the understanding of human nature. While this 

                                                           
31  Francis Bacon, Of Empire (1612), pp.22-23 
32  ibid, p.23. 
33  The admiration Bacon had for Machiavelli caused him to be viewed with suspicion. Within three 

years of becoming Lord Chancellor in 1618 Bacon himself was charged with corruption for accepting 
bribes in his judicial role. In his defence he made the distinction between the types of presents a judge 
might be offered; those given in advance to influence the case, those given when the judge believes 
the case is concluded, and those given when the case had actually concluded. He claimed to be 
innocent of the first kind but that he may have been unwittingly guilty of the second. Stephan Moore 
accepts the tradition of presents and that "there was a distinction to be drawn and there was a 
tightening of the definition of corruption through the centuries that followed." Power and Corruption 
(1997), p.19. However, receiving benefit or reward after holding political office is still the most 
pervasive form of political corruption according to some theorists.   
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should be given greater recognition, it can be applied to the world in order to overcome 

the prejudicial consequences of constraining and sanitizing human nature through moral 

evaluation, which can allow for what is perceived as deviant or bad behaviour to be 

viewed as a dysfunctional aberration. It can also allow for destructive or bad behaviour 

to be covered over through the superficial appearance or rhetorical appeal of the moral. 

Moral evaluation has the power to exclude and confine but it can also be exploited. 

Machiavelli make clear the instrumental use of morality, where it has a social utility 

rather than being an intrinsic motivational force for human behaviour. The absence of 

morality did not require explanation in terms of dysfunction but could be given as a 

functional feature of human nature, only the moral evaluation of behaviour could 

construct it as disordered. A Machiavellian understanding of psychology provides a 

more thoughtful treatment of personality and the strategic orientation of individuals.  



The Character of American Psychiatry 

 

 
 

1.2. The Character of American Psychiatry 

 

By the beginning of the 19th century the moral dimension in psychiatric practice gave 

way to positivism but Foucault claims that psychiatrists were unsure of the nature of the 

authority they had inherit from the reformers such as Tuke and Pinel. Yet autonomy and 

power had to be assumed by psychiatry. According to Foucault: “It is thought that Tuke 

and Pinel opened the asylum to medical knowledge. They did not introduce science, but 

a personality, whose powers borrowed from science only their disguise, or at most their 

justification.”34 This “personality” moreover was not a scientist nor was he only a man of 

medicine. Foucault claimed: “It is not as a scientist that homo medicus has authority in 

the asylum, but as a wise man. If the medical profession is required, it is as a juridical 

and moral guarantee, not in the name of science.”35 He offers an analysis of the 

attempts to medicalize madness that still has resonance not only for the explanation 

and understanding but for the medical model of psychiatry in general; “If the medical 

personage could isolate madness, it was not because he knew it, but because he 

mastered it; and what for positivism would be an image of objectivity was only the other 

side of this domination.”36  

 

Foucault was concerned with power and the production of knowledge but particular 

characteristics underpinning the cultural and philosophical elements can be identified. 

There is some differentiation culturally but the character of psychiatry can be illustrated 

light of these elements as heteronormatively biased with ethical features of self-control, 

temperance and rationality. Biological psychiatry contributed to the scientific status of 

psychiatry and the notion that psychiatry could indeed master madness, in explanation 

and treatment. But it also retains a moral dimension in the evaluation of behaviour and 

responsibility, which required an implicit conceptualization of normativity.  

 

Tim Thornton (2007) notes that the anti-psychiatric movement, from the 1960's on, did 

                                                           
34  Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (1964), 

p.258. 
35  ibid, p.257.  
36  ibid, p.258. 



The Character of American Psychiatry 

 

52 
 

have the effect of bringing analytic philosophy of psychiatry back into focus in order to 

deal with the conceptual debates: "This was because, whatever its broader political 

underpinnings, the disagreement between anti-psychiatry and biologically minded 

defences of psychiatry was a philosophical, rather than empirical disagreement. It thus 

prompted a fresh philosophical examination of the nature and conceptual underpinnings 

of psychiatry."37  However as Fulford et al (2003) point out; "these exceptions not 

withstanding, empiricism grew in influence in psychiatry through the twentieth century, 

until, by the 1990's, even in continental Europe the final triumph of 'biological psychiatry' 

seemed secure."38  

 

But many had recognized that psychiatry had a prejudicial heteronormative character 

and this became more pronounced in an essentialist way with the DSM-III and the 

return to the biological model of mental illness. While Foucault had claimed that early 

psychiatry had a quasi-judicial and moral authority, the reformatting nature brought 

about by biological psychiatry and the DSM-III reasserted this and the scientific status of 

psychiatry in America. As Kutchins and Kirk (1997) point out: "DSM is a claim for 

professional jurisdiction by the American Psychiatric Association."39 They argue that 

APA attempts to extend its professional jurisdiction over everyday life, asserting that 

diagnostics are based on science but that there are significant problems that pertain to 

the narrow psychiatric construct of normality, including, but not exclusively, the relation 

of normativity to gender: 

 

Instead, it [the DSM] presents a specific concoction of American mass culture, 

with elements of hedonism, individualism and achievement. There is an 

expectation that normal people make good choices that help them get ahead, 

enjoy their achievements and other opportunities for pleasure, and know how to 

accept help from others without unduly sacrificing their own personal ambitions. 

This is an image of normality that fits the historical freedoms and opportunities of 

                                                           
37  Tim Thornton, Essential Philosophy of Psychiatry (2007), p.11 
38  Bill Fulford et al (eds.), Nature and Narrative; An introduction to the new philosophy of Psychiatry 

(2003), p.6. 
39  Herb Kutchins and Stuart Kirk, Making Us Crazy (1997), p.11. 
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men more closely than the realities of the lives of many women.40  

 

But I contend that this image of normality also fits a particular idealized type of male, 

given through the historical development of psychiatry and with the emphasis also upon 

rationalism and self-control. These qualities had been emphasised by early psychiatry, 

often given as idealized gender binary oppositions, within which the feminine was often 

given as representative of madness.41 Still, as Foucault noted, many other 

representations of madness were made in psychiatry, from the animal to the excesses 

of the passions. 

 

Yet what remains is an implicit normativity, a virtuous normativity that is masculinized 

and privileged. With the DSM classification this the heteronormative idealized self is 

normality and the Other is abnormal and dysfunctional. Indeed this is the very problem 

with the normative approach in conferring both the notion of normality and idealization.42 

This pathologizing of the Other is particularly evident in relation to gender. As offered by 

Atwood Gaines (1992): “It should be noted that psychiatry casts a shadow of suspicion 

over most phases and events of women’s lives.”43 Others have similarly shown 

'vulnerabilities' because of their membership to particular ethnic or minority groups. This 

becomes particularly evident with regard to some prominent cases of specific 

controversial diagnostic categories.  

                                                           
40   ibid, pp.134-135. 
41  The historical binary oppositions generally gave distinctions of the masculine as representative of 

the mind, the productive, the active and the rational; while the feminine was representative of the 
body, the reproductive, the passive or reactive and the emotional. In some cases the gender bias 
against women in the past was a caricature and continuation of the religious, political and legal status 
of women. In the 19th century psychiatry the feminine was representative of madness.  Henri 
Ellenberger cites a book published in 1901 entitled On the Physiological Imbecility of Women by the 
German neurologist and psychiatrist Paul Julius Moebius, in which women were considered by him to 
be an intermediate of humanity between child and man.  Ellenberger quotes Mobius: ““She has more 
animal nature than man, she displays a total lack of criticism and self-control”, but this is fortunate, 
because, in Moebius’ words, “if woman were not bodily and mentally weak, she would be extremely 
dangerous.”” The Discovery of the Unconscious (1970), p.292. 

42   Normativity has been challenged by many social science theorists, who attempt to provide a 
wider pluralistic discourse, while, on the contrary, theorists in many other disciplines constantly seek to 
promote it as a way to achieve some form of objectivity or universality. This problem of normativity will 
later be dealt with in great detail later in relation to morality. 

43   Atwood D. Gaines, “From DSM-I to III-R; Voices of Self, Mastery and the Other: A Cultural 
Constructivist Reading of U.S. Psychiatric Classification,” Social Science & Medicine (1992), p.16. 
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The pathologizing of normal variation highlights sociological concerns over identity.  

These cases indicate the significance of cultural factors in our understanding of 

psychiatric normality. In his ethnopsychological analysis of the DSM from DSM-I through 

to DSM-III-R Atwood Gaines identifies the classifications as culturally constructed with 

an implicit standard of normality as an idealized self.44 According to Gaines cultural 

voice of this idealized self is ethnic and gendered, he gives it as that of a Northern 

Germanic Protestant adult male. But Kutchins and Kirk also claim that the implicit 

normativity promoted by the DSM is Americanized in form. Both are relevant to 

describing the lineage and cultural identity of the DSM and American Psychiatry. 

 

Gaines’ assertion can be corroborated by examining the influence of German psychiatry 

and the biological account of mental illness. But I contend that the implicit normativity, 

which is also a virtuous normality, has a correspondence with the male white Anglo-

Saxon Protestant sensibilities of American privilege and exceptionalism, which is 

derived from the former. This is given not only in the inclusiveness of disorders in the 

DSM which confers a particular colonization but also in the attempts to extend this 

cultural influence beyond the America and homogenise psychiatric concepts and 

worldviews. This Americanization is also represented in the form of American optimism 

which views the pursuit of happiness not only as a right but as a normative orientation, 

an orientation which has serious consequences for mental health.45  

 

Gaines noted, that while the biological approach was seen as more scientific, the 

increase in biological research and speculation coincides with the decline in cross-

cultural confirmation of many disorders. However, Ethan Watters (2010) has pointed to 

the globalization of the American concepts of mental disorders, promoted in part by the 

                                                           
44   ibid, p.16.  
45   Barbara Ehrenreich traces the breakdown of the Calvinist morbidity and the development of this 

optimism, with the attendant encouragement of positive thinking in her book, and the associated 
problematic consequences, in Smile Or Die: How Positive Thinking Fooled America and the World 
(2010). In The Loss of Sadness (2007), Jerome Wakefield and Allan Horwitz contend that sadness 
also became medicalized as depression. I would accept that the pharmaceutical industry contributes 
to such medicalization.  
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marketing strategies of the pharmaceutical industry, which has attempted to 

homogenise mental health conceptually in line with the classification in respect to these 

concerns. 

 

Gaines believes that the changes to the classification were attempts to articulate the 

unconscious enthnopsychological assumptions: “The adoption of biological thinking, 

then, represents the apotheosis in the U.S. of 19th century German psychiatry’s 

conceptualizations of the essential character and locus of mental illness.”46 Edwin 

Wallace (2007) also points to this German psychiatric orientation: “Many of their patients 

had organic brain syndromes, secondary to syphilis, primary and arteriosclerotic 

dementia, alcoholic Korsakoff’s syndrome, malnutrition, and so forth. This fit in well with 

Germanic psychiatry’s infatuation with the neuropathologic origin of all, or most, mental 

disorders.”47  

 

Karl Jaspers (1910: 1963) had discussed the development of German psychiatry and 

the changing character as psychiatric authority moved from the institutions to the 

universities. I think this has illustrative relevance in relation to how the American 

psychiatric project also developed, from the institutions to the universities. But, unlike 

the American experience which came to regard the institutions as dehumanizing, 

leading to the demand for deinstitutionalization in the 1950s, or Foucault’s analysis of 

confinement, Jasper’s account follows the standard history model of psychiatry 

emphasising humanitarianism. Nevertheless, Jasper’s account on this and the rise of 

Kaepelian psychiatry is informative and his criticisms of Kraepelian psychiatry can be 

equally applied to the bio-categorical movement of psychiatry after the DSM-III. 

 

Jaspers regarded the institutional psychiatry of the 19th century as having a humanizing 

character, where psychiatrists lived alongside the patients in the institution, often 

leading lives that were remote from anything else other than their work and they 

                                                           
46  Atwood D. Gaines, “From DSM-I to III-R; Voices of Self, Mastery and the Other: A Cultural 

Constructivist Reading of U.S. Psychiatric Classification,” Social Science & Medicine (1992), p.10. 
47  Edwin R. Wallace IV, “Adolph Meyer’s Psychobiology in Historical Context, and Its Relationship to 

George Engel’s Biopsychosocial Model,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2007), p.349. 
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generally maintained and managed the institution with efficiency. He notes that this 

close and shared living had the effect of aiding accomplished case histories. But while 

this contributed to psychiatry as a science, there was also confusion over notions and 

terms taken from psychology and philosophy. This confusion has a parallel with pre-

DSM-III American psychiatry.  

 

As the 19th century progressed there was a move from institutional psychiatry to the 

universities, where clinics and laboratories provided detailed studies and 

experimentation. According to Jaspers, psychiatry became cold and sterile and less 

humane but there were also benefits: "It lost itself in endless particulars, measurements, 

statistics and findings. But this was balance in that it became a pure science and 

continued to develop into a number of fields so that the area for investigation widened 

enormously."48 No longer was psychiatry concerned with idiots and the overtly insane, in 

practice psychiatry moved far beyond the confines of the institution and into the 

consultation room, and as field of study it investigated all aspects of the psychic life. 

Post-institutional American psychiatry also moved to the universities in order to develop 

a scientific method, which lead to the development of the Feighner Criteria at 

Washington University and culminated in the neo-Kraepelian assessments which 

shaped the DSM-III. 

 

The influence of German psychiatry has been significant in shaping the character of 

American dysfunction. Indeed, as Jacoby (2009) points out that during the Clark 

lectures in 1909 Freud gave his lectures in German without the need for a translation or 

interpreter: "In 1909 advanced study usually meant study in Germany. It was assumed 

the professoriate knew German.”49 Edwin Wallace notes: “It is estimated that from 1850 

through the 1920s, when Germanic basic science and clinical medicine were world 

hegemonic, more than 15,000 American physicians pursued clinical specialty and basic 

science research there.”50 This trend of influence continued through the intervening war 

                                                           
48  Karl Jaspers, General Psychopathology (1910: 1963), p.847. 
49  Russell Jacoby, “When Freud Came to America,” The Chronicle of Higher Education (2009). 
50  Edwin R. Wallace IV, “Adolph Meyer’s Psychobiology in Historical Context, and Its Relationship to 

George Engel’s Biopsychosocial Model,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2007), p.349. 
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years and post WWII with the influx of German intellectuals into the US. With the move 

from the institutions to the universities American psychiatry embraced the neo-

Kraepelinian approach and the biological model of mental illness allowed a 

reinvigoration of psychiatry authority but it also extended its power and influence. 

 

Unlike the more fluid notion of identity of some other cultural traditions, Gaines claims 

that a Teutonic tradition of ethnic inclusion and exclusion has informed the process of 

biological essentialism in American psychiatry: “The notion that disvalued behavioral 

differences are grounded in biology and, by that, one can distinguish the sane from the 

insane, is but the analog of the ethnic claim that one’s essence is biological.”51 Gaines 

identifies the cultural interpretation of mental disorders as relating to an ethno-ethical 

idealized self. He adds the classification speaks of the absence of self-control, which is 

a fundamental aspect of the idealized self: “The notion of self as responsible for (self) 

control is not only a central conception, it is also a central motivational component of 

this ethnopsychology.”52 Gaines notes that it is this which allows for the identification of 

disorder in the phenomenological domains of doing/acting, feeling, thinking and being.  

 

But I consider such notions as self-control, responsibility, and also temperance, as 

having an older ethical tradition and, coupled with reason and rationality, which were 

often given in opposition to madness, these can be traced back to the ethical concerns 

with moral character in Greek philosophy. I further add that in the case of Aristotle such 

moral character was inseparable from his biological essentialism, which was 

heteronormatively biased in the elevation of the ethno-ethical idealized self as 

masculine. As had been noted, Aristotle has played a significant role in defining the 

moral character and personality in the western tradition.53 Similarly too, prejudicial 

evaluations have also carried over. 

 

                                                           
51  Atwood D. Gaines, “From DSM-I to III-R; Voices of Self, Mastery and the Other: A Cultural 

Constructivist Reading of U.S. Psychiatric Classification,” Social Science & Medicine (1992), p.13. 
52  ibid, p.16. 
53   The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy gives half of the entry on moral character to Greek 

philosophers: “Of these, most attention is given to Aristotle’s views, since most other philosophical 
discussions of character are indebted to his analysis.” 
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In respect to his characterological influence, authors such as MacIntyre promote a 

version or interpretation Aristotelian ethics in an attempt to create broader appeal and 

application but even MacIntyre nevertheless recognizes the limitations Aristotle’s own 

exclusive ethical position.54 He also notes that the virtues Aristotle promoted were not a 

product of Aristotle’s deliberations but they were what he endorsed, namely they 

represented “the code of a gentleman” as it was for Athenian society. MacIntyre goes 

on to point out: “Just as in analyzing political constitutions he treats Greek society as 

normative, so in explaining the virtues he treats upper-class Greek life as normative.”55 

His ethical concerns were class specific, excluding by its very nature those from the 

non-aristocratic classes and women. 

 

Virtue and practical reason are necessary for the individual to flourish and live the good 

life in Aristotle’s estimation. Aristotle provides an interactionist account of virtue but 

prudence itself was dispositional temperament, the capacity for practical reason was 

biological. Aristotle’s virtue ethics provides an account of the development of an ethical 

personality that is substantially socially and civically orientated. But it was not open to 

everyone, in particular, it was for an aristocratic Athenian male benefitting within a 

system of privilege and elitism. Phronesis, as the prudential or practical moral 

reasoning, and the path to moral excellence was excluded to many classes of people in 

Aristotle’s categorical system. Women, slaves, artists and others would be excluded as 

would those who were not aristocratic Greek citizens. The important point to note is that 

his virtue ethics was inseparable from his scientific method and categorical 

essentialism. As in his categorical approach to the sciences, class was defined by 

essence and behaviour. Aristotelianism also suffered from teleological presumptions of 

normativity.56  His virtue ethics offers a striving for excellence and perfection with acuity. 

                                                           
54   Kelvin Knight points out that Macintyre’s Aristotelianism does not have certain features of 

Aristotle’s, in particular it does not contain social elitism nor does it sanction oppression. I would add 
also that it not necessarily heteronormatively biased.  

55   Alisdair MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics (1967), p.65. 
56   This teleological normativity continues to create serious problems for western psychology and it is 

manifested in a multitude of diverse cultural and societal issues, not least of all is the over-emphasis 
on striving for perfection.  
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Yet this is only possible in a system of perfect knowledge and information.57   

 

The influence of Aristotle on German thought has been extensive and this is probably 

why there are parallels between Aristotelianism and a discipline such as American 

psychiatry in the biological phase, from the essentialist aspect to the character of the 

implicit virtuous normativity. Biagio Tassone (2012) points to the “Aristotle Renaissance” 

in 19th century Germany which invigorated debates in the science departments of the 

universities, this was at a time when neo-Kantianism and Idealism were dominant in the 

mainstream philosophy. Tassone claims: “By the late nineteenth century the new 

science departments arising in the German universities became stages in a struggle for 

approval and influence that, in effect, amounted to what can be described as an 

ideological battle in academia."58 I submit that while Idealism was dominant in German 

philosophy, the philosophy of the natural and human sciences became Aristotelian in 

form and this, in turn, influenced the virtuous normativity implicit in the biological 

approach of American psychiatry following the neo-Kraepelinian turn.59  

 

Biological essentialism in psychiatry offered the potential of scientific validity and 

                                                           
57   This is most evident in the requisite guidance in the right principles, which would also require 

some regressive move back to first principles or an unmoved mover.   
58   Biagio Tassone also points to the embrace of Aristotle by those seeking to promote a “Catholic 

Science” such as Franz Brentano. Tassone notes: “That Brentano chose to ground his early and 
mature philosophical thought on Aristotelianism is not surprising. A monumental edition of Aristotle’s 
works, sponsored by the Prussian Academy, was issued between 1831 and 1870 marking the 
highpoint of what is today known as the “Aristotle Renaissance” in nineteenth-century Germany.” From 
Psychology to Phenomenology: Franz Brentano’s “Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint” and 
Contemporary Philosophy of Mind (2012), p.39. 

59   While Aristotelian scientism influenced the philosophy of science in nineteenth century Germany 
there was a historical correspondence with the earlier effect in shaping the German character. Kelvin 
Knight contends that, even after Luther’s scholastic assault on Aristotelianism, it still retained 
dominance far longer in Germany than in Italy, Germany and France. Knight claims that the reason is 
more uncomplicated than ‘the Weber thesis’ in that it reflects a change of mind for Luther. According to 
Knight, Luther, influenced by Phillip Melanchton, came to realize: “If Aristotelianism could reinforce 
Catholic doctrine then it could reinforce the Lutheran doctrine too.” Aristotelian Philosophy: Ethics and 
Politics from Aristotle to MacIntyre (2007), p.70. Others have also noted that Melanchton did not call 
for a rejection of Aristotle but for an understanding of the original texts rather than the Latin 
interpretation of them. In Philip Melanchthon: Theologian in Classroom, Confession, and Controversy 
(2012) Dingel, Irene et al. point out that Melanchton had also vacillated in his estimation of Aristotle 
before he too arrived at this position. It was left Melanchton to reform the universities, where there was 
a distinction made between secular philosophy and theology, while theology was the primary 
intellectual concern the natural world was left to philosophy and Aristotle was Melanchton’s 
philosopher.    
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credibility for particular categories of mental disorders but it also had a moral aspect in 

attempting to overcome the stigmatization that had emerged from psychoanalytic 

interpretations of mental illness with interpersonal and intrapersonal conflict or 

environmental conditions as explanation. The biological model offered the mental 

disorder as a disease or illness; as something the person had and not who the person 

was.60 But it can be both inclusive and exclusive. Both the psychoanalytically influenced 

approach and the reductionism of the biological model of mental illness have moral and 

ethical dimensions that can cut both ways, they can have a positive and negative 

valence in terms of a moral trajectory.   

 

The psychoanalytic aetiological approach highlighted intrapersonal or interpersonal 

conflict or neglect as the cause of disorders of psychogenic origin.61 The cause was 

given as problems of living that where stressful events or traumatic, often leading to 

unconscious conflict, and manifested in the individual as a reactive form of disordered 

behaviour. The patient could even be unaware of the source of their problem, which had 

to be uncovered, but the form of disordered behaviour often indicated the type of 

relationship which led to it. The family dynamics were generally implicated. In the case 

of schizophrenia many psychiatrists believed it was due to schizophrenogenic parents 

or a schizophrenogenic mother. 'Refrigerator mothers' were proposed as the cause of 

autism by Leo Kanner and later this idea was promoted by Bruno Bettelheim and other 

psychoanalysts. The aetiological approach of psychoanalytic psychiatry stigmatized not 

only the individual with a disorder but the family, and often the mother in particular as 

the causal agent. There was casual responsibility for the mental illness which could be 

placed on the individual, their interpersonal relations and the social environment. 

 

Developments in pharmacology contributed significantly to the biological model of 

mental disorder, there was a reframing of the heteronormative concerns in line with the 

                                                           
60  This has been constantly emphasised from the DSM-III onward; that the disorders should not be 

equated with the person but as something the person has. 
61   Many of these psychoanalytic theories offering psychogenic aetiology radically from Freudian 

psychoanalysis. Freud was keen to stress the biological influence on behaviour and in many respects 
the unconscious of Freudian psychoanalysis was equated with the body.  
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success of pharmachological treatment and cultural preoccupations. Psychotropic drugs 

were being mass-produced and marketed in the 1950 and were greeted with a huge 

demand, which continued unabated. More drugs are now sold for mental health than all 

of general medicine and women are the major recipient for pharmacological treatment 

over a wide range of mental health conditions these issues should be given greater 

recognition. But there is also the heteronormative cultural framing to contend with, 

which is often in the form of unconscious bias. Historically, this has been a criticism of 

psychoanalytically influenced psychiatry but with the advent of pharmacological 

treatment it was reconfigured as a biological problem associated with women and 

femininity.  

 

Jonathan Metzl (2003) notes the ‘maternal pathologies’ that were dealt with through 

tranquilisers such as Miltown, where the postwar return to the home and constraints of a 

new femininity was creating unrest and was destabilizing middle-class American 

masculinity. He claims that the concerns treated pharmacologically by the biological 

psychiatry was shaped by the psychoanalysis they sought to overturn. In the articles 

and advertisements he surveyed from the 1950 mostly expressed social problems of 

women, heteronormatively and prejudicially framed, and the difficulties they created 

which could be overcome by pharmacological treatment. He believes this framed the 

subsequent decades of pharmacological treatment, with women more likely to be 

prescribed benzodiazepines such as Valium.   

 

While there was a reorganization of psychiatry and the DSM along the biomedical 

model of mental illness after this there a particularizing normative orientation in respect 

to identity. Yet the level of validating individual identity, where variation as disorder is 

embraced as an explanation for disvalued behaviour, psychiatry can provide a diagnosis 

that is more acceptable than individual responsibility, which Szasz and others have 

pointed out, and from which many benefits can be gained. German psychiatry and 

philosophy of science has had a significant influence on American psychiatry and in 

shaping the concept of American dysfunction but the roots of such biological psychiatry, 

as promoted by the neo-Kraepelinian approach, goes back to the essentialism of 
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Aristotle. It must also be recognized that such essentialism also informed his ethical 

approach.  

 

In the 19th century biological theories of degeneracy emerged to explain vice, crime and 

deviancy. The earlier notion of ‘moral insanity’ was in decline and degeneracy gained 

popularity. Psychopathy was also beginning to be used by psychiatrists, at first in 

Germany and then in Anglo-America psychiatry. Psychopathy was initially a broad term 

and it would come to be considered in terms of degeneracy. It was not that psychopathy 

was a replacement for moral insanity, since moral insanity was neither clear nor useful 

for psychiatrists, but degeneracy had explanatory power in terms of biology and 

psychopathy was a more appropriate and an accurate descriptor for mental illness. The 

psychopathic personalities covered a wide spectrum of social deviants, including 

drifters, drunkards, prostitutes, homosexuals, delinquents, the work-shy and many more 

who did not conform to social or moral norms.  

 

Emil Kraepelin (1904,1912) pointed to the French psychiatrists as being the first to 

describe the disorder and in giving credit to French psychiatry Kraepelin ties the 

concept of psychopathy to Pinel but he also invokes the notion of moral insanity in his 

descriptions. Kraepelin wrote of psychopathic states as morbid personalities, he also 

called insanity of degeneracy constitutional psychopathy. But Kraepelin noted: “These 

various forms of the insanity of degeneracy are hard to group, because there are so 

many combination and border-line states. In the present state of our knowledge the best 

arrangement seems to be constitutional despondency, constitutional excitement, 

compulsive insanity, impulsive insanity, and contrary sexual instincts.”62  Nick Manning 

(2000) points out: “During the early 20th century, mental disorder was increasingly 

separated into the well-known triumvirate of psychosis, neurosis and psychopathy”63   

 

The diagnosis of a mental disorder can have consequences either as a mitigating or 

                                                           
62   Emil Kraepelin, Clinical Psychiatry: A Text-Book for Students and Physicians (1912), p.485. 

63   Nick Manning, “Psychiatric Diagnosis under Conditions of Uncertainty: Personality Disorder, 

Science and Professional Legitimacy,” Sociology of Health & Illness (2000), p.629. 
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compounding factor in the evaluation for incarceration and confinement. Homosexuality 

can provide a salient example. Homosexuality was included as the main condition in 

psychopathic states of contrary sexual instincts and Kraepelin claimed it was well 

described by Krafft-Ebing, Moll and Schrenk-Notzing. It was a condition that developed 

though a state of degeneracy. 64 The relation of homosexuality to psychiatry, sexual 

psychopathy and the law is a significant example of heteronormative cultural bias 

playing into psychiatric diagnosis, which in turn has consequences for moral and legal 

evaluation. The medicalization of deviant behaviour or the pathologizing of normal 

variation has a judicial counterpoint in the criminalization of those with mental disorders.  

 

In America of the 1930’s and 40's public awareness of homosexuality had grown as the 

subculture became more cohesive and visible, so too did the association with sexual 

psychopathy. During the 1950's the American government sought to restrict 

homosexuals from holding government positions. But in the civil rights climate of the 

1960's homosexuals became organized against such discrimination. Discrimination 

involved not only the classification of homosexuality as a psychiatric disorder but also 

criminalization of the sexual behaviour and homosexuality as sexual psychopathy under 

the law of many states.  

 

Psychiatry eventually yielded to internal pressure and factionalism in the APA, growing 

social pressure and lobbying from human rights groups. Yet it wasn't until 1973 that 

homosexuality was no longer classified as a mental disorder by the APA. Such issues 

highlight the problem of heteronormative prejudices in respect to social norms and the 

idealization of normativity, something which was also evident with the earlier theories of 

moral insanity and degeneracy. When the DSM was challenged in respect to 

homosexuality the APA revised the classification this also led to theorists altering their 

analysis of psychopathy in respect to the declassification of homosexuality as a mental; 

                                                           
64   But for Kraepelin the prognosis was good, there was improvement with treatment and in some 

cases the individual was even cured. Hypnosis was most successful according to Kraepelin.  He also 
noted: “Moll claims that women comedians are regularly homosexual.” Clinical Psychiatry: A Text-
Book for Students and Physicians (1912), p.510.  And while Krafft-Ebing considered it to be 
congenital, Schrenk-Notzing implied that is resulted from some form of imprinting on a vulnerable 
individual. Yet the prognosis for many among the degenerative insane was not considered good. 
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illness, including Harvey Cleckley.  

 

The early editions of Cleckley's Mask of Insanity (1941), in keeping with the psychiatric 

definition of the time, he classified homosexuals and others exhibiting 'perversions' as 

sexual psychopaths. But by the 5th edition of the Mask of Insanity, in correspondence 

with the change in the psychiatric perspective on homosexuality, he had revised the 

inclusion under the psychopathic personality. He claimed that this was because 

homosexuals could live full and productive lives but this certainly would not be the case 

without the societal, psychiatric and legal changes, where earlier they could have faced 

prosecution under the sexual psychopath laws and this would be in keeping with 

descriptions of psychopathy emphasizing the violation of moral and social norms. What 

must be considered is the relationship between the diagnosis, legality or criminality and 

antisocial lifestyles. 

 

In Cleckley’s analysis he considers the psychopathic personality as running counter to 

the prosocial normality and he gave sociopathic personality and antisocial personality 

as synonyms. Cleckley acknowledged the difficulty with the description of psychopathy 

as a personality disorder given the early psychiatric classification which had offered 

psychopathic personalities as another term for abnormal personalities. But claimed that 

the clinicians involved in the medical health care profession who had a sufficient 

understanding were unlikely to misuse it as a diagnosis. However, he admitted that 

there was conceptual confusion about the subject: “Often we find much broader and 

more heterogeneous areas embraced, and such a motley conglomeration of diverse 

subjects appears under a single label that even the most sagacious author can say little 

without falling at once into paradox, error, and soon into absurdity.”65 Yet Cleckley’s 

“attempt to clarify some issues about the so-called psychopathic personality” reflects 

many of the contradictions and paradoxes present in many other attempts. 

 

There were inconsistencies in his description with the psychopathic behaviour being 

varyingly given as purposeless, apathetic, detached but also manipulative, conning and 

                                                           
65   Hervey Cleckley, The Mask of Sanity (1988), p.232. 
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sadistic. It was the wide ranging and diverse expression of the psychopathic personality 

which made it difficult to deal with. Cleckley claimed: “Although I insist on the gravity of 

his abnormality, I frankly admit that it is a different kind of abnormality from all those 

now recognized as seriously impairing competency. It is an abnormality that differs 

more widely in its general features from any of those than they differ from one 

another.”66 Such confusion exists in many of the attempts to describe the disorder as a 

distinct clinical entity, a diverse range of biological dysfunctions have been proposed to 

account for the ‘abnormality’. Yet it holds so much intuitive appeal for many that the 

validity of the disorder itself is endorsed without question. 

 

While the categorical approach and biological essentialism has now been called into 

question as a general approach to classifying and dealing with the symptoms of mental 

disorders, psychopathy or antisocial personality disorder is still one off the most widely 

used diagnostic categories. It continues to be conceived as a particular psychiatric 

disorder with an underlying biological deficit. It has mass appeal, allowing for the belief 

in the centralization of morality as a human attribute, appeasing a narcissistic desire to 

be perceived as good. It allows for a reductionism, a simple explanation for behaviour 

which contradicts social and morals norms and sensibilities of goodness.  

 

Unlike the psychoanalytically influenced psychiatry the biological model and categorical 

approach promotes the assumption that human relationships are basically harmonious 

and deny the 'tragic nature of life', as Szasz had noted. Yet, while providing some 

scientific credibility, the biological model also alleviated some of the blameworthy 

elements which emerged from the aetiological assumptions which were 

psychoanalytically informed. In turn it created its own through the idealization of the self 

as virtuous normativity.  

 

The antitheses to this virtuous normativity is psychopathy or antisocial personality 

disorder. Earlier psychiatric theories accounted for the perceived lack of morality in 

antisocial or perverse behaviour as a derangement of the moral faculties or the result of 

                                                           
66   ibid, p.368. 
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some biological degeneracy. Just as these theories had provided a biological account 

for individuals who did not conform to the social and moral norms, psychopathy 

provides a conceptual counter to explain disvalued behaviour which cannot be 

understood as moral. The psychopath, as the inhuman, allows morality to be centralized 

as a biological component of the human condition and psychiatry, psychological theory 

and research provides the scientific credibility. This is the case even though there is a 

lack of coherent uniformity in descriptions and the absence of homogeneity in the wide 

and varying studies attempting to identify an underlying biological dysfunction. 

 

Theorists have recognized the moral dimension of many categories of mental disorders, 

such as the criteria for Cluster B personality disorders, and with antisocial personality 

disorder or psychopathy in particular, which are weighed on moral or disvalued 

behaviour. Some theorists consider these disorders to be moral rather than medical 

kinds, while others give them as both and not mutually exclusive kinds. This has also 

led to claims that psychotherapy should be concerned with moral treatment and 

development of virtuous behaviour since character flaws are symptomatic of these 

disorders. If so the virtuous normativity and diagnostic account promoted by psychiatry 

should be questioned and this in turn cannot be isolated on a theoretical level but 

demands a full consideration in respect to historical and sociological concerns about the 

role and influence of psychiatry. But the contemporary return to Aristotelian psychology 

in many of these debates reinforces the notion of virtuous normativity as the biological 

functioning of the flourishing individual. 

 

The practical reasoning needed for rational self-control was biological in essence and, 

given the heteronormative and class prejudicial nature of both Aristotle and American 

psychiatry, this idealized self was implicitly masculine and privileged. From this 

perspective the pathologizing of Other can be regarded in the unconscious and 

gendered power assertion in the production of knowledge allowing social control over 

the biological inferiority of the Other. 

 

Psychiatrists have a role in the adjudication of normality and abnormality and it is with 
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the aid of the DSM of the APA that diagnosis is made. Psychiatry seeks to deal with 

mental health, implicitly engaging conceptualizations of normality, and ultimately, human 

nature. This is not devoid of a moral aspect. According to Daniel Robinson (2003): "If 

there is an implicit theory of human nature at the core of psychiatric practice, there is 

also - and dependently - a recognition of the civic aim served by successful therapy".67 

Psychiatry may have a civic aim and concern which can, in the most positive 

consequence, alleviate distress and lead to improved social functioning and adjustment 

for individuals. Robinson describes the role of psychiatry as having a moral equivalence 

to the role of law for justice, in the sense that a core goal should be to allow the 

authentic existence of diversity rather than homogeneity in the common good.   

 

While this is the most positive consequences of psychiatry, Duncan Double (2002) 

notes: "The cultural role of psychiatry is more obviously open to criticism than is the 

case in the rest of medicine. This is because of its direct relation to social control 

through mental health legislation. Although diagnosis of mental illness should not be 

predicated on social conformity, in practice this criterion may be applied."68 As with 

Robinson's equivalence with law, there can be a wide discrepancy between such 

idealization in theory and actual practice, calling into question the actualization of 

morality or the potential for corruption in certain areas of practice. Just as with many 

other institutions and professions, these problems run parallel with those who 

endeavour to ensure integrity of the civic aim of psychiatry and the concern for the 

common good.  

                                                           
67  Daniel Robinson, "Psychiatry and Law," Nature and Narrative: An Introduction to the New 

philosophy of Psychiatry (Bill Fulford et al eds.) (2003), p.95. 
68  Duncan Double, “The Limits of Psychiatry,” BMJ : British Medical Journal (2002), p.900. 
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1.3. A Sociological Critique of American Psychiatry and the Classification of 

Mental Disorders in the DSM 

 

After a number of other controversies and challenges, which undermined the status of 

American psychiatry, the APA sought to re-established its authority and scientific 

credibility with the DSM-III in 1980, claiming better reliability for diagnosis and greater 

empirical validity for disorders. The construction of categories of mental illness were in 

accordance with operationalized criteria sets, which followed the neo-Kraepelinian 

approach. The DSM from the third edition onwards attempted to remain atheorethical in 

respect to aetiology but in the definition of disorder there was the implication, in the 

absence of clearly identifiable causal explanation, that clinically significant behavioural 

manifestations were related to biological disease or dysfunction within the individual.69 

The chair of the DSM-III task force Robert Spitzer (1999) stated:  

 

In my own attempt to define disorder, as in the attempts of others such as Donald 

Klein (Klein, 1978), I recognized that the essence of the concept of disorder is 

that something is not working in the organism. This is embodied in the DSM-III, 

DSM-III-R, and DSM-IV definitions that refers to a “dysfunction in the in the 

individual.” What I never was able to articulate was the nature of dysfunction – or 

to put it more simply – what is not working.70 

 

Yet intraorganism dysfunction was given in the description of disorder in the DSM and 

this was considered as implicating a biological basis for disorder.  

 

With the DSM-III it was believed the operationalized criteria would deal with the problem 

of reliability, validity would be dealt with through the given clinical description which 

would then be validated or discarded through subsequent research. Rather than have 

                                                           
69   Randolph Nesse and Eiri Jackson claim the DSM tacitly fosters the notion of mental disorders as 

disease that can be identified as brain abnormalities amenable to neuroscientific models. Randolph M. 
Nesse and Eiri Jackson, “Evolutionary Explanations of Emotions,” Human Nature (1990). 

70   Robert Spitzer, “Harmful Dysfunction and the DSM Definition of Mental Disorder,” Journal of 
Abnormal Psychology (1999), p.431. 
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many undiagnosed cases the DSM-III was inclusive and by making the DSM-III as 

inclusive as possible the problem of validity was covered over. It was only if clinically 

significant behaviour couldn't be categorized that problems of structural integrity would 

arise. The term 'atypical' was given as a subcategory for those symptoms or behaviours 

which did not fit clearly into the DSM-III categories. DSM-III gave two hundred and sixty-

five.   

 

American psychiatry redesigned their diagnostic manual, providing a standardization of 

psychiatric language which could be widely exploited in order to develop a scientific 

approach to the study and treatment of mental disorders. Rachel Cooper (2006) points 

out:  

 

Science has a higher status than philosophy and the other humanities, and a far 

higher status than fields considered to be "pseudo-sciences", such as astrology 

and homeopathy. Whether psychiatry counts as a science is thus a question of 

practical importance. If psychiatry is a science it will be better funded and 

psychiatrists will be granted greater authority than if it is not.71 

 

Reconfiguring psychiatry around the biological model of mental illness benefited 

multiple agents and agencies and institutions.  

 

We can ascribe medicine a status of science in the prevention and treatment of illness, 

the promotion of health, and the idealization in theory, but this cannot be separated from 

the practice of medicine, with the recognition that, at many intersections, it also 

operates economically and the medical business is interrelated with other profit seeking 

institutions, which can lead to questionable practice by some who seek to maximize 

self-interest as well as that of the profession or contributing institution. As such, 

economic interests often play a part in shaping both the theory and the practice of 

psychiatry, sometimes to the point of corruption of the science and profession, 

                                                           
71   Rachel Cooper, Psychiatry and the Philosophy of Science (2006), p.5. 
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intentionally or unintentionally.72  

 

Once a diagnosis enters the DSM it becomes a legitimate subject of research and 

treatment but there are widespread issues of conflict of interest surrounding psychiatric 

diagnosis, extending beyond the psychiatrists and researchers into the political and 

social spheres. Mainly it involves the influence of the pharmaceutical industry, the 

insurance industry, state and government funding. Marcia Angell (2011) points out that 

the drug companies also contribute financially to mental illness advocacy groups: 

“These groups ostensibly exist to raise public awareness of psychiatric disorders, but 

they also have the effect of promoting the use of psychoactive drugs and influencing 

insurers to cover them.”73 For Angell the most worrying aspect has been the sharp 

increase in the diagnosis of childhood disorders and the pharmacological treatment of 

them.74,75 While advertising has also had a significant affect in contributing to 

awareness of particular disorders and drug treatment, Peter Conrad points out that 

advertising for medication for childhood disorders coincided with the increase in 

advertising by major pharmaceutical firms in the 1960’s.76 

 

Kutchins and Kirk note that the DSM-III was ten times the cost of DSM-II and, among 

                                                           
72   Robert Whitaker and Lisa Cosgrove detail many instances in Psychiatry Under the Influence: 

Institutional Corruption, Social Injury, and Prescriptions for Reform (2015). 
73  Marcia Angell, “The Illusions of Psychiatry,” The New York Review of Books (2011). 
74  According to Angell: “What should be of greatest concern for Americans is the astonishing rise in 

the diagnosis and treatment of mental illness in children, sometimes as young as two years old. These 
children are often treated with drugs that were never approved by the FDA for use in this age group 
and have serious side effects. The apparent prevalence of “juvenile bipolar disorder” jumped forty-fold 
between 1993 and 2004, and that of “autism” increased from one in five hundred children to one in 
ninety over the same decade. Ten percent of ten-year-old boys now take daily stimulants for ADHD—
”attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder”—and 500,000 children take antipsychotic drugs.” ibid. 

75  There is also practice of 'off-label' use; where drugs are prescribed for something other than what 
they have been FDA approved for, either in age, dosage, or application for condition or administration. 
It is legal practice unless it contravenes specific ethical guidelines but it is illegal to market drugs for 
'off-label' use. A number of companies have been prosecuted for 'off-label' marketing drugs to 
psychiatrists for prescription to the elderly and children. 

76   Conrad notes: “Part of this may have to do with the American Medical Association’s change in 
policy in accepting more pharmaceutical advertising in the late fifties. Probably more specifically 
involved was the FDA approval of the use of Ritalin for children in 1961. It is interesting to note that 
until 1970 Ritalin was advertised for treatment of “functional behaviour problems in children.” Since 
then, because of an FDA order, it has only been promoted for treatment of M.B.D.” Identifying 
Hyperactive Children (2006), p.13. 
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the increase classification of disorders; the greatest expansion was among childhood 

disorders. Yet with the publication of the DSM-IV the influence of the manual had grown. 

According to William Follette (1996) this happened in a number of ways: 

 

First, economically the mental health care delivery system was increasingly 

dependent on the DSM as a way of classifying patients for getting 

reimbursement. Second, the scientific community was being increasingly 

constrained to organize its research around the DSM. Journals, grant agencies 

conventions, and even talk among colleagues was increasingly reifying 

diagnostic categories. This would not be bad if the DSM had earned this 

considerable influence on a level scientific playing field. Instead, this was and is 

happening despite the fact that the DSM has not been particularly successful as 

an organizing principle for guiding science, and its assumptions about how to 

interpret behavior seem inadequate from many perspectives.77  

 

After the publication of the DSM-IV there was an increase in the diagnosis of paediatric 

psychiatric disorders, such as autism, attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, and bipolar 

disorder. According to Allen Frances (2010), chair of the DSM-IV task force, three false 

positive epidemics began after its publication, aided by other contributing factors such 

as the mass pharmaceutical campaigns aimed at doctors and the general public; these 

were in the classifications of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, autistic disorders 

and childhood bipolar disorder. He believes the same potential exists with the DSM-5: 

"The lesson is clear: once the diagnostic system is in general use, even small changes 

                                                           
77  William C. Follette, “Introduction to the Special Section on the Development of Theoretically 

Coherent Alternatives to the DSM System,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology (1996), 
p.1117. 
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can be amplified and twisted, with harmful and unintended consequences."78,79,80   

                                                           
78   Allen Frances, “The First Draft of DSM-V,” BMJ: British Medical Journal (2010), p.492. 
79   ADHD is a controversial disorder, its validity has been contested since the 1970's, with many 

critics believing it to be a socially constructed disorder to deal with disruptive or "wilful" individuals, 
where diagnosis, according to Peter Conrad, is first arrived at mainly due to behaviour in the school 
setting.          

  J.M. Stolzer states: "Over the last 10–15 years, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
diagnoses have reached epidemic proportions in the United States (Baughman, 2006;  Breggin, 2002). 
In 1950s America, ADHD did not exist. In 1970, 2,000 American children (mostly boys) were 
diagnosed as “hyperactive,” and the standard method of treatment was behavior modification (Levine, 
2004). By 2006, approximately 8–10 million American children (again, the majority are boys) had been 
diagnosed with ADHD, and the vast majority of these children have been treated with daily doses of 
methylphenidate (Bredding, 2002; Breggin, 2002; Levine, 2004). What was once an unheard of 
“psychiatric disorder” is now commonplace in America." “The ADHD Epidemic in America.” Ethical 
Human Psychology & Psychiatry (2007), p.109. 

  In 1980 the criteria for bipolar required at least one episode of hospitalization for mania. Since 
then there has been a community based orientation and, along with diagnostic variations on the 
disorder, it made this redundant as a requirement for diagnosis. According to David Healy with this 
change, which then lacked a clear disability basis for the disorder, the prevalence rate rose from 0.1% 
to 5% of the population and an increase of interest in the disorder, including journals dedicated to the 
condition.  As for the application to children, Healy points out: "Until recently the general clinical 
wisdom was that it was very rare for manic-depressive illness to have an onset in the preteen years. 
But there is now a surge of diagnoses of bipolar disorder in American children even though these 
children do not meet the traditional criteria for bipolar I disorder (from the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders). The mania for paediatric bipolar disorder hit the front cover of the 
American edition of Time in August 2002, which featured nine-year-old Ian Palmer and a cover title 
Young and Bipolar, with a strapline, why are so many kids being diagnosed with the disorder, once 
known as manic-depression? " “The Latest Mania: Selling Bipolar Disorder.” PLoS Medicine (2006) 

  The diagnosis of bipolar had changed from having criteria of disability to one of distress but also 
had variants which made it broader and more inclusive.  Similarly, autism, along with specified 
variants, became broader and more inclusive. 

  Arkowitz and Lilienfeld offer: "Across a mere 10-year period--1993 to 2003--statistics from the 
U.S. Department of Education revealed a 657 percent increase in the nationwide rate of autism." They 
point out that that this led to widespread claims that autism was at epidemic levels, some blamed 
vaccines.  However, they claim that the changes to the DSM criteria had effected the diagnostic 
increases: "Indeed, the 1980 version of the American Psychiatric Association's diagnostic manual 
(DSM-III) required individuals to meet six of six criteria for an autism diagnosis. In contrast, the 1994 
version (DSM-IV), which is currently in use, requires individuals to meet any eight of 16 criteria. 
Moreover, whereas DSM-III contained only two diagnoses relevant to autism, DSM-IV contains five 
such diagnoses, including Asperger's syndrome, which most researchers regard as a high-functioning 
variant of autism." “Is There Really an Autism Epidemic?” Scientific American (2012). Arkowitz and 
Lilienfeld also point to diagnosis substitution, where the increase corresponds to a decrease in other 
diagnosis such as mental retardation and learning difficulties. What compounds this problem is the 
high comorbidity that is given among these disorders. 

80   The elimination of separate autistic disorders in favour of an autistic spectrum is one which 
seems to have practical application and more in keeping with the dimension approach offered by 
Bleuler, which has had appeal for many in the anti-psychiatric movement. There is also proposed 
changes to the diagnoses of ADHD, where distinctions made between the subtypes of inattentive, 
impulsive-hyperactive or combined, are to be noted at a higher age threshold, where recognition of 
symptoms are no longer given as evident by the age of 7 years but now at age 12. A dimensional 
rather than categorical approach is also to be given to the personality disorders based on traits.  
However, even allowing for these changes, the most damning charges against the diagnostic manual 
continues to be the pathologizing in the range and patterns of variation of normal experience and 
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There were claims of reliability and scientific validity for DSM-III but Kutchins and Kirk 

note that there was no evidence of an improvement in reliability or validity. Robert 

Kendell saw the reorganization of the DSM-III as being undertaken for profit. The 

overinclusiveness of the DSM-III, and the misrepresentation of the categories as having 

validity, rather than having a research utility, created a significant problem for the 

subsequent editions. Robert Kendell and Assen Jablensky (2003) have noted the need 

to the need to distinguish between utility and validity in psychiatric diagnosis, with the 

latter having been mistaken for the former.81 Such a distinction could have helped 

resolve some of the problems that have arisen from assumptions of validity and the 

reinforcement of epistemological errors.  

 

For the DSM-III Spitzer asked clinicians to identify rather than explain disorders. This 

resulted in descriptions of the behavioural manifestation of disorders that were 

presented in the clinical setting, without aetiological or contextual considerations. After 

consensus through negotiation was reached, which seems to have been arbitrary, these 

disorders were given as valid diagnostic categories rather than being regarded as 

heuristic devices. Paul McHugh (2005), Distinguished Professor of Psychiatry at the 

Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, claims that the descriptive system got out 

of hand. He notes: 

  

Given that clinical appearances forge diagnoses, a particular patient can satisfy 

the criteria for several disorders and many dissimilar patients can meet criteria 

for the same disorder. Because the manual fails to identify what underlies the 

symptomatic expression of a condition, it cannot suggest intelligible principles 

relating one disorder to another or illuminate why certain of them bunch 

together.82  

                                                           
behaviours, the vast increase in the number of children being diagnosed and the influence of the 
pharmaceutical industry on diagnosis. 

81   Robert Kendell and Assen Jablensky, “Distinguishing between the Validity and Utility of 
Psychiatric Diagnoses,” The American journal of psychiatry (2003). 

82   Paul R. McHugh, “Striving for Coherence: Psychiatry’s Efforts over Classification,” JAMA: The 
Journal of the American Medical Association (2005), p.2526. 
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It is important to point out that, medically speaking, there are problems with taking 

behaviour as representing disorders since the same disease or disorder can have 

different symptomatic manifestations in different individuals or two distinct disorders 

may manifest similar symptoms. But the psychiatric approach was to categories 

disorders based on behavioural symptomology. 

 

While the DSM-III adopted a neo-Kraepelian approach the problems with such an 

approach had been recognized in Karepelin's own work regarding disease based 

mental illness and his disease groupings. The main objection was that the causes for 

the groupings remained unknown and that they were defined by their 'psychological 

form' and outcome, but if mental illness is a disease then it cannot be diagnosed 

psychologically with complete accuracy. In the end Kraepelin's groupings became over-

extended. Diagnosis requires a complete picture but even with the whole life history 

there is no guarantee that this is the case, individual cases may show 'transitions'. It is 

only with an 'a priori' notion of a definite disease or illness that diagnosis can be given 

with complete certainty as a valid type. 

 

The criticisms Karl Jaspers (1910: 1963) had directed at the Kraepelin project are 

equally applicable to the biomedical approach after the DSM III. Jaspers recognized the 

success of Kraepelin's categorizations and approach to mental illness: "The idea has 

established itself throughout the whole world, an achievement shared by no other 

classification of psychoses of no known organic base, and the principle is generally 

accepted today. It has further led to an intensification of the diagnostic effort."83 But he 

questioned whether the Kraepelin project would ever be fully realized, he thought it was 

possible that it would be realized in the 'infinitely remote future' since it would require 

complete knowledge of all the connections. Jaspers recognized it as a potentially 

unending project but that it provided an encouraging line of investigation and gives the 

empirical investigator validity in research orientation.  

 

                                                           
83   Karl Jaspers, General Psychopathology (1910: 1963), p.568. 
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However, the main issue for Jaspers was that, while the idea had generated scientific 

investigation, the disease model of mental illness had been taken as the basis for 

description rather than as a mode of exploratory orientation for the investigator: "But 

error begins where instead of the idea there is an apparent accomplishment of the idea, 

and ready-made descriptions of disease-entities such as dementia praecox or manic-

depressive insanity take the place of individual investigation."84  

 

What is also important to note is that in the psychiatric setting the concern is not with 

what is a mental disorder, it is not a philosophical enquiry, and since clinical 

presentation can represent disorder under criteria of personal distress the concern is 

with what is the mental disorder, and diagnosis is made only if the clinically significant 

presentation is of clear and specific symptoms which match the operational criteria for 

the particular condition or disorder. In practice presentation in a clinical setting is often 

enough to warrant the consideration of clinically significant behaviour.85  

 

Foucault did not deal with the differentiation of diagnostic categories of madness but in 

his lectures on psychiatric power he did deal with psychiatric diagnostics. The 

differential diagnosis in psychiatry, given as one form of madness or another, is 

superficial according to Foucault since the question is framed in such a way as to 

include madness rather than the possibility that it is not.  While a question of whether it 

is an illness or not might be a simpler question in medicine, and one that is less often in 

need of consideration, Foucault gave psychiatry as distinct from medicine in this respect 

since diagnosis is initially carried in the binary domain of 'yes' and 'no': "Psychiatry 

functions, then, in terms of the model of an absolute, and not a differential diagnosis."86  

Foucault claimed that this absolute diagnoses in psychiatry was dependent on the 

recognition of the relation the individual had with reality rather than as an absolute truth:  

"Put differently, the test of truth splits into techniques for ascertaining the truth on one 

side: this is standard medicine; [and, on the other], a test of reality: this is what happens 

                                                           
84   ibid, p.570. 
85   But Peter Conrad also noted that the disruptive behaviour of children in the school setting can 

lead to a diagnosis of ADHD, regardless of their behaviour in other settings. 
86   Michel Foucault, Psychiatric Power: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1973-74, p.266. 
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in psychiatry."87   

 

However, in respect to differential diagnosis, even with the inclusive nature of the DSM, 

the “not infrequent” presentation of atypical, non-specific, not-otherwise-specified 

conditions along with comorbidity have undermined the assertions for categorical 

validity and the operationalized criteria of the categorical approach.88 So too does the 

polythetic criteria sets for disorders, where only a subset of the criteria is required to be 

present for diagnosis. This is not to say that metal disorders do not exist, disorders do 

exist, but the categories enshrined in the DSM and given as valid and distinct disorders 

with particular underlying biological dysfunctions is, at best, misleading.  

 

James Sanders (2011) points out that the DSM has allowed psychiatry to develop a 

common language and a history of the DSM can aid understanding of the diagnostic 

language. He also notes the paradigm shifts in psychiatry are represented in the DSM: 

"The development of DSM resembles a historic pendulum, from DSM-I emphasizing 

psychodynamics and causality to DSM-III and DSM-IV emphasizing empiricism and 

logical positivism. The proposed changes in etiological- and dimensional-based 

classification for DSM-V represent a slight backswing toward the center."89  

 

In justifying the need for a dimensional approach, the DSM-5 claims that the earlier 

editions of the DSM's had been too narrow in their categorical approach in an attempt to 

exclude false positives and this resulted in the “widespread need” to use the not-

otherwise-specified diagnosis. It should be added that this is not without some irony 

given that consensus on clinical descriptions were the basis for the operational criteria 

for the categories in the first instance. The DSM-5 goes on to state: 

 

                                                           
87   ibid, p.268. 
88   The DSM-III offered the term “atypical”, which was changed to “not otherwise specified” in the 

DSM-IV and “unspecified” in the DSM-5. According to the DSM-IV-TR: “The Not Otherwise Specified 
categories are provided to cover the not infrequent presentations that are at the boundary of specific 
categorical definitions.” xxviii. This is given as “Unspecified” in DSM-5 

89  James Sanders, “A Distinct Language and a Historic Pendulum: The Evolution of the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,” Archives of Psychiatric Nursing (2011), p.395. 
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Indeed, the once plausible goal of identifying homogeneous populations for 

treatment and research resulted in narrow diagnostic categories that did not 

capture clinical reality, symptom heterogeneity within disorders, and significant 

sharing of symptoms across multiple disorders. The historical aspiration of 

achieving diagnostic homogeneity by progressive subtyping within disorder 

categories no longer is sensible; like most common human ills, mental disorders 

are heterogeneous at many levels, ranging from genetic risk factors to 

symptoms.90     

 

There was the acceptance that the categorical approach had many failings but also the 

recognition that there was no suitable alternative in place to allow psychiatry to 

dispense with it.   

 

Initially there had been optimism that the neurosciences and genetic research could 

provide the explanatory role and identify biomarkers for disorders. This assumption, 

along with the presumed efficacy of drug treatments and deinstitutionalization, has had 

detrimental consequences. Steven Hyman (2013), who had been a DSM-5 task force 

member, claims: “the DSM system has itself impeded progress in the areas of 

neuroscience relevant to psychiatric disorders. If to obtain a grant or to publish a paper, 

one has to select study populations according to a system that is a poor mirror of 

nature, it is very hard to advance our understanding of psychiatric disorders.”91 Yet the 

categorical classification continues to be taken by many as representing scientifically 

valid clinical disorders reflecting biological dysfunction rather than descriptors of 

behaviour with aetiology unknown. This epistemological error is reinforced by the 

multidisciplinary approach which does not even question the underlying assumptions on 

which these categories are based or the attempts to construct theory to give the 

appearance of scientific credibility. 

 

                                                           
90  DSM-5, p.12. 
91   Casey, B. J. et al. “DSM-5 and RDoC: Progress in Psychiatry Research?” Nature Reviews 

Neuroscience (2013), p.810. 
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Clinical experience, the evidence from biological research over the last few decades 

and the contributions from areas such as transcultural psychiatry has called into 

question the categorization of mental illness into the clinically distinct disorders 

enshrined in the DSM. In recognition of this the APA attempted to reorganize the DSM-

5. Some of the alterations in diagnoses may appear considerate and practical but the 

few modifications which could have broad agreement do not ameliorate the perceived 

widespread failings of the DSM as a diagnostic tool for mental health. James Phillips 

(1996) points out a consideration that is not generally acknowledged: “Indeed, 

psychiatric nosology and the DSMs provide a vast arena for what are, explicitly or not, 

hermeneutic deliberations. The progression from one DSM to the next is itself a strong 

reminder that these are historical documents that do not transcend their historical 

conditions.”92 Yet as William Franke (1996) notes there is a limitation: “The dialogue 

between science and hermeneutics is eminently comprehensible hermeneutically, but 

not vice versa.”93 I disagree with Franke’s assertion since the recognition of a scientific 

basis does not need to enforces the idea of objectivity completely but must be 

constantly revised in light of observation, evidence, and even that which may seem to 

be counterintuitive. But the attempts to construct science in terms of objectivity does 

preclude the admittance of interpretation or evaluation. However, the evidence shows 

that psychiatry needs to address hermeneutics which has greater significance since the 

scientific status has been empirically challenged and undermined. Interpretation plays a 

greater role on multiple levels in psychiatric theory and practice than has been generally 

recognized. 

 

From the 4th edition of the DSM onwards even the APA recognized that there are 

serious flaws with the categorical approach. Again, this is not to say that mental 

disorders do not exist but that the classification of disorders into the specific categories 

does not represent clear distinct clinical, psychiatric or discrete medical kinds of 

disorders in actuality. The validity of the categorical classification of mental disorders 

                                                           
92  James Phillips, “Key Concepts: Hermeneutics,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (1996), 

p.67. 
93   William Franke, “Psychoanalysis as a Hermeneutics of the Subject: Freud, Ricoeur, Lacan,” 

Dialogue (1996), p.69.   
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was called into question by the APA and others but there was also a recognition that no 

suitable alternative to the classification existed to firmly replace it. With the DSM 5 the 

APA, in attempting to address some of the problems, admitted a lack of validity and 

attempted to reconfigure the classification to re-establish utility.  

Biological essentialism within the categorical approach is no longer a justifiable way of 

dealing with the problem of mental disorder, the clear distinctions between psychosis 

and effective disorders has lost scientific credibility, the Kraepelinian dichotomy has 

broken down.94 The neo-Kraepelinian approach of classifying mental illness into distinct 

forms allowed the persistence of scientific allusions to claim disorders as natural kinds, 

where natural kind arguments offered a biological essentialism for disorders. Disorders 

were considered to be distinct and separate in the categorical approach and this held an 

appeal that this would prove to be the case when biomarkers for specific disorders 

would be identified. Yet, while natural kind arguments may have some philosophical 

value in the physical sciences, such arguments have proved to be problematic for 

biological classification and this equally applies to the classification of mental disorders.  

 

At present there is a growing recognition of the failure to categorize mental disorder 

through a neo-Kraepelinian approach, which also attempted to give an operationalized 

account of disorders. The certainty of knowledge that had been the hope of the 

biological model was too reductionist and unrealistic. The DSM-5 concedes that there 

are multiple levels of heterogeneity rather than homogeneity among mental disorders. 

There is also a growing recognition of an interrelatedness of disorders on a polygenic 

level.  

 

The strict categorizations of psychosis and affective disorders no longer applies, 

according to the DSM-5, since there is sufficient genetic evidence implying an overlap in 

genetic liability. Regier et al (2013), who worked on the Task Force for the DSM-5, point 

to the shared genetic relations between some neuro-developmental disorders, 

                                                           
94   Nick Craddock and Michael J. Owen, “The Beginning of the End for the Kraepelinian Dichotomy,” 

The British Journal of Psychiatry (2005). They claim that it had initially allowed for some progress in 
psychiatry but that it is now no longer valid or even useful. 
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schizophrenia, bipolar disorder and major depressive disorder.95 Yet the evidence that 

genetics was not the sole contribution to many disorders was also known for decades.96 

There is now a reassertion by the DSM-5 of the culture environmental influences on 

behaviour. Bio-markers and other measures would only have a predictive value and not 

causal explanation. The 'limitations of the categorical approach' had been recognized by 

the DSM-IV: “In DSM-IV, there is no assumption that each category of mental disorder is 

a completely discrete entity with absolute boundaries dividing it from all mental 

disorders or no mental disorders. There is also no assumption that all individuals 

described as having the same mental disorder are alike in all important ways.”97 

 

The role of pharmacology in solidifying the scientific status and the biological model of 

mental illness cannot be underestimated in theory and in practice. But the success of 

medication may have been overestimated in some cases; positive studies provided 

evidence to bolster many claims but these have often been overstated while negative 

studies and effects are often overlooked.98 For example, studies have estimated that 

antidepressants have little or no greater effect than placebo.99 Additionally, as David 

                                                           
95  Darrel A. Regier, Emily A. Kuhl and David J. Kupfer: “Much of the research from genetics and 

psychiatry over the past 20 years points to an overlapping genetic liability between psychotic and 
mood disorders, particularly bipolar disorder, that belie DSM-IV’s separation of these as distinctive 
(35). In the DSM-5 classification, the chapter on schizophrenia and other psychotic disorders is 
sequenced with that of bipolar and related disorders (which are now separated from unipolar mood 
disorders), which is then followed by the chapter on depressive disorders. This also is consistent with 
recent findings from the largest genome-wide study of mental disorders to date (36), which identified 
shared polymorphisms between select neurodevelopmental disorders (autism spectrum disorder, ASD 
and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, ADHD), schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and major 
depressive disorder. Incidentally, these comprise the first four chapters of the DSM-5. “The DSM-5: 
Classification and Criteria Changes,” World Psychiatry (2013), p.94. 

96   The strongest evidence comes from mono-zygote twin studies and in the case of schizophrenia in 
particular, while multiple factors would probably restrict 100% concordance, there is only a 50% 
concordance. There are also the limitations of genetic heritability based on familial evidence, Galton's 
regression to mediocracy, and other anomalies that restrict a purely Mendelian account of heritability. 

97  DSM-IV-TR, p.xxxi 
98   The issues of publication bias and the rejection of negative studies is widespread according to 

Ben Goldacre. In Bad Pharma: How Drug Companies Mislead Doctors and Harm Patients (2012) he 
also claims that clinical trials are often methodologically weak. Robert Whitaker and Lisa Cosgrove 
detail many instances of deliberate misleading reporting of results in Psychiatry Under the Influence: 
Institutional Corruption, Social Injury, and Prescriptions for Reform (2015). 

99   Irving Kirsch and Guy Sapirstein. “Listening to Prozac but Hearing Placebo: A Meta-Analysis of 
Antidepressant Medication.” Prevention & Treatment (1998).  Irving Kirsch et al. “Initial Severity and 
Antidepressant Benefits: A Meta-Analysis of Data Submitted to the Food and Drug Administration,” 
PLoS Medicine (2008). Irving Kirsch, The Emperor’s New Drugs: Exploding the Antidepressant Myth 
(2009). 
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Healy, Peter Conrad and others have pointed out, the pharmacological efficacy can 

precede the recognition of a disorder. Conrad also notes that some doctors have even 

proposed using drugs as a diagnostic tool.  

 

The influence of psychotropic drugs facilitated the move from the institution to 

community based care which began in the mid 1950's. This changed the nature of 

epidemiological studies of mental disorders which had traditionally been centred on the 

institution. Horwitz and Grob (2011) offer: “A growing need to know how many people in 

the population needed mental health services and an intensification of drug treatments 

as the first line of response to mental illness accompanied this deinstitutionalization.”100  

 

By the mid 1950's psychotropic drugs were being mass-produced and marketed. The 

success of these psychotropic drugs undermined psychoanalysis influenced 

biopsychosocial approach and promoted the biological model of mental illness but it 

also marked the beginning of a deep relationship between the pharmaceutical industry 

and psychiatry which has led to more drugs being prescribed for mental disorders than 

all the rest prescribed for general medicine. 

 

Miltown, a drug with the chemical make-up of merprobamate, was launched by Wallace 

Laboratories in 1955. It quickly became the fastest-selling drug in U.S. history, within 

one in twenty American having taken the drug within a year, after two years over a 

billion pills had been produced and by the end of the decade the two merprobamate 

drugs on the market accounted for a third of all prescriptions in the U.S.101 Other 

psychotropic drugs would outstrip the success of merprobamate and from the late 

1960's to 1981 Valium was the most prescribed medication In America.102 In 2012 drugs 

with Meprobamate were withdrawn from sale in Europe due to the adverse health risks 

which outweighed the benefits. While the psychopharmacological industry has been 

                                                           
100  Horwitz and Grob, “Checkered History of American Psychiatric Epidemiology,” Milbank Quarterly 

(2011) p.643. 
101  Andrea Tone, The Age of Anxiety: A History of America’s Turbulent Affair with Tranquilizers 

(2008). 
102  ibid. 
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highly profitable, but, significantly, research by the major companies has now stalled.103 

This seems to be a reflection of the problems underlying the scientific understanding of 

the mechanisms involved in psychopharmacology and a reliance on the existing 

products, many of which were serendipitously discovered.     

 

In practice, psychiatry, as with the medical sciences, is move vulnerable to sociological 

influences than other disciplines claiming scientific status. The economic and political 

has played a contentious role in psychiatry. Critics of the industrialization of psychiatry 

point to economic concerns influencing psychiatric diagnoses and procedures, evident 

in collaboration with social, political and economic institutions. On the level of validating 

individual identity, where variation from a heteronormative ideal is embraced as an 

explanation for disorder, psychiatry can provide a diagnosis that is more acceptable 

than individual responsibility, which Szasz and others have pointed out, and from which 

many benefits can be gained. As with the medicalization of deviant behaviour, multiple 

agents, lobbyists and advocates seeking different agendas contribute to this and 

diagnosis is often reached in the nexus or convergence of consensus of agents whose 

aims are not necessarily motivated by health or civic interest.  

 

Psychiatry has social value in the treatment of those suffering and distressed and of 

those needing care, this is the evidential prosocial role and this is not in dispute here. 

But there is also a need to confront the problems and consequences of both the theory 

and practice. Indeed what seems to be the case is that those who offer criticism of 

psychiatry in theory or practice are simply deemed to be ‘anti-psychiatric’ rather than 

given consideration as having valid concerns or legitimacy. All too often much need 

reform has been impeded by institutions and professions who have been concerned 

                                                           
103  Steven Hyman (2013) notes “During the past three years the global pharmaceutical industry has 

significantly decreased its investment in new treatments for depression, bipolar disorder, 
schizophrenia, and other psychiatric disorders. Some large companies, such as GlaxoSmithKline, 
have closed their psychiatric laboratories entirely. Others, such as Pfizer, have markedly decreased 
the size of their research programs. Yet others, such as AstraZeneca, have brought their internal 
research to a close and are experimenting with external collaborations on a smaller scale.” He notes 
that the serendipitous nature of efficacy discovery rather than research had led to new drugs. The 
2010 global sales of psychiatric drugs was over $70 billion. “Psychiatric Drug Development: 
Diagnosing a Crisis,” Cerebrum: the Dana Forum on Brain Science. 
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with maintaining power and authority based a commitment to an ideal rather than the 

real. 

 

The first asylums in the US came into existence after the American Civil War, following 

campaigners such as Doroetha Dix who had advocated on behalf of the incarcerated 

and homeless insane. Yet, by the 1950’s, the institutionalized approach to mental illness 

was condemned, the asylums had become warehouses for disordered individuals and 

contributed to the dehumanization of patients. But since the deinstitutionalization of 

psychiatric care the problem of incarcerated and homeless mentally disordered 

individuals has once again become a significant concern.  

 

There are tenfold more seriously mentally disordered individuals in jails and prisons 

than in state psychiatric hospitals, accounting for fifteen to twenty percent of the inmate 

population. A joint report by Treatment Advocacy Center and The National Sheriff's 

Association notes: “Prisons and jails have become America’s “new asylums””.104 Mental 

disorders among the homeless population is more difficult to estimate. Having a severe 

mental disorder is among the high risk factors leading to incarceration and more so if 

the individual has no medical insurance.105 Abuse, harm and deterioration of mental 

condition are the consequences for many in such settings.  

 

At the height of institutionalised psychiatry in 1955 there were fifteen times the amount 

of people being treated in state hospitals compared to current numbers. The move to 

community care was brought about in the belief that more humane and effective 

treatments could be provided for in a personalized setting than had been the case in the 

asylums. According to the report by the Treatment Advocacy Center and The National 

Sheriff's Association notes:  

                                                           
104   A joint Report by Treatment Advocacy Center & The National Sheriff's Association; The 

Treatment of Persons with Mental Illness in Prisons and Jails: A State Survey (2014), p.6. 
105  William B. Hawthorne et al.: “Risk factors for incarceration included prior incarcerations; co-

occurring substance-related diagnoses; homelessness; schizophrenia, bipolar, or other psychotic 
disorder diagnoses; male gender; no Medicaid insurance; and being African American.”  “Incarceration 
among Adults Who Are in the Public Mental Health System: Rates, Risk Factors, and Short-Term 
Outcomes,” Psychiatric Services (Washington, D.C.) (2012), p.26. 
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Prior to the introduction of effective medication in the 1950s, conditions for patients in 

state mental hospitals were often abysmal. Exposés of these conditions provided a 

major impetus for the deinstitutionalization of the patients and the closings of 

hospitals. However, by shifting the venue of these mentally ill individuals from the 

hospitals to prisons and jails, we have succeeded in replicating the abysmal 

conditions of the past but in a nonclinical setting whose fundamental purpose is not 

medical in nature.106  

 

Unfortunately, the consequence for the most vulnerable and marginalized with severe 

mental disorders has been homelessness and incarceration. But I maintain that the 

relationship between mental disorders and incarceration may have relevance for the 

diagnosis of antisocial personality disorder or psychopathy, where most of the studies 

have used incarcerated prisoners to identify individuals with psychopathy in order to 

establish an underlying biological dysfunction and validate the disorder.  

 

In many respects, the socio-epistemological development of American psychiatry 

follows a Foucauldian historical narrative which has come full circle. The marginalized 

mad are once again confined in prisons. The socio-historical narrative of psychiatry 

itself had been contained within a hermeneutic circle, one which is bound by 

humanitarian hopes and socio-economic concerns but there has been a return or 

regression to earlier difficulties rather than a progressive movement through production 

of knowledge. These oscillations do not represent paradigm shifts so much as 

philosophical and methodological failings and recapitulation when the practical evidence 

has not supported anticipated developments. This entails a return to the problems of the 

past. Given that the American penal system now has the highest rate of incarceration 

per capita in the world, mental health in prisons should be an issue of grave concern.

                                                           
106  A joint Report by Treatment Advocacy Center & The National Sheriff's Association; The 

Treatment of Persons with Mental Illness in Prisons and Jails: A State Survey (2014), p.8. 



Hermeneutics and Psychiatry 

 
 

1.4. Hermeneutics and Psychiatry 

 

Hermeneutics covers both understanding as interpretation and the depth level of 

explanation, the hermeneutic circle. While hermeneutics is relevant for narrative and 

identity, understanding as interpretation also applies to psychiatric studies and 

diagnosis in the socio-historical reality. There are many interpretative levels to be 

mindful of, from the expression of the individual to the socio-historical understanding of 

mental illness. Giving due recognition to these elements can uncover and may even 

overcome many of the prejudicial and unresolved issues in psychiatry, including 

unconscious biases.  

 

In this section I argue that hermeneutics plays an important role in psychiatry, which 

often goes unrecognized. The relevance of hermeneutics for psychiatry is not only as an 

attitude in the process of psychotherapy itself but also in the formulation of diagnostics, 

with classification arrived at through negotiated consensus. Giving due recognition to 

hermeneutics can benefit a psychological description or psychiatric diagnosis and can 

complement a scientific account rather than conflicting with it. Indeed, the interpretation 

of surface symptomatology is also a hermeneutic approach even if it is not often 

acknowledged as such.  

 

Phenomenology, psychoanalysis and the biopsychosocial approach all emphasize the 

importance of meaning, interpretation and understanding. An understanding of narrative 

identity and experience can provide a clearer account of the formation and development 

of personality and character as to allow for a more appropriate response than would 

otherwise be taken based solely on interpretation of surface symptomatology. 

Understanding the narrative identity requires extending the phenomenological analysis 

to include the hermeneutic circle and, while there is an infinite manifold of meaning, this 

may lead to understanding that takes place on multiple levels of signification. It may not 

be as preferable as the eloquence of a scientific explanation given in the simplicity of 

deterministic laws of causality but it offers the identification of the human as meaningful 

being-in-the-world. However, what has shapes the current dominant psychiatric 
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interpretation of behaviour is based on a biological explanation which is Aristotelian in 

form. 

 

Awareness of the interpretive elements brings many of the practical issues concerning 

clinical presentation and diagnosis into focus, such as phenomenological accounts, 

gender differences in diagnosis, the limitations of the operationalized approach, the 

wide spread use of ‘not otherwise specified’, the use of prototype modelling in 

diagnosing mental disorders.107 These issues can be elucidated as hermeneutic 

concerns and reflects psychiatry as fundamentally an interpretative science which 

demand a greater emphasis to be placed on understanding. I would further argue that 

many of the problems with psychiatry have been because the recognition of 

interpretation and understanding as a fundamental orientation had been replaced with 

the belief that they were separate from and subordinate to the need to explain the cause 

of disorder by identifying aetiology. This criticism is not only true of biological psychiatry 

but also the psychoanalytic accounts which began to misrepresent interpretation as 

explanation.  

 

But critics of the dominant biological model of mental disorders in psychiatry have 

pointed to the neglect of the phenomenological and intentional experience in 

psychopathology and contended that meaning can only be understood on the level of 

subjective experience. Jerome Wakefield (1999) and others have accepted that mental 

functions are phenomenological and intentional in nature. But focusing on the causal 

explanation offered by the biological approach effectively leads to a neglect of the 

                                                           
107  While the issue of prototype modelling and the use of ‘not otherwise specified’ will be given 

greater detail in this section, there is also the relational issue of gender bias within the psychiatric 
setting to be consider as a hermeneutic concerns, since the same symptoms may be diagnosed 
differently depending on gender. For example, a study by the World Health Organization (Gender 
Differences in the Epidemiology of Affective Disorders and Schizophrenia by Marco Piccinelli and 
Francesca Gomez Homen (1997)) noted cases where, with the clinical presentation of the same 
symptoms, the female was diagnosed as suffering from an affective disorder and the male was 
diagnosed with schizophrenia. But in contemporary psychiatry it is now acknowledged that the 
boundaries between affective disorders and psychosis are not as clearly defined or well established as 
had previously been conceived, making any clear inferences of the categorical classification difficult. 
These issues and others call the gender distinctions in the distribution of mental illness into question 
and highlight some of the complexities inherent in psychiatric classification and gender.   
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subjective experience of mental disorder. The biological and mechanistic accounts of 

functionality do not give the phenomenological experience as meaningful, while it has 

been claimed that the phenomenological experience should be the first and most 

important point of reference, as meaningful expression, in the diagnosis of a condition 

or disorder.108 

 

The definition of mental disorder as internal dysfunction was an attempt to legitimize 

psychiatry as scientific and medical through the “near universal” acceptance of 

dysfunction as defining psychiatry credibility. Dysfunction was used to support the 

categorical approach to disorders and underplay the phenomenological experience. 

There have been many critics of the dysfunction approach to mental disorder, claiming 

there was limited knowledge of function, functional variation and the various functional 

responses. Yet even those sympathetic to the functional approach point out that a there 

needed to be clearly defined minimum requirements for function statements to have any 

integrity, such as the identification of the mechanism involved and a description of the 

characteristic and adaptive function.  

 

The dysfunctional model of disorder has been criticized by Lilienfeld and Marino (1999), 

Sadler (1999, 2004) and many others who put forward the alternative as the prototype 

or Roschian model, what Rachel Cooper (2006) disparagingly calls the 'model of last 

resort'. But the evidence supports assertions that prototype analysis is how diagnosis is 

generally made in practice. Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leight Star (1999) point out 

that two classical approaches to classification are the Aristotelian, representing binary 

characteristics, and prototype analysis which has less clearly defined boundaries and 

relies on the experience and expertise of the clinician.109 They state:  

                                                           
108 Duncan Double points to the negative effect of applying the medical model to mental illness: 

“Diagnosis does not need to be exclusively in terms of a biomedical model. It can be about creating an 
understanding of the reasons for a patient's presentation. Indeed, focusing on the somatic nature of a 
hypothetical underlying disorder tends to deny the patient as a person and objectifies patients so that 
they become merely bodies needing treatment.”  “The Limits of Psychiatry,” The British Medical 
Journal (2002), p.903.  Others have pointed out that it takes the responsibility for behaviour away from 
the individual. 

109  Bowker and Leight Star point out; “An important implication of the theory is that there are levels at 
which we most easily and naturally distinguish between objects in the world, and that supervenient or 
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We have seen in the course of our analysis that medical classification systems 

are naturally prototypical, and that they nevertheless have to appear Aristotelian 

to bear the bureaucratic burden that is out on them. This burden is to act as a 

gateway between the worlds of the laboratory and the hospital (with precisely 

defined, closed environments) and the workday load.110 

 

However, in the case of psychiatry, the classification is proving to be problematic. 

 

Prototype analysis appeals to an ideal functional or dysfunctional prototype model in 

judging disorder, and these are developed through experience. Many give the diagnosis 

of metal disorders as entailing prototype analysis, I believe that this interpretative 

approach also applies to the idealization of normative functioning, since the value and 

measure of psychiatry are based on notions of normative functioning. Prototypical 

idealization of the normative biological functioning is applied to the notion of the 

interpersonal and intrapersonal as cooperative and conflict free, where functionality is 

given as prosocial, with the rational individual self-controlled in behaviour and making 

good choices aimed at flourishing through a productive life. Prototypical idealization 

takes place with constructs of normativity and generalizations, these are made within 

the cultural framing of biological psychiatry as previously outlined,  

 

In consideration of how diagnosis made, rather than how it is defined, many have 

pointed to a prototype modelling of mental illness. According to Mario Maj, a former 

president of the World Psychiatric Association (2008-2011), the operationalized 

approach was initially used for research purposes, where it had proven useful, then it 

was applied to clinical practice.111 Maj (2011) says that the extent to which it is actually 

used in clinical practice is unclear but he claims that the indication is that it is not 

commonly used, with clinicians following a prototype model instead, and some of the 

                                                           
subvenient levels tend to be more technically defined.” Sorting Things Out: Classification and Its 
Consequences (1999), p.63. 

110  ibid, p.106. 
111 Mario Maj was also a board member for the DSM-5 Mood Disorders work group. 
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DSM cut-offs and time frame are not grounded with the support empirical evidence, 

leading to non-distinct and 'not otherwise specified' cases, which had been given in the 

DSM-III as 'atypical'.   

 

The improvement in reliability through an operationalised approach had initially proved 

successful but, as it currently stands, it does not appear to have addressed the problem 

of capriciousness in diagnosis or distinguished itself successfully from the prototype 

approach. In practice the “not infrequent” presentation of atypical, non-specific, not-

otherwise-specified conditions along with comorbidity highlight the limitations of the 

operationalized criteria for the categorical approach.112  The polythetic criteria sets for 

disorders provides evidence of the limitations of the operationalized criteria, where only 

a subset of the criteria is required to be present for diagnosis, and accordingly many 

different combinations of symptoms can result in the same disorder. Additionally, there 

are a number of issues in respect to the application of diagnoses, where interpretation 

of behaviour and description is not demonstrably precise or sufficiently objective, which 

can lead to misdiagnoses and mistreatment.  

 

Maj believes that 'prototype matching' rather than 'defining features' approach is more 

suitable to human cognitive capacities. Templates of mental illness are developed 

through experience. Yet prototype diagnostics has pitfalls that the operationalized 

account tried to overcome. Maj points out: 

 

Finally, a clinician may conclude that a patient matches a given prototype 

because several elements of the prototype description are present, while another 

clinician may conclude that the same patient does not match that prototype 

because some other aspects are absent. These are indeed the biases that the 

operational approach aimed to correct, and the risk of a return to the diagnostic 

                                                           
112 The DSM-III offered the term “atypical”, which was changed to “not otherwise specified” in the 

DSM-IV and “unspecified” in the DSM-5. According to the DSM-IV-TR (2000): “The Not Otherwise 
Specified categories are provided to cover the not infrequent presentations that are at the boundary of 
specific categorical definitions.” xxviii. However, while there maybe ‘specific categorical definitions’ 
there are no specific disorders with clearly defined boundaries. 
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chaos preceding the publication of the DSM-III should not be overlooked.113  

 

This was what the operationalized account was supposed to overcome but critics have 

claimed that using the operationalized criteria without due attendance to the 

phenomenological, environmental, cultural or social context in which the condition is 

manifest may lead to the pathologizing of normal behavioural variations.   

  

Gallagher (2004) considers prototype theory as consistent with hermeneutic 

approaches, namely that of Gadamer in particular rather than Dilthey or 

Schleiermacher: “A prototype is a pathway into a hermeneutical circle. If one thinks of 

schemas as a finite set of well-ordered (perhaps hierarchically ordered) categories, 

prototypes are more like radial organizations of meaning (Lakoff)—rather than a perfect 

fit, they are more a matter of degree. They also allow for a certain relativity.”114  

However, prototype theory is ambiguous, not exact or objective, a matter of degree 

rather than complete understanding, which follows Wittgenstein's example of “family 

resemblance” as Lilienfeld and Marino (1999) had noted.  

 

Prototype analysis has ramifications not only for psychiatric diagnosis but Gallagher 

also claims that corrigible cognitive schemas plays a significant part in human cognition 

and faculties such as empathy. Unlike computational models, the human cognitive 

system “is not designed to work with strict and definitive categories, but with corrigible 

schemas and flexible prototypes.”115 Formal computational models are not a good fit in 

what Gadamer called 'hermeneutical situations', a corrigible cognitive system is 

necessary for novel or ambiguous problem solving capacity. Gallagher considers that 

this is compatible with the way object come to be understood; corrigible cognitive 

schemas as interpretative framework, plastic and adjustable. Again, I would point out 

that if there is a prototype model used to identify disorder there is also a construct of an 

                                                           
113  Mario Maj, “Psychiatric diagnosis: pros and cons of prototypes vs. operational criteria,” World 

Psychiatry (2011), p.81. 
114 Shaun Gallagher, “Hermeneutics and the Cognitive Sciences.” Journal of Consciousness Studies 

(2004), p.166. 
115 ibid, p.167. 
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idealized account of normative functioning, given in terms of self-controlled, rational 

behaviour which is cooperative and sociable. This is in keeping with the 

correspondence biological psychiatry has with Aristotelian scientism and virtue ethics, 

and the character of the DSM. 

 

As for scientific judgement, Gallagher (2004) notes:  

 

Explanation is no less interpretation than understanding. The interpretation of 

quantitative data, for example, relies on certain developments in the history of 

science, and on qualitative judgments among scientists, including judgments that 

the way they interpret their data is important and valuable for the community of 

scientists and the funding agencies that constitute part of their audience.116  

 

James Phillips (1996) points out that Richard Rorty had emphasized the broader 

implications of the Kuhnian challenge to the Dilthey's view of explanation (in Philosophy 

and the Mirror of Nature,1979) redefining hermeneutics, not just as a method of 

understanding for the human sciences, but as method for dealing with 

incommensurability: “He distinguished “normal discourse”, in which there is agreement 

about terms and rules of adjudication, and “abnormal discourse,” in which such 

agreement does not exist. Hermeneutics, then is simply the effort to communicate in the 

face of incommensurability of perspectives or languages.”117 Phillips believes that the 

result of this is that the distinction between explanation and understanding is no longer 

supportable in contemporary psychiatry, understanding and explanation are open to 

different interpretative perspectives but there is still no unified scientific model of 

psychiatric illness only multiple theories and treatments. 

 

Explanation and understanding were traditionally given as antithetical according to 

William Franke (1998):  

                                                           
116  Shaun Gallagher, “Hermeneutics and the Cognitive Sciences,” Journal of Consciousness Studies 

(2004), p.164. 
117  James Phillips, “Key Concepts: Hermeneutics.” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (1996), 

p.65. 
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These two ways of knowing are perhaps both operative in every act of knowing, 

since the scientist must at least get close and involved enough with his project to 

be able to observe it (indeed, scientific discoveries such as the Heisenberg 

uncertainty principle have underscored how indefeasible the involvement if the 

observer is even in science), and the hermeneut, if he is to interpret anything 

besides his own solipsism, must have a capacity for distinguishing between self 

and other and maintain at least provisional, partial detachment from the 

something (or ultimately someone) else that he would know.118  

 

The anti-psychiatrists, in particular the work of Szasz and Laing, believed what were 

presented as mental disorders or psychiatric illness where the problems of living, which 

could be alleviated through a hermeneutic approach. While the theorists grouped under 

the banner of anti-psychiatric movement held disparate and even conflictual political 

ideas most were of the belief that madness was a communication that needed to be 

understood. Laing considered existential philosophy as a way to elucidate how anxiety 

and ontological insecurity could lead to symptoms associated with mental illness. Laing, 

Szasz and others considered madness as representing an existential crisis for the 

individual. 

 

But in examining the legacy of Adolf Meyer's functional approach Duncan Double (2008) 

offers: “Laing wished to move beyond an interpretative understanding to abandon the 

metaphor of pathology (Double 2006). Perhaps if the biopsychosocial model had been 

more clearly defined, Laing would not have felt he needed to take this step. Or, at least 

in doing so, he would have been clearer about where he stood on this issue.”119 It was 

not until the 1970's that a more sustained biopsychosocial approach was given by 

George L. Engel. However, according to Duncan Double, since these approaches entail 

                                                           
118   William Franke, “Psychoanalysis as a Hermeneutics of the Subject: Freud, Ricoeur, Lacan,” 

Dialogue (1998), p.66. Other examples could be added to Franke's, such as given Young's double slit 
experiment. The thought experiment given by Schrödinger's cat, used to illustrate the Copenhagen 
interpretation of quantum mechanics.  

119  Duncan Double, “Eclecticism and Adolf Meyer’s Functional Understanding of Mental Illness,” 
Philosophy, Psychiatry & Psychology (2008), p.356. 
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a critique of biomedical psychiatry, the biopsychological models such as Meyer's and 

Engel's had been discarded because of the biomedical psychiatry's defence against 

anti-psychiatry.   

 

By the 1970's the biomedical model had become a dogma according to George Engel. 

Engel believed that the biomedical model was not only the dominant western model for 

the scientific study of disease but it had also become the dominant folk model which 

had informed physicians long before they embark on their education and training, and 

they in turn reinforced the conceptual model.  

 

While the compatibility of psychiatry with the biomedical model had been questioned, 

Engel offered that this was part of a broader question, namely whether the biomedical 

model was still adequate for medicine and if this is so then all medicine was in crisis and 

not just psychiatry. A number of years before the publication of the DSM-5 Edwin 

Wallace (2007) offered: “I forecast that psychiatry’s presently one-sided 

neurobiological/pharmacological model will gradually return to the midpoint of Engel’s 

biopsychosocial model—when the former discovers that drugs are not panaceas and 

that there is more to the human being than the brain.”120  

     

Alfred Freedman (1995), who was the reforming president of the APA during the 

homosexuality controversy in 1973, later endorsed the biopsychosocial model of 

George Engel against the dualism and reductionism that had stifled psychiatric 

progress. For Freedman the BPS model was a significant move towards an adequate 

working model for psychiatry. He accepted that there were multiple variables affecting 

mental health, some model was needed to take this into account, but reductionism and 

dualism were a hindrance.  

 

Freedman argued against reductionism and dualism in psychiatry but also noted that 

false dichotomies are not alleviated by intergrationism, when intergrationism is given as 

                                                           
120  Edwin R. Wallace IV, “Adolph Meyer’s Psychobiology in Historical Context, and Its Relationship 

to George Engel’s Biopsychosocial Model,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2007), p.352. 
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interactionism in terms of percentages, giving another form of dualism and 

reductionism.121  As Freedman considered the interaction: “One variable is not basic 

and essential and the other derivative and superimposed. Each builds on the other; 

neither is separable.”122  He accepted the notion of biological predisposition while the 

social and environment factors affect manifestation. The biopsychosocial model of 

Engel allows for an account of this, Freedman offers that: “Engel's paradigm is holistic, 

transactional, probabilistic, and analogical.”123   

 

Engel noted that Horacio Fabrega had given “disease” in the generic sense as a 

linguistic term is analogically culturally universal phenomena, where the identification of 

disease has always been 'behavioural, psychological and social in nature'. Individuals 

are designated and social institutions emerge to evaluate such thing and provide a 

course of action.124 He called for a broadening of the conceptualization of disease to 

include the psychosocial without rejecting biomedical.125 Engel noted what was wrong in 

the reductionist approach was the assumption in regarding “the smallest isolable 

component as having casual implications” for the disease. It may be one factor among 

many. Understanding a patient require understanding the language and expression, 

which can be ambiguous, there is a difference between being “sick” and having 

“problems of living” but the distinction is not clear and neither is that between health and 

illness.126 

 

                                                           
121 However, interactionism has yielded interesting data in respect to the nature-nurture debate, such 

as given in the work of the psychologist Eric Turkheimer, which will be discussed later in respect to 
personality. 

122  Alfred M. Freedman, “The Biopsychosocial Paradigm and the Future of Psychiatry,” 
Comprehensive Psychiatry (1995), p.399.  

123  ibid, p.399. 
124  Engel pointed to the Christian influence in the perception of imperfection and weakness of the 

body as influencing the scientific orientation but that the mind and behaviour was the domain of the 
religion.  Classical science took a mechanistic concept of the body and disease as the resulting 
breakdown of the mechanical structure and organization. 

125  For Engel there was an appropriate application to the scientific methodology leading to 
classification: “taxonomy progresses from symptoms, to clusters of symptoms, to syndromes, and 
finally to diseases with specific pathogensis and pathology.” “The Need for a New Medical Model: A 
Challenge for Biomedicine,” Science (1977), p.131.   

126 Back in 1977 he was asking the question 'when is grief classified as a disease?' A question 
raised again decades later by Jerome Wakefield in his objections to the DSM and later the basis for a 
book, The Loss of Sadness (2007), co-authored by Allan Horwitz. 
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Following Engel, Wallace claims that historically Hippocratic physicians took a holistic or 

functionalist approach to medicine. While they sought diagnosis for an ill person, 

traditionally the central concern was with the ill person and, as such, the life history was 

part of that consideration. Medical practitioners sought signs that might be relevant to 

diagnosis and they would discuss treatments with the patient but also life style 

management if it was considered necessary. Wallace offers that it was a patient-centred 

approach. He points to Galen as continuing the holistic approach despite his attempts to 

identify pathologies. For Engel the role of the physician is also one of psychotherapist 

and educator, and that this is beyond the biomedical approach. The problem was the 

preoccupation among professionals of their status and identity with medicine. Those 

who do not believe that the health needs are been met by technologically orientated 

physicians are generally misunderstood by the biomedical establishment who perceive 

this as being about “unrealistic expectations” rather than the disconnect between the 

actual experience and effect of illness and the biomedical model of disease. 

 

Engel was influenced in part by the advancements in physics in the twentieth century, 

which encouraged a recognition of holism. He highlighted the problem through the 

analogical example of the advancements in physics, characterized by many ideas that 

have been counterintuitive and conflict with our everyday notions. Freedman points out: 

“It is strange that in recent years the professional group that has written most and paid 

most attention to the mind-body problem has been theoretical physicists. In fact, 

psychiatrists who have addressed these issues, such as Engel, have looked to 

physicists to show them the way.”127 

 

As with the developments in quantum physics, which challenged the classical view, 

Freedman offers that there are similarities in addressing some of the concerns scientific 

concerns of psychiatry. Concepts of probability and uncertainty are more relevant to 

psychiatry than explanation and certainty. Peter Conrad (2006) took uncertainty to be a 

central problem of medical diagnosis. He pointed to the work of Renee Fox who 

                                                           
127  Alfred M. Freedman, “The Biopsychosocial Paradigm and the Future of Psychiatry,” 

Comprehensive Psychiatry (1995), p.402. 
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considered a "training for uncertainty" to be a significant aspect of medical education. 

She offered two types of uncertainty, which were not always clearly demarcated; 

uncertainty due to personal inadequacy or lack of training; and uncertainty due to the 

limitations of medical knowledge. According to Conrad:  

 

Uncertainty is often a factor in medical diagnosis in particular. Usually the 

symptoms that the patient manifests or complains of could be signs of any one of 

a number of illnesses (or in some cases no illness at all). In fact, one of the most 

accepted manners by which physicians make a diagnosis is through the 

elimination of the illness the patient does not or could not have. This is called 

"diagnosis of exclusion". Though medical norms exist for making most 

diagnoses, they are often ambiguous and open to interpretation.128  

   

Just as classical physicists had dismissed modern concepts that undermined their 

worldview and the model which helped explain it, some biological psychiatrists would be 

reluctant to move their essentialist and reductionist position to one of holism which 

entails and acceptance of probability and uncertainty. 

 

The uncertainty principle or the Law of Indeterminacy as developed by Heisenberg 

offered that all that can be predicted in relation to knowing is either the direction or 

position of a variable or the probability of either. Niels Bohr had given indeterminacy as 

due "to an essential characteristic of the physical world that he embodied in the concept 

of complementarity."129 Freedman also points out: “This idea holds that the world exists 

in complementary guises. Each complements the other in the sense that one cannot 

experience one guise while experiencing the other.”130 He offers that Bohr believed 

complementarity had wider applications than physics and that Bohr may have taken the 

concept from William James, who had based it on his observations of schizophrenics. 

                                                           
128   Peter Conrad, Identifying Hyperactive Children: The Medicalization of Deviant Behavior (2006), 

pp.52-53.  
129   Alfred M. Freedman, “The Biopsychosocial Paradigm and the Future of Psychiatry,” 

Comprehensive Psychiatry (1995), p.400. 
130  ibid, p.400. 
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Bhor also gave reality as requiring observation and that observation is tied to the 

object.131  

 

In Rolf Adler’s (2009) analysis the biopsychosocial model recognizes that: “The 

organism does not react uniformly and thus mechanically and predictably to a defined 

stimulus. A psychobiological system, developing during the ontogenesis of an organism, 

which the mathematician Peirce (1834–1914) designated the “interpretant,” imprints 

meanings on the receptor, which is activated by stimuli.”132 Adler notes that the 

biopsychosocial model, based on systems theory and on the hierarchical organization of 

organisms, is now part of the foundations for reform curricula for undergraduate medical 

education in a number of universities.133 This may lead to the biopsychosocial approach 

becoming more widely accepted and understood. But Adler noted that bringing it into 

clinical medicine has been less successful. Physicians need a working knowledge of 

human behaviour but those who control the resources control the production of 

knowledge.  

 

For both Heidegger and Gadamer hermeneutics was an essential nature of science-in-

the world.134 For Gadamer hermeneutics was pervasive in life experience and as “a 

universal aspect of philosophy” while scientific explanation, seeking a timeless and 

objective epistemology, did not stand outside history but was shaped by it. Gadamer 

                                                           
131  Other developments in 20th century physics and mathematics have relevance for arguments 

against scientific reductionism and have applications across many fields and disciplines. Chaos theory 
for example recognizes the complexity of deterministic and dynamic systems where small deviations 
can lead to complexity that is disordered. Freedman also offers that the chaotic may be more of the 
norm than regularity (for example, EEG readings between processing states and rest, etc.).  

132  Rolf H. Adler, “Engel’s Biopsychosocial Model Is Still Relevant Today,” Journal of Psychosomatic 
Research (2009), p.609. 

133  Rolf Adler: “The BPS model has become one of the main theoretical foundations for a number of 
reform curricula in undergraduate medical education (Berne, Maastricht, Harvard, Glasgow, Witten-
Herdecke, etc.).” ibid, p.610. 

134 As such the distinctions between understanding and explanation are not as clear in contrast or 
opposition as Wilhelm Dilthey had conceived. According to James Phillips: “The ever-widening scope 
of hermeneutics was taken to a new level in the twentieth century by the philosopher Martin Heidegger 
and his pupil Hans-Georg Gadamer. While influenced by his reading of Dilthey, Heidegger moved 
beyond hermeneutics as the method of the human studies and in his Being and Time (1927/1962) 
gave it an ontological dimension by describing understanding and interpretation as essential features 
of man's (Dasein's) being. He could then say both that Dasein is hermeneutic in his very nature or 
being and that he, Heidegger, in his analysis was offering a "hermeneutic of Dasein." “Key Concepts: 
Hermeneutics,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (1996), p.62. 
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recognized the limitations of understanding given in the incommensurability of 

worldviews, as initially offered by Dilthey, but mutual understanding could be achieved 

through openness and interpretation. As Dermot Moran (2000) offers it: 

 

This is a process of the interpretation of our horizons, or what Gadmer calls 

'fusion of horizons' (Horizontsverschmelzung, TM 306:290), here taking over 

Husserl's notion of 'horizon' (Horiont), the inner and outer horizons in an act of 

perception.  The attempt to understand the other must begin with the recognition 

that we are separated by different horizons of understanding, and that mutual 

understanding comes through overlapping consensus, merging of horizons, 

rather than through the abandonment by one of the interlocutors of his or her 

initial horizon.135 

 

 

However, as Moran points out, using the terms of Paul Ricoeur, what presents itself in 

Gadamer's hermeneutics is a “hermeneutics of trust rather than suspicion”.  Ricoeur 

had identified two hermeneutic approaches; a hermeneutics of trust and a hermeneutics 

of suspicion. The hermeneutics of trust is restorative in respect to meaning, while the 

hermeneutics of suspicion is sceptical of what is given as meaningful and seeks to 

uncover the hidden or disguised meaning. Yet, while the hermeneutics of trust can be 

primarily viewed in the Gadamerian sense of an engagement in conversation or 

empathic dialogue, Ricoeur had considered hermeneutics of suspicion to be evident in 

the methods employed by Nietzsche, Marx and Freud. I would argue that Machiavelli 

provides the modern antecedent to a hermeneutics of suspicion.  

 

Ruthellen Josselson (2004) believes the term 'suspicion' to be an unfortunate choice, 

which gives the impression of conscious or deliberate censoring of meaning, rather than 

that which operates outside the individual's consciousness. Josselson prefers to view 

the interpretative process as a 'hermeneutics of demystification'. But I hold that both 

considerations, suspicion and demystification, should be taken in to account. This would 
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allow censorship or covering over of meaning to be considered as overt or covert, with 

overt intent understood as consciously deliberated and covert as unconscious. 

Suspicion of intent reflects recognition of the conscious attempt to deceive or 

reconstruct, whereas demystification attempts to reveal a covering over or 

reconstruction of meaning that takes place on the unconscious level. With this in mind, 

a hermeneutic perspective can be given in the interplay of trust, suspicion and 

demystification, but this may also require the suspension of certainty in the process. As 

such we can accept three directions of interpretation of intent and the restoration of 

meaning, namely trust, suspicion and demystification.   

 

William Franke (1998) claims that Ricoeur recognized in Freud's work the move from 

the scientific optimism of earlier writing to a more hermeneutic approach in his later 

mythologizing but Ricoeur considered both to be interwoven. Franke notes: 

“Psychoanalysis as a phenomenological hermeneutics seeking to know intention and 

meaning-for-subject goes right past these and finds true meanings that were never 

consciously intended”.136 The unconscious is only known when it is transformed into 

something represented to consciousness and that is the paradox for psychoanalysis 

according to Franke.137,138 However, there should also be an acknowledgement that as 

                                                           
136  William Franke, “Psychoanalysis as a Hermeneutics of the Subject: Freud, Ricoeur, Lacan,” 

Dialogue (1998), p.72. 
137 The psychodynamic unconscious is realizable by but not reducible to either the cognitive or 

neurological unconscious because it is a hermeneutic concept as a product of the networks of 

meaning derived from the interpretation of experience. Freud sought a scientific psychology based on 

neurophysiology, his aim was to reveal how mental processes could operate outside of 

consciousness. Initially he gave neuronal processes as unconscious but he later abandoned this 

possibility. Woody and Phillips (2014) believe that it is only now that the possibility of Freud's ambition 

has the potential to be realized, a clinically detailed account of the unconscious that is based in 

neurophysiology. In a similar way Shaun Gallagher gives Ricouer's reading of the Freudian project as 

seeking both interpersonal psychodynamic interpretation and a scientific explanation of the structure of 

the unconscious and mechanisms involved. Woody and Phillips note that this can only happen if there 

is clear distinction of the neurological unconscious, the cognitive unconscious and the psychodynamic 

unconscious, but also that a more precise definition of the unconscious is needed.   

138 Woody and Phillips offer two approaches that have tried to reframe the Freudian formulation of 
the unconscious as primitive wishes, where the unconscious can be reconfigured cognitively as an 
alternate narrative or conceptualized as a schema: “And as for psychiatry, it should be evident that the 
psychodynamic unconscious is a cognitive unconscious. That is, psychiatric appeals to the 
unconscious in order to explain behavior and mental suffering invoke the existence of unconscious 
cognition rather than merely unconscious neural processes.” p.125. Woody and Phillips credit Roy 
Schafer with noting the alternative narrative, as something that can be drawn out through therapy, and 
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a transformative aspect for the therapeutic approach, hermeneutics attempts to provide 

a reconstructed narrative that enables the subject to confront and overcome destructive 

or debilitating narratives.  

 

Josselson offers that Ricouer had begun with the notion that the two forms of 

hermeneutics were at odds with each other: 

 

But, as Ricoeur develops his reading of Freud, he suggests that there may 

nevertheless be a defensible dialectic between them. While the hermeneutics of 

demystification may be grounded in the archeology of the person – the 

submerged and disguised wellsprings of action, the hermeneutics of restoration 

may be focused on the teleology of life – the hopes, desires, intentions and 

beliefs that frame the sense of the future. Demystification thus may serve the 

analysis of the structuralization of the past while a hermeneutics of restoration 

captures the representation of the future. Both forms of interpretation tenuously 

meet in an effort to understand the ever-shifting present.139  

 

The narrative could be said to emerge from the hermeneutic of demystification, as 

Josselson points out, which also uncovers the schematics, but this hermeneutic 

approach is less appealing than one of trust, based on conscious intent, since it 

requires the interpretation from an authority who unearths meaning, and this position 

makes some uncomfortable, with the implication being that this relation contains the 

inevitable problematic of power. However, while Josselson is right to have concern over 

the power relations, I would like to point that the failure of psychoanalysis, with 

destructive consequences was in positing interpretation as casual explanation, giving 

authority to their interpretation as definitive aetiology. Again, I would stress that a 

                                                           
from Horowitz the account of unconscious schema: “From this point of view, an individual approaches 
interpersonal situations with unconscious, fixed, schematic assumptions about how he or she will be 
treated by the other person.“ “Freud's "Project for a Scientific Psychology" After 100 Years: The 
Unconscious Mind in the Era of Cognitive Neuroscience,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology 
(2014), p.130 

139  Ruthellen Josselson, “The hermeneutics of faith and the hermeneutics of suspicion,” Narrative 
Inquiry (2004), p.21. 
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hermeneutic approach can be construct around trust, suspicion and demystification with 

the recognition that uncertainty attends the interpretative process. 

 

Still, there are not only issues of uncertainty to deal with but also limits to 

understanding. Jaspers had advocated an empathic approach to psychiatry but, 

nevertheless, he believed that many of the expressions of mental illness were 

ununderstandable, in particular were primary delusions. It is the ununderstandable 

nature of delusions which proved most problematic for many following Jaspers. For 

Jasper the experience of reality was a primary phenomenon, so too for distortions of it 

such as delusions. But he distinguished between the immediate certainty of reality and 

reality-judgement. Reality is an implicit awareness of being and the real is what is 

concretely perceived and that which resists us but a delusion is a judgement that is 

pathologically false. A delusion shares the characteristics of a false judgement but differ 

in degree, these are: they are given as an extraordinary conviction with subjective 

certainty, they are impervious to other experience and compelling counter argument, 

and the content is impossible. He further distinguishes between delusions that are 

understandable, given the component experiential quality, which he calls 'delusion-like 

ideas’, and there are those that are phenomenologically irreducible, and therefore 

ununderstandable, which are 'delusions proper'.  

 

This throws psychiatric diagnosis back onto the subjective experience and empathic 

ability of the psychiatrist. Richard Bentall (2005) sees this as the central irony of his 

work: "In his great book he tried to identify a role for psychological explanations. In the 

process, he gave madness to the biologists and inadvertently discouraged the 

psychological investigation of the psychoses."140 Phenomenological investigation was 

given primacy in focusing on form of expression, while content as psychological 

meaning was reduced as potentially misleading and, at worst, the focus on content as 

psychologically meaningful was pointless.  

 

The notion of madness as meaningful communication is a central theme in anti-

                                                           
140  Richard Bentall, Madness Explained (2005), p.29. 
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psychiatry and one which both Laing and Szasz offer some insight through their 

different approaches. Unlike Jaspers, who did not believe primary delusions were 

understandable, both Szasz and Laing held that the psychotic expression was 

meaningful and could be understood. For Szasz madness was an attempt to get help 

and attention, the behaviour of the individual was still rule governed and goal-directed 

behaviour. Szasz's concern with the non-discursive corresponds to an extent with 

Jaspers' emphasis on the form rather than the content of expression. Yet the attunment 

of which Szasz writes is given as a more fundamental rule of the human condition, 

allowing for 'understanding' than is on the deeper meaning of 'feeling', rather than the 

ununderstandable nature, the potential for unlimited interpretation which Jaspers had 

given. What can be added is that understanding form can aid further understanding, 

which may be applied to content, arrived at through suspicion or demystification rather 

than trusting content has meaning in any literal sense. 

 

Laing focused on the strategies of the ontologically insecure individual in terms of 

intersubjectivity and existential philosophy, Szasz gives the strategies of rule-following, 

goal-directed behaviour as operations of an individual within an intersubjective language 

game of a hierarchical system. It was not, as Jaspers believed, the certainty of reality 

and reality-judgement showed the delusion to be false and understandable, rather, for 

Laing and Szasz, it was the unbearable demands of reality that lead to the expression. 

The subversion of rules, as anti-rule, is the simplest expression of the individual’s 

attempt to experience their own rule and allows the expression of rebellion.141  

Submission and connectivity ensures interpersonal and social harmony, it this is often 

as a product of a sufficiently developed sophisticated system, which allows the 

formation of new rules.  

 

By taking the psychotic experience as understandable Jaspers denied meaning and by 

                                                           
141  Szasz considers this anti-rule striving to be evident in the negativism of young children. Indeed, 

anti-rules are given as particularly prominent among the childish and immature, Szasz wrote: “To 
assert that man is a rule-following animal implies more than he is inclined to act on the basis of rules 
which he has been taught. He is also inclined to act in diametrical opposition to these rules.” The Myth 
of Mental Illness (1972), p.162. 



Hermeneutics and Psychiatry 

103 
 

doing so undermined the empathic aspect of hermeneutics which Laing sought to 

promote, it denied the meaningfulness of the expression of the individual and 

undermined the validity of the communication. With the biological or disease model the 

expressions were viewed as the symptoms of an underlying biological dysfunction. 

 

Yet Jaspers had also given interpretation as one of the basic psychological laws of 

meaning and understanding: “Understanding will therefore push on from the isolated 

particular to the whole and it is only in light of the whole that the isolated particular 

reveals its wealth of concrete implications. What is meaningful cannot in fact be 

isolated. There is no end, therefore, to the collection of our objective facts which provide 

the starting-point for all understanding.”142 But the consequence of this was that there 

was a continual potential for new meanings to be interpreted and understanding was 

therefore unlimited.143 

 

However, I believe that what is given as the boundary in respect to psychiatry is the 

notion of human nature and that the understanding and interpretation of mental illness is 

contained within it. In the current dominant biological model there are evidential failings 

of the categorical approach and the application of operationalized criteria leading to 

prototypical modelling of disorder and an idealization of normative social functioning as 

virtuous. This prototypical modelling of disorder and normativity is not only reinforced 

through psychiatry but through other disciplines, limiting variation and making deviant 

behaviour not only abnormal but evaluated as biologically dysfunctional. 

 

I would argue that considerable recognition needs to be given to the hermeneutic 

aspects involved in psychiatry rather than simply attempting to justify psychiatry as a 

science, which is itself is a particular hermeneutic approach. In the clinical setting 

confusion may arise in seeking to apply the operationalised criteria to behavioural 

                                                           
142 Karl Jaspers, General Psychopathology (1910: 1963), pp.356-357. 
143 According to Jaspers the basic laws of psychological understanding and of meaningfulness were: 

(a) Empirical understanding is an interpretation; (b) understanding follows 'the hermeneutic round'; (c) 
opposites are equally meaningful; (d) understanding is inconclusive; (e) unlimited interpretation; (f) to 
understand is to illuminate and expose. 
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presentations because what is presented does not clearly match the prototype model of 

the clinician’s experience which is derived from theoretical or educational models, as a 

prolonged university pursuit, which has sought to reinforce psychiatry as a science and 

promote the standard history of psychiatry which the anti-psychiatrics had challenged. 

Clinicians may lack a practical experience which, in earlier psychiatric practice, had 

been developed in the institutional setting where the psychiatrist often lived, where the 

focus was on case histories rather than the exactitude of diagnostic categories.  

 

The use of the “not otherwise specified” or “unspecified” is widespread because, while 

there are ‘specific categorical definitions’, there are no specific disorders with clearly 

define boundaries which are identified by the clinician. Overlap, comorbidity, polythetic 

criteria sets all contribute to this problem, which is also compounded by the 

inclusiveness of the DSM. This leads me to further theoretical considerations about 

diagnosis, particularly in relation to the concerns surrounding personality disorders and 

the implicit normativity of the biomedical model. In the case of personality disorders, 

diagnosis such as borderline personality disorder and antisocial personality disorder are 

widely used, indicating a certainty that is uncommon elsewhere and with other 

psychiatric disorders.144  

 

There must be some explanation for this to be found in the interpretation of behaviour 

where the criteria for diagnosis are weighed heavily with social norms and moral 

evaluations. Following Szasz, I assert a reason for the ability to apply diagnosis with 

greater certainty in the cases of borderline personality disorder and antisocial 

personality disorder is due to perceived anti-rule behaviour, behaviour deemed to 

contravene social and moral norms. In the case for those diagnosed with antisocial 

personality disorder, which is generally diagnosed in prison populations or in relation to 

some forensic examination of criminal activity.145  

                                                           
144  Nick Manning (2000) and others notes that of all the PD categories only two are widely used in 

the clinical setting are Borderline Personality Disorder and Antisocial Personality Disorder. 

145 APD is essentially marked by a disregard for societal norms and the violation of the rights of 
others. The crucial diagnostic characteristic is a “pervasive pattern of disregard, for and violation, of 
the rights of others that begins in early childhood or early adolescence and continues into adulthood. 
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The presentation in the clinical setting for such individuals is generally not due to their 

own personal distress and they can be perceived as egosyntonic, this may also 

contribute to the clinician reaching a diagnosis of antisocial personality disorder, so too 

for the implicit normativity promoted by psychiatry where negatively evaluated behaviour 

is considered not only dysfunctional but attributable to a neurophysiological causal 

explanation. I contend that since antisocial personality disorder or psychopathy 

represents the anthesis to the prototype idealization of normativity promoted by 

biological psychiatry and the diagnosis can easily be given as anti-rule behaviour, since 

the abnormality is contrary to idealized functionality as self-controlled behaviour of a 

rational individual making good, prosocial choices aimed at flourishing in a productive, 

cooperative and conflict free life.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
This pattern has also been referred to as psychopathy, sociopathy, or dissocial personality disorder.” 
DSM-5 (2013), p.659. Yet the DSM-5 also states that diagnosis cannot be given before the age of 18.  
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Chapter 2 – Personality 

 

2. Introduction 

 

Trait theory is the dominant approach to personality. Personality traits are given as 

stable and consistent over time and effectively motivating behaviour. There have been 

many studies into the current dominant trait model, the five factor model, claiming 

empirical support over a wide range of constructs, using various measurement scales 

and statistical analysis. The five factors are: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openess, 

Contentiousness and Agreeableness. Trait theory has a long historical lineage, and has 

a correspondence with Aristotelian virtue ethics but only one of his virtue dimensions, 

namely agreeableness can be applied to contemporary trait models. 

 

Just as some have considered that traits can be valued in terms of virtues, personality 

traits are also used to describe personality disorders. In the case of antisocial 

personality disorder or psychopathy, along with the behavioural conditions in the 

violation of social and moral norms and the rights of other, traits such as impulsivity, 

aggression, irresponsibility, lack of empathy, guilt and remorse are associated with the 

disorder, as has disagreeableness. While the desirability of agreeableness appears in 

the virtue ethics of Aristotle, low agreeableness has been a noted feature among some 

personality disorders, it especially applies to those heavily weighted with moral 

evaluation, such as antisocial personality disorder. 

 

However, there are also many critics of the trait theory approach to personality and 

behaviour. Some have focused on the problems with the scales and statistical analysis, 

where construct validity is questioned along with semantics. Other critics have noted the 

evidence from social psychology, implicating the context or situation as a more powerful 

motivation for behaviour. 

 

The Aristotelian approach to character has often been applied in these contemporary 

debates (in order to bridge the gap trough some form of developmental interactionalism) 
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surrounding personality and personality disorders, and the moral concerns principally. 

As has been noted, this is unsurprising given his influence on the western notion of 

character. But, in the consideration of trait application and appraisal, rather than taking 

the binary opposition in the assessment of moral value, following a Machiavellian 

perspective, I claim that traits which are believed to be socially desirable may be 

dependent on benign conditions to allow such evaluation, where the uncontested 

evaluation of moral or virtuous traits are not necessarily so, traits that can be beneficial 

for socialization are not necessarily morally good. They may even prove to be 

maladaptive or destructive of the common good given the wrong conditions. This can 

even be shown in the case of agreeableness reconstructed as compliance, obedience 

or submissiveness, leading to participatory behaviour with destructive or amoral 

outcomes. 

 

However, the universality of the traits can also be called into question given the cross-

cultural evidence. Even key developers of the five factor model, Costa and McCrae, 

admit a cultural influence on personality traits.146 They also undermine the belief in the 

stability and consistency of traits by the parsing of their arguments by in referring to the 

stability and consistency of traits using phrases such as ‘usually’, ‘generally’ and so 

forth.147  As such, I support a less static and ridged, more fluid account of personality 

traits, one dependent upon interpretation, cultural evaluation, narrative identity and the 

self-evaluative experience. This account gives traits as having some descriptive value 

while recognizing that this does not go beyond evaluative and interpretative utility.   

 

Even while there might be some general agreement among trait theorists as to the 

validity of five factor model it is incomplete, giving only a superficially limited description 

of personality. Traits alone cannot account for intent, motivation and behaviour. Again, in 

the Machiavellian consideration, behaviour does not necessary reflect intent and a 

                                                           
146   Paul Costa and Robert R. McCrae, “Personality Stability and Its Implications for Clinical 

Psychology,” Clinical Psychology Review (1986), p.409. 
147   They also write: “William James’ (1890) dictum that “by age 30, personality is set like plaster” 

implies that there is still some likelihood of change until that age and the data seem to support him.” 
ibid, p.412. 
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specific expression can mask the intent and have multiple functions. An adaptive 

personality can utilize context dependent strategies, which can require the suppression 

of some traits and the acquisition or imitation others, indicating a greater scope than 

many trait theorists would allow.   

 

Indeed, Machiavelli advocated valued traits or virtues, he too had offered five traits: 

Compassion, Good Faith, Integrity, Kindness, and Religious. These virtues were worthy 

of imitation only in appearance. To be perceived as such would disguise the pursuit of 

power and glory in such way as to allow the execution of action which ran contrary to 

these virtues, since behaviour would only be understood for what it appears to be. 

Again, this reflects that intentional and motivational nature is not necessarily understood 

from behaviour manifest and expressed in terms of traits.  

 

Rather than structuring the debate in the oppositions of personality and situation, nature 

and nurture, I argue that the evaluative self-experience plays a fundamental part in the 

process. Synthesising the work Mischel, Sidney Blatt and others who have focused on 

subjectivity and identity in relation to personality and behaviour, can, I believe, allow for 

a more dynamic approach to personality to be conceptualized. The static, nomothethic 

nature of the five factor model can only be overcome with the recognition of narrative 

identity and the evaluative self-experience, since these are significant elements of 

character and behaviour. Coupled with this are the cultural elements which contribute to 

the processes of identity formation, through self-definition and relatedness. These 

elements can allow for the intentional and motivational dimensions of personality to be 

understood in relation to situationism.  

 

The five factor model, along with other trait models are deeply flawed, given the 

semantic and interpretative problems and the limitations of factor analysis. 

Measurements and scales based on personality trait or behaviour inventory should be 

recognized as being limited in descriptive and predictive value. Trait accounts do not 

give any rendering of intent or motivation. Traits themselves are valued and disvalued 

as an aspect of cultural and normative appraisal. Indeed, I argue that values rather than 
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traits allow for better understanding of motivation and intent, even in the employment of 

traits or roles by people. 

 

Applying a trait approach to personality disorders can have some superficially 

descriptive value but the evidence is scant in terms of providing any actual significant 

contribution, given the analytic concerns. The criteria for personality disorders 

themselves are given in terms of disvalued traits but, while the categorical approach to 

mental disorders has proved problematic, this is more so with the categories of 

personality disorders, since there is greater evidence of diagnostic confusion, overlap, 

looser criteria sets, and wider heterogeneity among those diagnosed with particular 

personality disorders, and this most evident among those diagnosed with borderline 

personality disorder and antisocial personality disorder, two of the most contentious 

personality disorders but still two of most widely used diagnostic categories.  

 

There is a confidence in applying these diagnostic categories that is uncommon among 

other personality disorders and with mental disorders in general. This is because it is 

easier to make diagnosis given the criteria for these disorders are dependent on the 

evaluation of traits and behaviour as contrary to social and moral norms. Traits and 

associated behaviour can easily be deemed to be present given the moral evaluation 

and loose interpretation of descriptions. This is particularly so in the case of antisocial 

personality disorder if lifestyle reflects criminality. However, conversely, this also 

requires an understanding of normativity as prosocial and moral, which I argue is an 

idealized representation of human nature.  
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2.1. Personality Traits and Virtue  

 

Personality disorders constitute groupings of categories of mental disorder in the DSM, 

including antisocial personality disorder, the DSM equivalent of the diagnosis of 

psychopathy. This particular personality represents the antithesis of the virtuous 

normativity of American psychiatry. The current description of psychopathy as a 

personality disorder is generally given as casually related to a biological dysfunction.  

However, before dealing with personality disorders, the question of what defines a 

personality should be examined. It is important to clarify some definitions of personality 

and, in particular the dominate trait approach to personality, since traits are also used to 

describe personality disorders.  

 

In the case of antisocial personality disorder or psychopathy traits such as impulsivity, 

aggression, irresponsibility, lack of empathy are given in descriptions along with a 

disregard for moral and social norms and the rights of others. These traits and 

associated behaviours are related to poor life choices which often leads to conflict and 

trouble with authorities. In order to deal with psychopathy as a personality disorder, with 

identifiable traits, trait model theories should be addresses to highlight concerns with the 

approach. Trait theory is not without critics. 

 

Personality is generally believed to be a stable pattern of traits, characteristics of a 

person that influences their behaviour, beliefs and attitudes. From such a position there 

should be some predictive value involved in personality attribution. Trait models are 

given as influencing behaviour and generally considered to stable and consistent over 

time. Critics point to studies in social psychology and the evidence of situational 

variability influencing behaviour. The extent to which the individual personality coincides 

with the social role or social personality is also at issue. Some theorists appeal to 

Aristotelian interactionism to overcome such divergent concerns over behavioural 

motivation and personality. However, I believe that a subjective form of identity theory 

could bridge the gap, allowing for a more evaluative and dynamic behavioural outcome 

to be supported. 
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The major approaches to the subject of personality have focused upon either trait, 

psychobiological, social learning, psychodynamic or humanistic theories. Although there 

have been a number of competing personality theories, trait theory is currently the 

dominate personality theory in psychiatry and personality psychology. In psychiatry it 

replaced the ‘unscientific’ psychoanalytic approach to personality disorders and 

complemented the biological approach to psychology and psychiatry, since traits were 

considered to be largely heritable.  

 

Since ancient times personality and psychopathology had been studied in relation to 

each other. Humorism was a physiological concept of character and temperament that 

held sway until the emergence of modern medicine in the 19th century. Temperament 

was believed to consist of four fluid constituents corresponding to the following mood 

dimensions; melancholic, choleric, phlegmatic and sanguine. Lee Anna Clark (2005) 

points out:  

 

The balance of these four humors—blood (sanguis), phlegm, bile (choler), and 

black bile (melancholer)—determined one’s temperament: sanguine, phlegmatic, 

choleric, or melancholic, respectively. Temperament, in turn, determined 

vulnerability to illness, and a humoral imbalance led to physical or mental illness. 

Balance—and thus health—was restored by such techniques as bleeding and 

purging.148 

 

Yet while humorism was applied to medical and psychopathological concerns other 

theories sought to address the moral and educational conditioning of character and 

temperament. 

 

Aristotle also had a significant role in defining the characterological approach in the 

western ethical cannon. He gave temperament as the affective disposition of the 

                                                           
148  Lee Anna Clark, “Temperament as a Unifying Basis for Personality and Psychopathology,” 

Journal of Abnormal Psychology (2005), p.505. 
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individual from which character develops through experience and habit. Aristotle’s virtue 

ethics was based on the refinement of temperament to acquire good character that 

would be in correspondence with the virtues. For Aristotle virtue was dependent on 

upbringing and habituation, to be virtuous required guidance in the good as pleasurable.  

Through this development and with maturity the knowledge of the good would come 

through reason and reflection. The intention to do good was an aspect of virtue but it 

also requires the refinement through practice over time.   

 

Some claim virtues are personality traits. Georg Spielthenner (2004) contends:  

 

For the following reasons, however, I prefer to conceptualise virtues as 

personality traits: To begin with, the notion of character traits is unclear, which 

leads to quite different views about what belongs to the character and what does 

not. Some philosophers include features that others would prefer to have 

excluded. Besides, character traits have often been defined in a way that makes 

them indistinguishable from personality traits, which renders any difference as 

merely verbal. In addition, it seems that there is no clear demarcation between 

traits of character and personality traits.149 

 

There has been a resurgence of interest in the work of Aristotle, his virtue ethics have 

been applied in contemporary debates concerning personality and personality 

disorders.  

 

Hanna Pickard (2009) considers Aristotle as having provided the best account of 

                                                           
149  Georg Spielthenner, “Moral Virtues,” Florianópolis (2004), p.28.  He precedes this assertion by 

stating: “On my account, virtues are personality traits. Following Aristotle, most philosophers define 

virtues as character traits.  They do so, in order to distinguish them from things that are similar to 

virtues, but nevertheless differ significantly from them, such as habits, abilities, skills, talents, and a 

person’s temperament (e.g., being phlegmatic or melancholic).  In addition, virtues are also said to be 

different from personality traits because they are dispositions to act in a specific way and are therefore 

motivational characteristics; and they are considered to be more controlled by our will than personality 

traits. Someone can, the proponents of this view say, behave as if he was honest, but not as if he was 

intelligent and therefore virtues must be distinguished from personality traits.” ibid, p.28. 
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character and virtue.150 His virtue ethics is in many ways compatible with the trait theory 

approach to personality and his work can be used to highlight some problems based on 

assumptions of character, temperament and human nature. Many have taken Aristotle’s 

virtue ethics as a means to address the moral dimension of personality disorders. Yet 

Aristotle had twelve virtue dimensions and most of these cannot be applied directly to 

modern trait theories.  

 

A significant contributor to the development of modern personality psychology and trait 

theory was Gordon Allport. Early in his career he proposed that an organism’s 

personality developed with the intricacies and number of social relationships in which 

the organism was involved. Allport (1921) asserted: “Between the autonomic system 

and the exactions of the physical and social environments we find the intermediation of 

the central nervous system, and the customary adjustments which this system makes 

between the egocentric drives of the organism and the requirements of the milieu 

constitute the personality of the organism.”151 He also noted that the traits that were 

given as basic or fundamental were often complex rather than elemental.152 For Allport 

traits existed for their adaptive qualities and motivations were the aetiological cause of 

behaviour. But he also pointed out that the drive can change from that which initially 

motivated it.   

 

Despite those complexities, Allport advocated a trait based approach to the study of 

personality which emphasized measurement and quantitative study, but as Peter 

Zahcar (2013) points out, Allport was concerned that such approach would be ultimately 

insufficient for an understanding of psychological functioning. This led Allport to make 

the distinction between the nomothethic and ideographic, following Wilhelm 

                                                           
150  Pickard states: “Indeed, arguably our best account of the development of the virtues and the 

formation of character is still Aristotle’s. Unlike many moral philosophers, Aristotle emphasizes the 
development of the good person over time.” “Mental Illness is Indeed a Myth,” Psychiatry as Cognitive 
Science: Philosophical Perspectives (L. Bortolotti and M. Broome, eds.) (2009), p.53. 

151  Gordon Allport, “Personality and Character,” Psychological Bulletin (1921), p.442. 
152  Allport had initially conceived of personality as composed of adjustment modes of behaviour 

which had been extrapolated from the work of a number of personality psychologists: “The result is a 
list of fourteen types of adjustments which are fundamental to every personality. These essential 
modes of behavior are then divided into ninety-four traits which submit to quantitative study according 
to a rating scale.” ibid, p.444. 
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Windelband, as contrasting ways of understanding the mind; the former through 

general, abstract and universal principles and the latter by the particulars unique to 

individuals. Allport contended that while the trait approach to personality might not be 

sufficient to cover the problem it was necessary. In considering the problem of the one 

and the many Zachar (2013) points out that universal generalizations tend to be not 

very informative; however, the attempt to identify particular differences has not clear end 

point, as they could always be differentiated further. He notes: “No matter how skilfully 

constructed they are, such conceptualizations are only partial representations of an 

individual.”153 

 

In 1936 Allport and Henry Odbert produced a 17,953 list of single term descriptors of 

personality and behavior gleaned from the Webster’s Dictionary (1925). They believed 

their list would prove useful for psychologists but they also gave caution about the 

extent to which common speech could be used in capturing psychological nuances. For 

Allport and Odbert traits were generalized and personalized modes of adjustment to the 

environment that were consistent and stable. Following their work Raymond Cattell 

endorsed the lexical hypothesis, which took language as containing all parts of 

personality that are important or have utility, where significance would be given as a 

single word descriptor. While Cantell used the list of Allport and Odbert in his research 

he also considers it to be incomplete since it did not incorporate the specialized 

descriptions used by psychologists.  Cattell and his colleagues went on to develop a 16 

Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF). 

 

The work of the psychologist H. J. Eysenck was also significant. He believed that the 

temperament theory of humors, with an emphasis on the emotional and physiological, 

had relevance for modern theories of personality. Eysenck rejected a categorical 

approach to traits and types and acknowledged the analysis of Wilhelm Wundt who had 

offered a dimensional distinction between the temperaments along the strength and 

                                                           
153  Peter Zachar, “Why the One and the Many Will Not Go Away,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & 

Psychology (2013), p135. 
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stability of emotionality.154 Eysenck considered the dimension of emotionality to have an 

equivalence in neuroticism and emotional stability, while the other axis of was one of 

extraversion and introversion, which related to arousal and the orientation to the 

subjective or external world. Eysenck had claimed neuroticism and extraversion as 

fundamental dimensions in the structure of personality.155 The sanguine and choleric 

were high in extraversion and the phlegmatic were introverted, the phlegmatic and 

sanguine were stable in emotionality the melancholic and choleric were unstable or 

neurotic.156   

 

Initially he had conceptualized personality around dimensions relating to extroversion, 

neuroticism but in his later work he also offered a third dimension; psychoticism. 

Eysenck's psychotic is not clearly identifiable as psychotic in the symptomatic sense as 

exhibiting a break with reality but such characteristics could be taken as schizotypal, 

schizoid or even conceived as autistic. He accepted the genetic heritability of traits but 

he recognized that the phenotypic expression was dependent on environmental factors.  

While responsively was constitutional, the behavioural outcome was situationally 

influenced. From the three broad factors of Psychoticism, Extraversion and Neuroticism 

he developed a personality rating scale (the PEN scale). 

 

Many personality rating scales emerged building on the work of Allport, Cantell, 

Eysenck and others. In addition, in following the lexical approach, five factors models 

were developed by a number of researchers independently of each other which had 

considerable similarities.157 These came to be known as the ‘Big Five’. The model put 

                                                           
154  Hans J. Eysenck, Crime and Personality (1964), pp. 48-52. 
155  Eysenck’s approach wasn’t an atheoretical model, he gave a biological hypothesis in respect to 

the extraversion/introversion dimension.   
156 He follows the distinction made by Pierre Janet who had grouped neurotic disorders into two 

groups; the psychasthenic and the hysteric, and Jung who had identified the former with introverts and 
the latter with extraverts. According to Eysenck, the psychasthenic would be better termed dysthymic, 
emphasizing overt emotional reactions and depressive tendencies: "In the psychasthenic group we 
find the anxiety states, the depressions, the phobic fears, the obsessive and compulsive habits; in the 
hysteric group we find a variety of personality disorders, histronic behaviour, memory lapses, 
paralysis, blindness, and other apparently physical disorders having, however, no anatomically 
observable cause." Crime and Personality (1964), p.53. 

157  According to De Fruyt et al: “The study of the structure of natural languages has demonstrated 
that five replicable factors, the so-called Big Five, are sufficient to account for the variance in extended 
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forth by Costa and McCrea became one of the most popular of these five factor models 

and their rating scale became widely used by personality researchers. In developing 

their Five Factor Model (FFM) Costa and McCrea analyzed the 16PF of Cattell et al and 

derived 3 clusters: “A first cluster reflecting about 21% of the variance, was specifically 

likened by them to the Neuroticism concept of Eysenck (1970). A second cluster was 

specifically likened to Eysenck’s concept of Extraversion-Introversion.”158 The third 

cluster was less consistent and well defined but it seems to be unrelated to the other 

two, it was designated “openness to experience”. In a follow-up study they sought to 

improve the measurement of this cluster by adding additional scales. From this 

emerged the NEO trait model. The added the factors of Agreeableness and 

Conscientiousness in accordance with the emerging evidence from researchers which 

supported a five factor approach.159   

 

The FFM of Costa and McCrae emphasized Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openess, 

Contentiousness and Agreeableness. To measure these factors and their facets they 

developed a rating scale (NEO-PI) and its revised version (NEO-PI-R). The NEO-PI-R 

became one of the most popular personality measures. According to Cloiniger et al 

(1993): 

 

They developed the FFM as a framework to accommodate scales of a variety of 

personality inventories (Costa & McCrae, 1992; McCrae, 1989) and constructed 

the NEO-PI-R, one of the more popular questionnaires to assess a subject's 

standing on the five factors. Although the FFM was developed to account for 

                                                           
lists of trait adjectives (Goldberg, 1981, 1990, 1993; John, 1990) in both self and peer ratings 
(Mervielde & Vandierendonck, 1994). The lexical Big Five factors are usually labelled as 
Extraversion/Surgency, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability or Neuroticism and 
Intellect/Culture (Goldberg, 1981, 1982; Norman, 1967; Tupes & Christal, 1961, 1992).” “Cloninger’s 
Psychobiological Model of Temperament and Character and the Five-Factor Model of Personality,” 
Personality and Individual Differences (1993), p.443. 

158  Jack Block, “A Contrarian View of the Five-Factor Approach to Personality Description,” 
Psychological Bulletin (1995), p.200. 

159  Other personality psychologist, such as Warren Norman, were working on five-factor structures 

and by 1980 the work of Tupes and Christal (1961) was beginning to receive academic recognition.  

This influenced Costa and McCrae to explore the benefit of applying two more factors to their model.  

Agreeableness and Conscientiousness were included, supported by adjectives taken from a list given 

by Goldberg (1980). 
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adult individual differences in the general population, recent research focuses on 

the applicability of the FFM to represent maladaptive facets of personality and 

personality disorders (Costa & McCrae, 1990; Costa & Widiger, 1994; Widiger & 

Trull, 1992).160 

 

In justifying their approach and the importance of their model for research Costa and 

McCrae (1995) point out: 

 

Without some specification of the scope of personality, researchers are likely to 

overlook important traits. Those who use the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI; 

Myers & McCaulley,1985) will miss Neuroticism (MacDonald, Anderson, 

Tsagarakis, & Holland, 1994); those who use the Minnesota Multiphasic 

Personality Inventory (MMPI; Hathaway & McKinley, 1983) will not measure 

Conscientiousness (Johnson, Butcher, Null, & Johnson, 1984); those who adopt 

the three factor model of Eysenck will fail to assess Openness to experience 

(Botwin & Foley, 1988).161 

 

 

There were similarities with Eysenck’s three factor model, since the two factors of 

Extraversion and Neuroticism were adopted by Costa and McCrae. There was also an 

inverse relation with Costa and McCrae’s contentiousness and agreeableness and 

Eysenck’s psychoticism. But still Eysenck was critical of their atheoretical approach. He 

gave his factors as being the higher level factors while their factors of contentiousness 

and agreeableness were lower level. He considered the FFM could be accounted for by 

his three factor model. There was a biological aspect in Eysenck’s account which was 

lacking from the FFM. Other approaches that employed the notion of temperamental 

traits sought a biological underpinning through physiological consideration.162 In 

                                                           
160  C. R. Cloninger et al, “A Psychobiological Model of Temperament and Character,” Archives of 

General Psychiatry (1993), p.443. 

161  Paul T. Costa Jr. and Robert R. McCrae, “Solid Ground in the Wetlands of Personality: A Reply to 

Block,” Psychological Bulletin (1995), p.216. 

162  Buss and Plomin (1984) developed a Temperament Survey (TS) based on assessing what they 

believe to be three basic temperaments; emotionality, activity and sociability (EAS). Cloninger's 
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addition, the atheorethical account of the FFM does not provide a basis for considering 

character development or conditioning evident in other approaches with biological and 

interactive considerations.  

 

But proponents claim that such models can be applied to the normal range of 

personality and personality disorders. This approach to trait theory has five 

“dimensions”, understood as higher order factors of personality under which lower order 

facets can be subsumed.  The five factor model (FFM) or ‘big five’ trait dimensions are:  

1. Openess to experience;  

2. Conscientiousness;  

3. Extraversion;  

4. Agreeableness;  

5. Neuroticism 

 

However, while there is support for FFM approach and alternative variations of the five 

factors, there are also many critics and detractors of the factor approach and with the 

overall trait theory account of personality. Robert Harlow and Nancy Cantor (1994) 

questioned whether personality psychology should be equated with trait psychology 

because of the inadequate description of the function of personality. Again the notion of 

function has not been clearly defined.  

 

Rather than processes identified as traits, and even though there may be a consistency 

in the trait factor models, these are abstracted from the actuality of the experiential 

living. Costa and McCrae advise that this may be the case with the use of a trait since 

this was only a descriptor which required further qualification of meaning and this could 

be achieved by covering the range of traits of an individual. Such a position may very 

well provide a better characterological account of the individual but may also undermine 

                                                           
psychobiological model identifies four dimensions of temperament (Novelty seeking, Harm avoidance, 

Reward dependence and Persistence) and three dimensions of character (Self-directedness, 

Cooperativeness and Self-transcendence). Cloninger's personality dimensions are assessed with the 

Temperament and Character Inventory.  Other researchers had proposed more temperament 

dimensions. Most deal with temperament in terms of the interaction of biological predispositions and 

socialization. Thomas and Chess (1977) give nine dimensions. 
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the orthogonal claims of trait theory. Integrationist accounts would necessarily imply the 

utility or employment of one trait or repertoire of a trait in the service of another and the 

identification of trait hierarchy. 

 

Many point to the work of psychologist Lawrence Pervin (1994) in their critiques of trait 

theory. Pervin had raised concerns regard the equating of trait theory with personality 

theory. This carried the attendant problems of equating traits with motivation and of 

treating descriptions as explanations. Snyder (1994) writes: “In addition, Pervin fears 

that trait theorists may fail to appreciate that traits are not the only avenues to the 

consistencies and coherence of personality. As he puts it, “progress in trait theory and 

research has come to be equated with a 'consensus' concerning the 'structure' of 

personality, thereby virtually equating a particular trait model with trait theory and trait 

theory with the field of personality.””163    

 

Synder also makes the distinction between the structure of personality and the function 

of personality. He points out that Gordon Allport had noted that the same trait might 

even be motivated by different aims: "Stated in functional terms, Allport's theorizing 

instructs us that the same traits may, for different people, serve quite different 

psychological functions."164 Importantly, this may also pertain to emotion and belief.  

Snyder offers that traits can be given as what people have while motives are what they 

do. Yet Harlow and Cantor do implicate strategic orientation in the functional expression 

of personality, which can allow for an examination of context variability and include 

expressions of change, adaptability and stability.  

 

I would argue that allowing for the function of personality to be conceived in terms of 

strategic orientation allows a wider expression than is given by the FFM, it would also 

allow for the traits associated with the FFM to be considered in instrumental rather than 

purely behavioural terms. The strategic orientation function of personality can allow 

                                                           
163 Mark Snyder, “Traits and Motives in the Psychology of Personality,” Psychological Inquiry (1994), 

p.163. 
164 ibid. p164. 
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account for other problematic aspects of the FFM to be addressed, such motivation and 

evaluation.  

 

Allport also noted the problem of behaviour inconsistency: “Even the best integrated of 

personalities do not act always consistently with their schemata of value.”165 Even the 

integrated personality is not completely free from internal conflicts or external demands.  

Allport accepted that the demands of the environment often lead to a behaviour role that 

is incongruous with the propriate nature of the individual and the intentional disposition.    

 

But there to be other problems with the trait approach to note rather than just 

inconsistency of behaviour, which could be constructed to reflect adaptability rather than 

inconsistency. I would also insist that personality traits are not necessarily particular in 

functional or behavioural expression. The dimensional range of a trait can vary, as can 

the facets attributed to a trait. All of this weakens the notion of consistency and stability 

of traits as do arguments about whether a trait is a structural or functional aspect of 

personality. Traits might be necessary as intentional and behavioural descriptors human 

nature in a narrative of individual differences. Nevertheless, the uniqueness of human 

expression is such that variation renders descriptors in need of a narrative of qualifiers, 

and often of an idiogramatic nature that can only be understood as the utterance of that 

person. 

 

There were wider concerns with the FFM in general. Jack Block (1995) raised many 

with the trait rating scales of personality measurement, based on the questionable 

validity but also on the use of factor analysis and the potential for gerrymandering.166 

Block claims that the semantic understanding of the traits employed may not be as 

                                                           
165  Gordon Allport, Becoming (1951), p.77. 
166  Block cites studies which show an interconnectedness of trait rather than orthogonality. Coupled 

with this he also notes that changeability in the structure of the factor analysis is a function of the 

sample and data being analyzed: “the offered five-factor structure is unstable and seems to exist 

primarily within homogeneous and somewhat special populations.” “A Contrarian View of the Five-

Factor Approach to Personality Description,” Psychological Bulletin (1995), p.200. 
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uniformly widespread as is implied by researchers.167 He points out that even though 

the two clusters of Neuroticism and Extraversion have been widely recognized their 

conceptual meaning has been widely debated and, in taking the Eynsenckian meaning 

of these traits, Costa and McCrea did not resolve these conceptual concerns. Block 

viewed other factors and facets to be even more debatable. 

 

In tracing the history of these issues, he points to the work of Cantell as a starting point:  

 

Cattell's considered additions to the dictionary listing provided by Allport and 

Odbert may well have been heuristically beneficial. But a consequence of his 

decision to introduce terms to represent accumulated psychological insights was 

to depart significantly from the dictionary offerings of Allport and Odbert; he was 

no longer entitled to claim that his selected set of variables was "a truly 

representative list. . . derived from language (1945, p. 70).168 

 

Cattell then set about reducing the list, this resulted in 171 traits which were then 

grouped into 60 clusters. Finally, Cattell reduced these to 35 rating scale dimensions.  

Block points out that the result was the elimination of 99% of Cattell’s initial list based on 

Cattell’s semantic understanding. The consequence was a rating scale that became 

influential for personality research based on Cattell’s judgment and his admission that 

some pertinent personality features may have been discarded.   

 

While the FFM may claim scientific support, Block believes that the dimensions offered 

are too global and not precise enough to be scientifically useful: “There is no ordained 

set of variables or “facets,” if we move away from “spheres of concern” or “global 

domains”; there are only preferred lists, and these are highly debatable.”169 There is 

also the problem of overlap among traits or trait facets which indicates that the trait 

                                                           
167  He also claimed that many personality psychologists want to use single word descriptors that 

would not meet the level of familiarity and understandability required of such a rating scale. 
168  Jack Block, “A Contrarian View of the Five-Factor Approach to Personality Description,” 

Psychological Bulletin (1995), p.192. 

169  ibid, p.209. 
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dimensions are not orthogonal. This lack of separation among the dimensions 

undermines the structural integrity of the FFM models.  

 

In replying to Block, Costa and McCrae (1995) admitted that there are orthogonal 

concerns with the FFM. Joint loadings of specific traits rather than one nominally 

assigned gives correlations among the factors. They claim this just means that they are 

theoretical constructs that are not perfect and they admit that measurement will have 

some validity weaknesses.170  While there is not complete uncorrelation among trait 

dimensions the FFM is an approximation of an orthogonal scale. I disagree since 

approximation is not enough to allow for something to be described as orthogonal and 

there is also overlap between the various five factor models to consider. 

 

Costa and McCrea did agree with some of Block’s criticisms. They accepted that 

statistical techniques are only a useful tool and noting more. It would also be preferable 

to have a more exact psychological language. They accept that multiple personality 

measurements would be useful and that self-reports and other reports could contribute 

more but they point out that there has been much progress in this regard. They add: 

 

Likewise, we agree that personality psychologists need to take intraindividual 

functioning into account in understanding individual differences, and vice versa. 

In fact, it is the combination of these two approaches that we believe will shape 

the next generation of personality theories (McCrae & Costa, in press). By 

bringing some order to the unwieldy array of individual difference variables, the 

FFM has prepared the way for an integration with more process-oriented 

approaches to personality.171 

 

Yet many of the claims made by trait theorists are still debatable, such as stability, 

consistency, and separability, and while there may be broad compatibility among the 

                                                           
170  They have produced factor scoring matrices to correct or compensate for these intercorrelations. 
171  Paul T. Costa, Jr., and Robert R. McCrae, “Solid Ground in the Wetlands of Personality: A Reply 

to Block,” Psychological Bulletin (1995), p.218. 
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variations of the five factor personality models, there are still variations and overlap. 

Block pointed out, it indicates that there are semantic concerns. But there are other 

issues with the sematic nature of the ‘Lexical approach’. I would point out that it does 

not take slippage of meaning into account and it is based on the English language.172 It 

may not capture the complexity or subtleties of many traits or those valued in other 

cultures.173  

 

The extent to which traits influence behaviour is still in dispute as is the cross cultural 

and universal application of such rating scales. I stress that a more integrative approach 

is needed. It is also possible that even some broad or higher personality traits or 

evaluative dimensions are still unaccounted in many, if not most, models of 

personality.174 I will argue in the following section that this is the case and a recognition 

of an evaluative self-identity or a meaningful subjectivity is necessary in order to give a 

more holistic account to overcome the difficulties involving binary debates over nature 

or nurture, traits or situation. In such oppositions a meaningful subjectivity is neglected 

to such a degree that it represents a gross omission, one that is not only baffling but 

also dehumanizing.  

 

 

 

                                                           
172   Steven Heine and Emma Bruchtel point out: “It is important to note that the measures of the Big 

5 (such as the NEO-PI-R) were initially developed through the exploration of English personality terms, 
and largely with Americans.  The challenge with factor analysis is that they only speak to the structure 
that emerges from the universe of items that were considered.  It is possible that a different set of 
items, particularly those that were more meaningful in other cultural contexts, might reveal a different 
underlying personality structure.” “Personality: The Universal and the Culturally Specific,” Annual 
Review of Psychology (2009), pp.358-379. 

173  There is also the possibility that culturally valued traits can be altered through interpretation or 
influence. This is evident in some of the cases provided by Ethan Watters in Crazy Like Us: The 
Globalization of the American Psyche (2011). 

174  I will argue that this indeed maybe the case and allow for an account of subjectivity in evaluative 
dimensions relating to identity in terms of self-definition and relatedness. 



Personality Stability Versus Situationism 

 
 

2.2. Personality Stability Versus Situationism 

 

An individual’s personality is conceived as exhibiting particular traits and consistency 

over time. In trait theory, personality, as a human universal, represents a relatively 

stable pattern of identifiable by traits which influence thinking, feeling, acting and doing. 

This account of personality is also believed to offer some predictive value in respect to 

behaviour. Stability and consistency is generally regarded as a fundamental attribute of 

all personality traits.  However, some authors reject the notion of traits as being 

consistent and stable and claim primacy of the situation with influencing behaviour.   

 

Situationists reject the notion of general personality traits influencing behaviour and 

claim behaviour is situationally and context dependent action. The power of the 

situation, rather than traits, is given as the most significant influence on behavioural 

outcomes. Situationism is informed strongly by experiments in social psychology, such 

as those by Stanley Milgram (1963), Phillip Zimbardo (1973) and one of the earliest 

challenges by Hartshone and May (1928). Walter Mischel’s (1968) critique of trait theory 

was also influential in the development of situationism. 

 

With Personality and Assessment (1968) Walter Mischel put forth a serious challenge to 

the trait approach to personality by presenting the evidence from reviewing the studies 

of Hartshorne and May and others.175 Hartshorne and May studied the trait of honesty in 

over 8,000 schoolchildren across a wide variety of situations. They found that the 

children were neither consistently honest nor dishonest but that their behaviour varied 

according to the situation. Mischel noted that while their work was cited extensively it 

did not influence trait theory. At the time of writing Personality and Assessment Mischel 

encountered personality theory without the personal, subjective involvement of 

individuals. Trait psychology, radical behaviourism and psychoanalysis were the 

dominant approaches to personality but allowed for little or no agentic or proactive 

capacity for the individual. Mischel’s critique of trait theory and his support for the 

                                                           
175  Mischel noted that while their work was cited extensively it did not influence trait theory. 
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influence of social learning and experience in the development of personality did have 

an impact on the field of study. 

 

Forty years later, Mischel (2009) points out that at the time when he was examining the 

literature on the dominate trait theory he noticed that researchers often blamed poor 

methodology for their results rather than question the assumptions of the theory: “And I 

concluded that for a half century, researchers had been looking for personality guided 

by untenable assumptions, and therefore could not find the results they expected.”176  

He believed that the ‘person versus situation debate’ was entrenched because of deeply 

held beliefs in the western culture that have their roots in the ancient Greeks; either 

behaviour is a result of character or it is externally caused and this ‘either-or’ is viewed 

as a zero-sum formula.   

 

Mischel wanted to examine how the situation was perceived as meaningful by the 

individual. While he had some valid concerns with the trait theory approach he also 

supported a notion of personality that sought to bridge the gap in the ‘person versus 

situation’ debate. Mischel’s contention was that both sides in the debate, those giving 

primacy to personality and those giving the situation, had missed crucial points and that 

his work was often misrepresented. When using global, nomothetic trait constructs there 

was low cross-situational consistency since it did not try to deal with the diversity of 

meaning of situations. His conclusion was that people behave in a consistent way with 

the meaning the situation has for them. This also means an ability to make subtle 

distinctions across situations. This can account for individual differences and similarity 

would only exist in cases where there is a functional equivalence of meaning for the 

individuals. In his 1973 paper, “Toward a cognitive social learning reconceptualization of 

personality”, he sought to address these issues and end the debate but later noted that 

it had very little impact.177 

 

                                                           
176  Walter Mischel, “From Personality and Assessment (1968) to Personality Science, 2009,” Journal 

of Research in Personality (2009), p.283. 

177  ibid. 



Personality Stability Versus Situationism 

126 
 

However, Kristján Kristjánsson (2008), in defending trait theory, points out that the 

experiment of Hartshone and May was conducted on children and there is greater 

malleability of character with children than there is with adults. Kristjánsson notes that 

the trait dimension (honesty-dishonesty) existed only for the experimenters; she claims 

that there was no evidence that the children had the equivalent principles governing 

their own behaviour, motivations other than honesty may be at play in the various 

situations presented to the children of Hartshone and May’s study. But, in claiming the 

malleability of children, the problems are inadvertently highlighted by Kristjánsson in 

terms of the extent to which they are dispositional aspects of personality, which also 

undermines the consistency, stability and the universal reliability of traits. 

 

Traits alone cannot provide a full account of character or personality and their 

conceptualization still remains problematic. The global understanding of the trait as 

descriptor requires other factors or values to be recognized in order to allow some 

identification of motivational intent influencing behaviour. As Mischel and others have 

noted, principled behaviour need not be predicated on the dispositional traits of the 

individual but rather on the value orientation of the individual and meaning of the 

situation for them. Allport had talked of conscience as maturing from opportunism to an 

orientation of responsibility; a value-related sense of obligation and self-consistency.178   

 

For John Doris (2002) stability and consistency of traits and behaviour across various 

situations would undermine the adaptive nature of human psychology. He rejects the 

attribution of behavioural consistency to traits, accordingly neither personality traits nor 

character were determining principles of behaviour. He also questions the empirical 

validity of these trait approaches to personality:          

 

It should now be obvious that a central challenge for any theory of personality is 

accounting for the remarkable situational variability of behaviour. This variability 

is not easily explained by globalist theory: if human personalities were typically 

structured as evaluatively integrated associations of robust traits, it should be 

                                                           
178   Gordon Allport, Becoming (1951), pp.68-74. 
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possible to observe very substantial consistency in behaviour. I therefore contend 

personality should be conceived of as fragmented: an evaluatively disintegrated 

association of situation-specific local traits (Doris 1996, 1998: 507-8).179 

 

Doris points out that early critics of trait theory recognized that behaviour was a “specific 

function of life situation” rather than resulting from stable traits.  Doris emphasised the 

situational dependence of behaviour and morality, something he believes is supported 

by a multitude of social psychological studies.  Milgram (1963), Zimbardo et al (1973), 

Festinger (1957) and others are utilised by proponents of situationism in conjunction 

with theories of attribution and social identity.   

 

One of the most significant studies in social psychology, Behavioural Study of 

Obedience, was conducted by Stanley Milgram in 1963. His study was initially 

conceived as means to identify a distinction in national character traits but came to 

represent a significant study which emphasised the situational influence on behaviour.  

It became a paradigm case study which encouraged multiple variations. Milgram’s study 

was intended to examine the hypothesis that the German character was different from 

others since this belief was used to account for the Nazi concentration camps by some 

historians. Milgram thought that the initial study would be done in New Haven in 

America as a pilot study or control group study while another would be done in 

Germany.   

 

But the results from New Haven made a German study unnecessary and negated the 

hypothesis. The study was a series of experiments where a subject was to administer a 

series of incremental electric shocks of up to 450 volts to a ‘victim’ as punishment in the 

context of a learning experiment, with the encouragement of the experimenter. The 

‘victim’ was an accomplice of the experimenter. The machine used was labelled ‘slight 

shock’ at the lower end to ‘danger: severe shock’ at the highest voltage. Some of the 

subjects, all male, often became emotional and exhibited signs of stress while others 

remained calm, expressing less stress throughout the experiment. One experiment 

                                                           
179 John Doris, Lack of Character (2002), p.64 
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came to be called ‘remote-victim’ and the second ‘voice-feedback’ with a 65% and 

62.5% obedience rates respectively. There were a number of subsequent experiments, 

eighteen in all. While noting many related studies of authority and obedience, Richard 

Gross (1999) states: “But it derives from direct of the ubiquitous and indispensable fact 

of social life that when people are commanded by legitimate authority, they usually 

obey.”180 

 

Pointing to the evidence Doris notes: "A plausible conjecture, just as with Milgram's 

obedients or the Stanford guards, is that a very substantial percentage of perpetrators in 

the Holocaust had previously led lives characterized by ordinary levels of 

compassion."181 From the perspective of the FFM, I think it is important to note that 

compassion is as an aspect of the factor of agreeableness along with cooperation, yet 

in the Milgram study this would seem to have be absent in many subjects while the 

subjects remained cooperative for the experimenter, this raises questions as to the 

construct validity of the trait and its facets, and with the FFM by extension.182 

 

However, others have argued that it may be the very traits which are generally believed 

to be pro-social which can contribute a destructive outcome in adverse conditions.  

Bègue et al (2014) created a variation of the Milgram study, reconstructed as a fake 

television game show, and conducted interviews in a follow up phone poll months 

later.183 Their hypothesis was that the individuals who rated high on traits of 

agreeableness and conscientiousness would be associated with willingness to 

administer higher-intensity shocks, which was confirmed by their experiment. They 

                                                           
180  Richard Gross, Key Studies in Psychology (1999), p.87. 
181 ibid, p.54. 
182  Zachar and Potter point to the worth of agreeableness in terms of sociability: “Costa and McCrae 

(1992) have further decomposed the domain of agreeableness into six facets, which have clear moral 

connotations, for example, compassionate, altruistic, honest, deceitful, and selfish. The facets of 

agreeableness are as follows: (A1) trusting versus suspicious (A2) honest and sincere versus deceitful 

(A3) altruistic versus selfish (A4) easy-going and compliant versus competitive (A5) modest and 

humble versus grandiose (A6) compassionate versus tough minded” “Personality Disorders: Moral or 

Medical Kinds—Or Both?” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2010), p.103. 

183   Bègue et al, “Personality Predicts Obedience in a Milgram Paradigm,” Journal of Personality 
(2014). The study was conducted in Paris. Of the 76 adult participants 40 were male and 36 were 
female. 
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acknowledge that traits which are generally conceived as pro-social may have negative 

consequences depending on the situation, they also claim that the inverse may be the 

case; where traits with a negative interpersonal value may lead to positive 

consequences and interpersonal benefits in extreme situations.184 I have noted earlier 

that such an understanding inter-relation was given by Machiavellian virtue ethics, virtue 

and vice are not mutually exclusive, the evaluation leading to behavioural outcomes is 

dependent on the situational understanding. As Machiavelli considered it: “he will find 

that some of the things that appear to be virtues will, if he practices them, ruin him, and 

some of the things that appear to be vices will bring him security and prosperity.”185  

 

Zachar and Potter (2013) had recognized that Aristotle had listed the trait of 

agreeableness among his twelve virtues and this was also one of the big five factors.186 

Agreeableness appears as one of the big five factors, which many claim is a universally 

desirable trait for socialization. Such desirable traits could be considered virtues. This is 

the position of Alasdair MaIntyre: “So agreeableness is a general human virtue, 

although we may come across an occasional people, such as the bad-tempered 

Dobuans, who may not rate it as such.”187 But since there are these exceptions, the 

universality of the trait or even its desirability should be called into question. 

Agreeableness can be constructed an applied in various ways leading to a 

consideration of it as a vice rather than a virtue. 

                                                           
184  Bègue et al state: “Recently, three overlapping personality variables have come to be known as 

the “dark triad” of personality. People with high Machiavellianism, narcissism, and subclinical 
psychopathy show a tendency to be callous, selfish, and malevolent in their social relations (Paulhus & 
Williams, 2002). It may be that a significant share of human suffering stems from personality 
dispositions that are not necessarily intrinsically antisocial. On the contrary, some traits that often have 
negative interpersonal consequences, such as low impulse control (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; 
Strüber, Luck, & Roth, 2008), may in some extreme circumstances benefit others, such as when 
someone jumps into a river and risks his life to save a stranger (see DeSteno & Valdesolo, 2011).” 
“Personality Predicts Obedience in a Milgram Paradigm,” Journal of Personality (2014), p.6. 

185  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.49. 
186  Aristotle’s virtues ethics are given as a trait model but Zachar and Potter do not consider it to be a 

dimensional model since the golden mean is not just a mid-point between deficit and excess, it is 
dependent on situation and context for the identification of appropriateness of action. Therefore, 
according to them, the evaluation of traits depends on multiple factors from environment and culture to 
constitution to determine what is adaptive or maladaptive. This may be a considerate approach to trait 
theory, but their interpretation of Aristotle’s position is too expansive, going beyond the scope of his 
aim.   

187  Alasdair MacIntye, A Short History of Ethics (1998), pp.74-75. 
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Zachar and Potter claim that low agreeableness coupled with neuroticism was a 

common feature among many diagnosed with personality disorders. This is unsurprising 

with disorders noted for difficulties in interpersonal functioning, particularly among those 

diagnosed with a cluster b personality disorder. But agreeableness too can be used to 

for account for participation in the banality of evil. As such, I would also argue that it 

offers no real predictive or explanatory force for moral behaviour that it has been given 

in terms of virtue. 

 

Traits that are considered virtuous can prove to be maladaptive under certain 

circumstances. Those traits which are considered socially desirable can even prove to 

be destructive with the wrong conditions, such as evidenced in the contribution of 

agreeableness and conscientiousness to the morally problematic obedient behaviour in 

the Milgram study. What are considered moral or virtuous traits by many are not 

necessarily so, traits that may be beneficial for socialization are not necessarily morally 

good and may only prove so under benign conditions. 

 

For Bègue et al agreeableness and conscientiousness of the five factor model would 

correspond to obedience and submissiveness towards authority. Compliance is also a 

facet of Costa and McCrae’s model. Bègue et al point to the significance of their study: 

 

This is the first study showing that individual obedience in a Milgram-like 

paradigm can be predicted using the Five-Factor Model of personality. As 

expected, Conscientiousness and Agreeableness predicted the intensity of 

electric shocks administered to the victim. Second, we showed that disobedience 

was influenced by political orientation, with left-wing political ideology being 

associated with decreased obedience. Third, we showed that women who were 

willing to participate in rebellious political activities such as going on strike or 

occupying a factory administered lower shocks. 

All these results suggest that situational context, even though a powerful 

determinate of behavior, does not necessarily overwhelm individual-level 
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behavioral determinants.188 

 

However, Doris’ concerns are not only with trait theory but also with applying a 

normative approach to moral character and the study by Bègue et al, while promoting a 

trait theory approach, is not inconsistent with Doris criticism, since what would appear 

as a virtuous trait in one situation may be considered as a vice in another.  

 

According to Robert Solomon (2005) virtue ethics and character have a long cross-

cultural tradition but he acknowledges that they are sometimes overused and abused. 

Still, Solomon considers them to be important, character intrinsically necessary when 

dealing with ethics and without notions such as character, responsibility and agency any 

action or behaviour could be excused. Solomon claims that people generally choose 

situations based in part on their character and that all of this leads him to believe that 

neither the person nor situation can be separated or primacy as the causal explanation 

for behaviour.  

 

Solomon did not believe that Milgram’s experiment warranted the central position in 

attacking character traits that it has been given. He notes that Milgram’s experiment 

took place while America was stepping up involvement in Vietnam and considers this to 

have had significance for the study. He claimed that most people were brought up to 

obey authority, while compassion was something that was “more praised than 

practiced.” Solomon noted compassion is generally offered as a feeling and there is 

often very little involvement in terms of action. I would contend that this undermines the 

notion of compassion as a trait facet, it could also be taken as reflecting the lip service 

often paid to morality. E.O Wilson (1978) noted; "Compassion is flexible and eminently 

adaptable to political reality; that is to say it conforms to the best interests of self, family, 

and allies of the moment."189 Solomon did question the high moral evaluation: 

 

                                                           
188  Bègue et al, “Personality Predicts Obedience in a Milgram Paradigm,” Journal of Personality 

(2014), p.5. 
189 E.O. Wilson, On Human Nature (1978), p.155. 
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It seems to me that what the Milgram experiment shows - and what subsequent 

events in Vietnam made all too painfully obvious - was that despite our high 

moral opinions of ourselves and our conformist chorus singing about what 

independent individuals we all are, Americans like Germans before them are 

capable of beastly behavior in circumstances where their practiced virtues are 

forced to confront an unusual situation in which unpractised efforts are required. 

Obedience may not always be a virtue. But that is not what is being challenged 

by Doris. He is denying (contrary to the empirical evidence) that people have 

robust dispositions. I would say, no. Doris is just looking at the wrong 

disposition.190 

 

However, such beastly behaviour may be an aspect of our robust dispositions, covered 

over by cultural requirements and the engagement with the social contract.  

 

Situationists cite studies in social psychology as evidence that personality traits were 

not predictive of behaviour but Kristjánsson believes that the studies did indicate that 

20% to 30% of people exhibit robust virtue traits:191    

 

It is no wonder, then, that the one factor in the famous Big Five Personality Trait 

Model that most clearly zooms in on moral characteristics (namely, 

agreeableness, as it is somewhat infelicitously called there) is measured by 

asking respondents to assess themselves in relation to their emotions – if they 

have soft hearts, sympathise with others’ feelings, feel concern for others, and so 

forth – rather than to their actions. The personality psychologists who designed 

                                                           
190   Robert C. Solomon, “What’s Character Got to Do with It?” Philosophy and Phenomenological 

Research (2005), p.653. 
191  Kristjánsson also notes that Curzer (2005) had identified seven way in which the virtuous could 

act against character and still retain their moral status. He challenges the moral value of some of the 

experiments, noting that they often imposed a moral interpretation on otherwise trivial situations and 

behaviour.  If there was a real attempt to examine the stability and consistency of traits is should be 

done with regard to the normal daily operations of the individual: “What they should be doing instead is 

gauging behavioural consistencies over extended periods involving everyday situations.” “An 

Aristotelian Critique of Situationism,” Philosophy (2008), p.64. Kristjánsson and others may criticize 

the ‘artificiality’ of the Milgram study and other experiments but this is a weak argument since many 

events and situations are created rather than evolving naturally without conscious intent. 
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this model seem to have realised that the clearest distinguishing factor between 

personality types is emotion.192 

 

Still, in my view, the validity of the FFM may well be questioned and the trait of 

agreeableness, since trait theorists claim the model as having empirical support, yet 

compassion and compliance would seem to be malleable facets of the trait, either may 

even be absent, calling into question the validity not only of the facet but the 

assumptions on which the trait of agreeableness in constructed.  

 

For Nomy Arpaly (2005) there is more to behaviour than situations. She claims that 

Doris portrays the Milgram participants as “different people reacted essentially in the 

same way to a situation”.193 But in reviewing the behaviour Arpaly considers the 

evidence as showing different people reacting in different ways to the same situation, 

contra situationalism:   

 

Faced with the same test, some of Milgram's subjects left the experiment 

relatively early, some in the middle, some at the end, and a few - to my surprise - 

actually refused to cooperate with the experimenters! This, as far as the 

pessimist is concerned, is a case of different people reacting differently to the 

same situation: almost, one would think, a prima facie case against 

situationalism.194 

 

However, as Gilbert Harman (2000) points out: “But in Milgram (1963) every subject 

was willing to apply shocks of up to 300 volts, twice what was expected ahead of time to 

be the norm.”195 That voltage level was designated ‘intense shock’.196 Harman (2003) 

                                                           
192  ibid, p.74. 
193  Nomy Arpaly, “Comments on ‘Lack of Character’ by John Doris,” Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research (2005), p.644. 

194  ibid, p.644. 
195  Gilbert Harman, “The Nonexistence of Character Traits,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 

(2000), p.225 
196   Harman points out: “In the Milgram (1974) experiment, subjects were led by gradual steps to do 

something they would never have done straight away, namely to administer very severe electrical 
shocks to another person. The gradualness of the process with no obvious place to stop seems an 
important part of the explanation why they obeyed a command to shock the other person in that 
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dismisses the notion that character traits and personality are necessary for psychology 

and believes the Milgram experiment highlighted the tendency to credit behaviour to 

robust character traits rather than factors of the situation and this was evidence of a 

‘fundamental attribution error’. In support, he notes that opinions and beliefs are often 

held independently of their truth.197 

 

Harman considers the ‘obvious’ differences in character traits as an example 

‘fundamental attribution error’. He claims that this error was also made by Solomon in 

his analysis: “His appeal to personality theory fails, because, as an intellectual 

academic discipline, personality theory is in shambles, mainly because it has been 

concerned with conceptions of personality rather than with what is true about 

personality.”198 Harman points out other conceptualizations of psychology do not 

necessarily entail the notions of character personality or traits: 

 

In response, I have to say that, although it has often been argued (e.g., by 

Dennett, 1981; Fodor, 1987) that psychology has to be belief and desire 

psychology, I am not familiar with any similar argument that psychology must for 

that reason also include commitment to character and personality traits. In 

particular, I do not believe that Fodor has ever made such an argument. Fodor's 

(1975) “only game in town" is a supposed to be a certain sort of computational 

functionalism involving a "language of thought" with no reference whatsoever to 

character traits.”199  

 

A problem with the attribution of traits, as Harman sees it, is that once that trait has 

been attributed to a person by an observer there is a tendency towards ‘confirmation 

bias’, even when there may be contravening evidence. I would argue that this can be 

seen with trait interpretations of Milgram’s studies. Harman notes that while Solomon 

                                                           
experiment although they would not have done so if directly ordered to give the severe shock at the 
very beginning.” Gilbert Harman, “No Character or Personality.” Business Ethics Quarterly (2003), 
p.90. 

197  Gilbert Harman, “No Character or Personality,” Business Ethics Quarterly (2003). 
198  ibid, p.87. 

199  ibid, p.88. 
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talked of the consequence of rejecting the notion of character would have in terms of 

agency and responsibility, Doris has argued that denying character traits do not mean 

denying agency or responsibility, it does not threaten free-will and responsibility. 

 

Simine Vazire and John Doris (2009) see the person-situation debate to be taken by 

many as another proxy war between the philosophy of free-will and determinism but 

they claim that these are misleading dichotomies. They note the link between social 

psychology and behaviourism but contend that the acceptance of situationism takes us 

‘beyond freedom and dignity’.200 They distinguish between dispositional influences on 

behaviour and personal control of behaviour. Vazire and Doris point out that personal 

control requires awareness of self and situation, lack of awareness is an impediment to 

personal control: “Failures of self-awareness may accrue to personality as much as to 

situations, and either sort of ignorance may be implicated in breakdowns of self-control. 

In short, personality may pose no less of a threat to free will than do situations.”201 

 

I believe the big five provides insight into the concerns with the normative personality as 

a construction of traits which corresponds along ethical lines to virtues or vices. The 

attribution error and compensation bias also play a significant part in the overestimation 

of trait theory in characterological profiles. In the attribution of traits there is positive and 

negative bias but it is often the evaluative elements which contribute to the 

overestimation of trait application, there is an over reliance on the information they can 

provide since the ability to measure is assumed to have predictive value. But traits were 

often given as isolationist abstractions rather than providing descriptive actualities for 

behavioural motivation. Values, beliefs and the meaning the situation has for the 

individual cannot be accounted for through this approach. The semantic issues along 

with methodological concerns undermines much of the empirical claims made for the 

trait theory approach and the five factor model in particular.   

 

                                                           
200  Their reference to ‘beyond freedom and dignity’ alludes to the book of that title by the behaiourist 

B.F. Sknner. 
201  Simine Vazire and John M. Doris. “Personality and Personal Control,” Journal of Research in 

Personality (2009), p.274. 
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Situationism emphasizes the dynamic forces that attend the lived world experience.  

Empirical evidence from studies of social psychology have been used to emphasize the 

situational influence on behaviour and undermine the predictive or explanatory force of 

personality traits or personal psychology on behaviour. Such social psychological 

approaches had been criticized for not providing clear definition or account of the 

situational characteristics influencing behaviour. An adaptive personality can employ 

context dependent strategies. The adoption of a social role can also require the 

suppression of some character traits and the acquisition of others, indicating a greater 

malleability than many trait theorists would allow.   

 

Furthermore, according to the psychologist Eric Turkheimer (2000) there is no longer a 

nature-nurture debate, given the recognition of the universal influence of genes on 

human behaviour. He proposed three laws of behaviour genetics, which have been 

discovered through decades of empirical studies. As Steven Pinker (2002) puts it: "The 

three laws of behavioural genetics may be the most important discoveries in the history 

of psychology. Yet most psychologists have not come to grips with them, and most 

intellectuals do not understand them, even when they have been explained in the cover 

stories of news magazines".202  

 

Turkheimer counters the environmentalist assertion that significant features of 

behaviour are without genetic influence: 

 

First Law. All human behavioral traits are heritable. 

Second Law. The effect of being raised in the same family is smaller than the 

effect of genes. 

Third Law. A substantial portion of the variation in complex human behavioral 

traits is not accounted for by the effects of genes or families.203  

 

                                                           
202  Steven Pinker, The Blank Slate (2002), p.372. 
203  Eric Turkheimer, “Three Laws of Behavior Genetics and What They Mean,” Current Directions in 

Psychological Science (2000), p.160. 
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Importantly, while behavioural genetics allows for an account of biological traits, 

personality cannot be reduced to them and a significant effect is attributable to non-

shared environments rather than shared. Turkheimer cites Plomin and Daniels (1987) 

who had offered that the familial variation among siblings was due to non-shared 

environments, which had a greater influence on behavioural development than shared 

environment variables, such as socio-economic familial status.  

 

Pinker takes the three laws of behavioural genetic to refute conceptualizations of human 

nature as social constructivism based on versions of the 'Blank Slate' and the 'Noble 

Savage'. He concedes that the first law is a bit of an 'exaggeration' but that traits that 

provide for talents, some vices, general intelligence and personality are heritable to a 

significant degree. However, I believe that it is more correct to the say that biology, 

through genetics, provide the basis for the expression potential for behavioural and 

personality development and acquisition but, while the quality of the environment cannot 

be discounted, the subjective experience, as non-shared environment, plays a 

significant part. Also, to highlight the cultural evaluation in Pinker’s analysis, what 

constitutes talents and vices as such are societal evaluations, they are not essentially 

biologically determined. 

 

Pinker points to the FFM and IQ as having a significant correspondence with the first 

law. Pinker states: "A handy summary of the three laws is this: Genes 50 percent, 

Shared Environment 0 percent, Unique Environment 50 percent."204 While supporting 

the biological influence on traits and behaviour through genetics, both Pinker and 

Turkheimer accept that the correlative effect in terms of variation is not sufficient to give 

full account of behavioural development. Still, both Turkheimer and Pinker point to the 

failings and limitations of the empirical based findings of the studies. Pinker 

acknowledges that the sample groups for the studies consisted of middle class 

American families, and while the studies cannot account for cultural variation, he 

contends they do allow for an understanding of middle-class evaluation, which seems, 

for the most part to be equated with a broad spectrum of idealized normative American 

                                                           
204 Steven Pinker, The Blank Slate (2002), pp.380-381. 
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thought, without the consideration of negative experiences. Pinker contends:  

 

The studies exclude cases of criminal neglect, physical and sexual abuse, and 

abandonment in a bleak orphanage, so they do not show that extreme cases fail 

to leave scars. Nor can they say anything about the differences between cultures 

- about what makes a child a middle-class American as opposed to a Yanomamo 

warrior or a Tibetian monk of even a member of an urban street gang. In general, 

if a sample comes from a restricted range of homes, it may underestimate effects 

of homes across a wider range.205  

 

He accounts for the variation and differentiation that is unaccountable by heritability, 

shared environments and shared peer groups as being luck and chance. Small 

variations can have large consequences and there are many ways in which luck and 

chance can alter development, from the level of the gene to the level of events. It was 

the notion of fate, as uncontrollable fortune, not predestination, that accounted for the 

variability and Pinker claims that this could be reconciled with the biological account. 

 

Pinker believed that such issues did not seriously undermine the value of the insights of 

behavioural genetics but, along with other concerns, they do provide a case for greater 

behavioural variation from cultural, socio-economic and non-shared environmental 

variables. Middle class considerations can provide some narrative for the development 

of normative patterns of personality and behaviour but this may reveal little more than 

the potential for optimum developmental conditions, culturally and socio-economically.  

 

Yet, even Pinker’s analysis acknowledges the potential effect of cultural or adverse 

conditions, so again I would consider some of his assertions to be questionable. 

Turkheimer et al (2003) did point to the socio-economic influence on intelligence (how 

that is qualified thorough education and the acquisition of knowledge as posed to 

instinctual understanding is another issue), and emphasise the possibility of it having a 

significant influence on other traits; where "the hypothesis that the developmental forces 

                                                           
205 ibid, p.380. 
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at work in poor environments are qualitatively different from those at work in adequate 

ones."206 What can also be added is the attachment or trauma models of mental 

disorders, which had a correspondence with the earlier theories of reactive disorders, 

where disordered personality was viewed as a response to adverse social conditions.  

 

In consideration of these issues it seems to me that subjective evaluation and 

understanding plays a significant role as nature or nurture. Decades before the nature-

nurture debate was given as resolved, Ralph Turner (1961) gave an articulate 

description of The Problems of Social Dimensions in Personality. He stated: 

 

The study of personality is distinctive chiefly because its object is the 

organization of behavior in individuals. One could hardly defend a conception of 

infinite malleability which denies a set of common human psychological 

processes. But organization at the person level - the characteristic orientations of 

persons toward social objects - cannot be inferred directly from a knowledge of 

elementary neural properties, and consequently need not be uniform from society 

to society.207  

 

Or, I would stress, from individual to individuals. But Turner's assertion can also be read 

a critique of the explanatory force offered through neuroimaging and other 

contemporary attempts to derive a complete description or understanding through the 

implication of one level of brain processing. As Turner noted, the organization and 

orientation on the personal level in relation to social objects is the direct way in which 

personality and behaviour can be described.  

 

It is not only the quality of the environment which contributed to some variation in 

development, it is also an evaluative aspect of self-experience. This can be appreciated 

as fundamental to the third law offer by Turkheimer and were "a substantial portion of 

                                                           
206 Eric Turkheimer et al. ‘Socioeconomic Status Modifies Heritability of IQ in Young Children,’ 

Psychological Science (2003), p.628.  
207  Ralph Turner, “The Problems of Social Dimensions in Personality,” The Pacific Sociological 

Review (1961), p.58. 
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the variation in complex human behavioral traits is not accounted for by the effects of 

genes or families" but the contributing factors must be as an aspect of environment and 

evaluative self-experience. Apart from the quality of the environment it was the non-

shared environment which allowed for an account of variation of behavioural and 

development outcomes and the most salient aspect of the non-shared environment 

offered by Turkheimer was regarding the individual's personal self-evaluative 

relationship with experience.  

 

This would seem to fit well with the considerations of personality development given by 

Sidney Blatt (2008), who gave the evaluative self-experience as involving a dialectic 

between interpersonal relatedness and self-definition.208 Whether these are indeed 

fundamental personality dimensions is not clear but they certainly could be constructed 

across the range of the FFM. These evaluative concerns do appear to me to be a core 

feature of identity formation and interpersonal development. Such a dialectic may 

constitute the self-evaluative aspect contribution to personality variation as outlined by 

Turkheimer.  

 

It may also provide a way to conceive of the aspect of subjectivity which Mischel had 

viewed as absent in the person/situation debate while giving dimensions which are 

absent from trait theory, an important consideration evaluatively and experientially. 

Indeed, interpersonal relatedness has been proposed by Steven Heine and Emma 

Bruchtel (2009) as a sixth factor which could be added to overcome some cross-cultural 

discrepancies related to the five factor model and the use of Western samples.209 Again, 

what could be added to the factor of relatedness is the opposing concerns with self-

definition as outlined by Blatt. This notion of another dimension, an evaluative subjective 

                                                           
208  Blatt also considers that many mental disorders should be delineated with these concerns in mind 

and these dimensions since he believes that many emanate from these concerns and a preoccupation 
in either direction of these fundamental personality dimensions. 

209  In examining the cross-cultural universality of the Big five factors, Steven Heine and Emma 
Bruchtel point out: “Openess to experience did not correlate with any of the Chinese factors, and 
interpersonal relatedness was not correlated with any of the Big 5 factors. Perhaps, then, interpersonal 
relatedness may be a sixth personality factor that is especially salient in Chinese culture. Whether 
interpersonal relatedness is a reliable sixth factor in Western samples has yet to be demonstrated.” 
“Personality: The Universal and the Culturally Specific,” Annual Review of Psychology (2009), p.379. 
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dimension, may help integratively to overcome some of the problem with the FFM, such 

as the static nature, stability and consistency, and the difficulty in attributing motivation 

and value to behavioural intent.  

 

Considering self-identity as partly constituted by the dialectical interplay of self-definition 

and relatedness offers an intentional aspect with which to consider personality and 

development. It has application to differentiation of motivational aspects that are not 

relatable through current model of trait theory given in the FFM. It can allow for a 

descriptive of behaviour based on motivational concerns and intent as well as the 

function and organizational structure of personality. This would also seem to require 

existential analysis in relation to the dimensions of relatedness and self-definition. If we 

are given to accepting certain expressions of the existential condition. Being-in-the-

world provides a conceptual understanding in applying concerns of self-definition and 

relatedness. But there must be some delineation of evaluative concerns and I believe 

that this is achieved through a contemplation of moral and cultural evaluation. However, 

the intensification of individualism is widely given as a significant feature of the culture 

of western capitalism, I assert that this also promotes self-definition over relatedness 

and a wide range of societal concerns can be viewed through this lens.



Personality Disorders and the DSM 

 

 
 

2.3. Personality Disorders and the DSM 

 

The DSM-5 definition of a personality disorder states: “A Personality disorder is an 

enduring pattern of inner experience and behaviour that deviates markedly from the 

expectations of the individual’s culture, is pervasive and inflexible, has an onset in 

adolescence or early adulthood, is stable over time, and leads to distress or 

impairment.”210 There are ten personality disorders in main text of the current edition of 

the DSM, there has been no change on the previous edition. Based on descriptive 

similarities the personality disorders are organized into three clusters: Cluster A 

disorders are Paranoid, Schizoid and Schizotypal, individuals with these PDs are often 

described as 'odd or eccentric'.211 Cluster B disorders are Antisocial, Borderline, 

Histrionic and Narcissistic, individuals with these PDs are often described as 'emotional 

or erratic'.212 Cluster C disorders are Avoidant, Dependent and Obsessive-Compulsive, 

individuals with these PDs are often described as 'anxious or fearful'.213 While the 

Cluster A PDs are colloquially referred to as the ‘Mad’ PDs and Cluster C are known as 

the ‘Sad’ PDs, but Cluster B PDs are labelled as the ‘Bad’ and this reflects the moral 

evaluation of behaviour.214   

 

It was expected that there would be a radical alteration in the Personality Disorder 

Section of the DSM-5, moving from a categorical approach to a dimensional or hybrid 

model, but the alternative model was introduced in a separate section for emerging 

measures and models. However, in the previous editions of the DSM personality 

disorders were on a separate axis from clinical disorders and general medical 

conditions.   

 

                                                           
210  DSM-5 (2013), p.645. 
211  ibid, p.646. 
212 ibid, p.646. 
213  ibid, p.646. 
214  Hanna Pickard, “Responsibility Without Blame: Empathy and the Effective Treatment of 

Personality Disorder.” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2011). 
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Since PDs were on a separate axis in previous editions of the DSM they were not 

conceived as a disease or illness in the same way other mental disorders were.  

According to Kevin Aho (2008):  

 

For Robert Spitzer, the primary architect of the DSM-III, in order to eliminate 

classificatory discrepancies and to provide reliable, consistent diagnoses, the 

ambiguous and broad category of “neurosis” was broken down and relocated into 

more precise categories—such as Anxiety Disorders, Mood Disorders, and 

Dissociative Disorders—that were based on empirically visible behaviors rather 

than on hypothetical unconscious conflicts. In these new categories, disorders 

could be more easily identified on the basis of observable behavior and were 

referred to as Axis I disorders. Those that could not be identified in this way were 

referred to as problems of character or “Personality Disorders” and relegated to 

Axis II status. This distinction between Axis I and Axis II disorders in the DSM-III 

was significant for mental health professionals because managed care 

organizations (MCOs) decided not to reimburse providers for the treatment of 

Axis II disorders. As a result, Axis I disorders came to be regarded as “true” 

illnesses that could be objectively identified with treatment plans that could be 

efficiently carried out and outcomes that could be recorded quickly and evaluated 

quantitatively. Axis II disorders, on the other hand, were seen largely as general 

“problems of living” that would not only take a long time to treat but were also 

best resolved, perhaps, through some philosophical or religious practice. This 

shift towards an observable, behavioral model of diagnosis was cemented with 

the publication of the DSM-IV (1994) when the ideological term, neurosis, was 

dropped altogether.215 

 

From this perspective the personality disorders could be said to represent the anti-

psychiatric description of madness, resulting from problems of living, conditions that 

were more existential in nature, rather than caused by biological dysfunction. Yet, even 

                                                           
215  Kevin Aho “Medicalizing Mental Health: A Phenomenological Alternative.” Journal of Medical 

Humanities (2008), p.245. 
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with the current concerns with the categorical approach and the status of personality 

disorders, psychopathy in particular continues to be viewed in biomedical terms, with 

disvalued behavior given as a consequence of biological dysfunction. Personality 

disorders, for the most part, do not reflect valued or desirable traits from the 

interpersonal perspective of what would be considered normative socialization, which is 

idealized.  

 

But Carol Steinberg Gould (2011) points to the work of Peele and Razavi (2007) who 

had questioned the separation of the personality disorders on to the Axis II diagnosis 

and viewed the use of the term ‘personality’ as having an overall negative effect and 

they recommend dropping the term from the notion of disorder. With the DSM-5 the 

multi-axial system has now been abandoned but the categorical approach to personality 

disorders has been retained. Abandoning the multi-axial system provides greater 

credibility in legitimizing personality disorders as mental disorders and brought the DSM 

more in line with the ICD. But the failings of the categorical approach to personality 

disorders has long been recognized. Widiger (1993) noted that a number of studies 

undermined the validity of the categorical approach to PDs including one by Kass, 

Skodol, Charles, Spitzer, and J. Williams (1985) which did not support the categorical 

approach and favoured a dimensional model instead. Yet Spitzer proposed and 

advocated for a number of new PD categories in the DSM-III-R (1987).  

 

With the DSM-III-R Widiger asserts that there was an arbitrary nature to the threshold 

and cut-offs arrived at through consensus. The number of criteria required was therefore 

both too restrictive and too inclusive: “The arbitrary nature of the decisions was evident 

in Morey's (1988) comparison of the DSM-III and DSM-III-R cutoff points: “The revisions 

resulted in "an 800% increase in the rate of schizoid personality disorder and a 350% 

increase in narcissistic personality disorder" (p. 575).”216   

 

                                                           
216  Thomas A. Widiger, “The DSM-III-R Categorical Personality Disorder Diagnoses: A Critique and 

an Alternative.” Psychological Inquiry (1993), p.76. 
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The DSM-III-R provided a definition for a personality disorder in terms of traits that were 

inflexible and maladaptive resulting in functional impairment or distress but Widiger 

gave the criteria thresholds as being too restrictive, since even one of the criteria could 

result in dysfunction or distress for the individual but it would be insufficient to meet the 

threshold. For Widiger the DSM-III-R did not validly define the point at which personality 

traits become personality disorders, all that was produced was clinical agreement and 

reliability. While statistical significance can be given through the categorical approach it 

can be meaningless and Widiger asserted that a more continuous approach was 

required, one that could allow more precise measurements. The polythetic aspect to the 

criteria of the PD categories allows for the recognition of heterogeneity of symptoms 

and behaviour but it did not resolve the problem.217   

 

According to Schmeck et al (2013) there were six arguments for the proposed change 

from the categorical approach: 

 

1. Extensive co-occurrence among PDs (having one PD diagnosis is associated 

with a high risk to fulfil the criteria of other PD diagnoses). 

2. Extreme heterogeneity among patients receiving the same diagnosis (e.g. 256 

different ways to diagnose a Borderline PD). 

3. Lack of synchrony with modern medical approaches to diagnostic thresholds. 

4. Temporal instability (inconsistent with the relative stability of personality traits). 

5. Poor coverage of personality psychopathology (Personality Disorder not 

otherwise specified is the most frequently diagnosed PD in clinical practice). 

                                                           
217  Widiger states: “The polythetic format still makes categorical, black-white distinctions that fail to 

appreciate the complexity that actually exists. For example, there are 93 different ways to meet the 
DSM-III-R criteria for the borderline personality disorder and 149,495,616 different ways to meet the 
DSM-III-R criteria for antisocial personality disorder (only 848 possible combinations if one does not 
count the different ways to meet the subcriteria for the conduct disorder and parental irresponsibility 
items). Yet, only one diagnostic label is provided to characterize all these different cases (i.e., 
presence of the disorder). One would not need to distinguish among all 149,495,616 different 
combinations of antisocial criteria to provide a useful description of a patient, but it is evident that not 
all antisocials are alike with respect to their antisocial symptomatology and that many of the 
differences can be of considerable importance to clinical practice and research (Harpur, Hare, & 
Hakstian, 1989).” ibid, p.79.  For BDP Widiger claims that there are 162 combinations of the criteria 
which would not lead to the diagnosis. 
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6. Poor convergent validity (an indicator of major difficulties to clearly 

operationalize the criteria).218 

 

The alternative model for PDs proposed by the Personality Work Group for the DSM-5 

focused on self-functioning and interpersonal functioning, where self-functioning is 

defined around identity and self-direction while the interpersonal functioning is defined 

by empathy and intimacy. These are rated on a five level scale of severity. There are 

also the five groupings of pathological traits; negative affectivity, detachment vs. 

extraversion, antagonism vs agreeableness, disinhibition vs. compulsivity, and 

psychoticism vs lucidity. Other criteria deal with the pervasiveness and stability, and 

alternative explanations for personality pathology. However, this dimensional model was 

not fully embraced and the alternative model proposed by the APA retained some of the 

PD categories to aid diagnosis.219 

 

The hybrid model was not adopted even though it had taken 14 years of development. 

Instead it was placed in the section on “Emerging Measures and Models” as an 

alternative model.220  It was also considered difficult to apply in a clinical setting.  

Therefore, the categorical approach, with all its failings, was retained and left unaltered.   

 

Of all the PD’s the categories of the Cluster B are the most contentious: Antisocial 

Personality disorder (APD), Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD), Histrionic 

Personality Disorder (HPD) and Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD).  The Cluster B 

PDs were associated with more difficult and antagonistic interpersonal relations than the 

other PD clusters.  There has been an ongoing debate as to what kinds Cluster B 

personality disorders represent. According to the DSM: “Individuals with these disorders 

                                                           
218    Klaus Schmeck, et al. “The Role of Identity in the DSM-5 Classification of Personality Disorders.” 

Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health (2013), p.2 

219  The dimensional trait-specific method was applied to six categories of PDs rather than the ten 

given in the DSM-IV, with Paranoid, Schizoid, Histrionic and Dependent no longer given categorical 

legitimacy in this hybrid approach.   Six PD types remained part of the consideration: Borderline 

Personality Disorder; Obsessive-Compulsive Personality Disorder; Avoidant Personality Disorder; 

Schizotypal Personality Disorder; Antisocial Personality Disorder; and Narcissistic Personality 

Disorder.  Yet even some of these had been debated in terms of validity in the categorical approach. 

220  The APA claim that this was done to encourage further research and assessment of the model. 
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often appear dramatic, emotional, or eccentric” but Charland, Pearse, Pickard and 

others have pointed out that the criteria for Cluster B PDs can be characterized as traits 

representing failures of morality or virtue, negatively disvalued traits.221    

 

Hanna Pickard (2011) accepts that PDs in general have a moral component: "And, 

although Cluster A and C PDs may not be diagnosed via traits that are so clearly 

connected to failures of morality or virtue, they are nonetheless diagnosed via traits that 

greatly affect the capacity to develop relationships with others that express mutual 

regard, care, trust, and respect."222   While they are marked by disvalued interpersonal 

traits, which can be constructed in moral terms, this does not complete the descriptions 

of those disorders. 

 

Louis Charland (2010) argued that the Cluster B PDs to be fundamentally moral kinds of 

disorders, where a cure would necessarily involve a change in character resulting from 

some form of moral treatment rather than involving psychiatric intervention. Pickard 

bridges the gap to an extent between Charland and his some of his critics. They claim 

that while there are moral elements to the PDs they may be described in non-moral 

ways and therefore they can still be conceived as psychiatric illnesses in need of 

psychiatric treatment. Pickard maintains that whether or not the PDs are moral kinds or 

psychiatric kinds they can still be treated within the multidisciplinary approach of the 

contemporary mental health system.223  

 

Apart from this so called ‘neo-Szaszian’ debate there is also a Foucauldian 

consideration that some of these categories can be analysed as an attempt to contain 

those who would contravene social norms and traditional values or to further exclude 

those who have already been marginalized. Yet while some voice these concerns a 

credible examination there are also those who take a more accepting approach to the 

                                                           
221  DSM-5 (2013), p.646. 
222  Hanna Pickard, “What Is Personality Disorder?” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2011), 

pp.182-183. 

223  While Pickard’s position might seem to go beyond Charland’s she considers those with PDs to be 

responsible for their behaviour but not blameworthy, since self-control can be identified as a problem 

in those with PDs. 
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psychiatric legitimacy of these disorders. Marga Reimer (2013), for example, believes 

mental disorders to be ‘appropriately’ diagnosed and treated by clinicians, they are 

conditions that are ‘rightly’ included in the manual: “I defend the view that the Cluster B 

Personality Disorders are ‘fundamentally mental’ and only ‘contingently moral.’ They are 

genuine mental disorders, rightly included in the DSM, whose symptoms consist largely 

of morally disvalued traits.”224 Reimer uncritically asserts the validity of the categories 

and the studies which indicate dysfunction.225 Again, there is fundamental 

misrepresentation of assumptions for actualities. However, she also claims that the 

notion of ‘dysfunction in the individual’ as involving distress or negative outcomes. 

Which if taken as a subjective distress would rule out egosyntonic disorders and the 

notion of negative outcome would therefore have to be based on social evaluation 

rather than internal dysfunction. 

 

Zachar and Potter (2013) examine two of the Cluster B PDs in light of Charland’s 

argument. They contend that while Narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) and 

Borderline personality disorder (BPD) have criteria that involves moral evaluation but 

there are also non-moral features to the disorders; there may be overlap of the medical 

and moral kinds.  While accepting the legitimate philosophical concerns raised by 

Charland they criticise his claim that what is required is moral rather than medical 

treatment, where the individual with a Cluster B PD requires a conversion or a change 

of character rather than medical intervention. Zachar and Potter frame the problem in 

terms of moral versus medical kinds. They offer that virtue theory can be used to 

                                                           
224  Marga Reimer, “Moral Disorder In the DSM-IV?: The Cluster B Personality Disorders,” 

Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2013), p.203. 

225  Reimer asserts: “Moreover, recent experimental data point to neurobiological dysfunction in two 

of the four Cluster B Personality Disorders: Antisocial and Borderline (Oldham 2005). Patients with 

both disorders demonstrate serotonin dysfunction in connection with impulsive aggression. 

Additionally, those with Antisocial Personality Disorder show decreased prefrontal gray matter volume 

and increased white matter volume in the corpus callosum, a finding that may help to explain deficits in 

affect control and decision making (Oldham 2005). Such data are suggestive of dysfunction that is, 

quite literally, ‘in’ the individual. The DSM criterion of ‘dysfunction in the individual’ might thus seem to 

be satisfied three times over, because the disorders in question are arguably ‘manifestations of’ 

behavioral, psychological, and (in at least some cases) biological dysfunction in the individual.” ibid. 

p.206. However neurobiological differences or variation does not explain dysfunction unless they can 

be given with greater particular sensitivity and specificity. 
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elucidate aspects of personality disorder but they take virtue theory in the Aristotelian 

sense, as broadly conceived and beyond modern moral theory.226   

 

The recognition of the need for treatment involves the evaluation of behaviour.  The 

disvalued behaviour of personality disorders is traditionally associated with moral vice 

and this is given by Zachar and Potter in terms of low agreeableness. Based on the 

empirical support for the Five Factor Model (FFM) of personality traits, Zachar and 

Potter believe that it can be applied to abnormal personalities to allow an analysis of the 

maladaptive as an extreme rating on a dimensional factor. 227  In particular, the factor of 

agreeableness also has a correspondence in Aristotelian virtue theory and lies on the 

continuum between ingratiation and antagonism. 

 

Zachar and Potter point to the studies by Saulsman and Page (2004, 2006) which 

indicate high neuroticism across the personality disorders. Low agreeableness was 

associated with all except dependent personality disorder which was associated with 

ingratiation. They argue that this empirical research supports Charland’s assertion 

about personality disorders having a moral dimension and that it was perceived that the 

more pathological PDs were high in antagonism and low agreeableness. They claim 

that Cluster B PDs were more associated with low agreeableness, which they describe 

as ‘unfriendly’ yet they point out that the notion of ‘unfriendly’ can be open to psychiatric 

abuse and influence in evaluation, particularly when paired with high ‘neuroticism’.   

 

Potter contends that clinicians often have a negative opinion of individuals with BDP.  In 

part this is because inappropriate anger is often attributed to those with BPD. Potter 

believes that mistakes in terms of blameworthiness are partially because of gender 

notions of appropriate emotional expression but that this is also compounded because 

of the problem of self-control in those with BPD. Zachar believes that the moral 

                                                           
226  Moral theory can emphasis principled behaviour that requires adherence to the principles and 

impartiality or it can place emphasis on the internal states as motivation for behaviour, where 
evaluation of morality was in virtues or vice.  Aristotle’s concept of virtue was broader than moral 
theory and concerned the flourishing of the functional excellence in accordance with human nature. 

227  The traits of the Five factor model are openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, 
agreeableness, and neuroticism (OCEAN). 
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dimension of the disvalued behaviour may exaggerate the degree of perceived 

psychopathology, where PDs that did not elicited a negative moral evaluation were 

considered less pathological.   

 

Potter acknowledges that since ancient times anger has been considered to be a moral 

emotion but that it is negatively evaluated in historical concerns of passion. She accepts 

that anger can be recognized as a justifiable and appropriate response in an Aristotelian 

framework of virtue but that a lack of anger is also blameworthy in virtue ethics.  The 

evaluation of anger in terms of norms can be complex. Potter points out that gender and 

ethnicity influences such considerations. Those with BPD, the majority of whom are 

women, are often perceived as lacking emotional control.228  People cannot be held 

responsible for that which is beyond their control and Potter contends the problem of 

control in case of anger is one of competing desires, the first-order desire to express 

rage and the second-order desire to be agreeable. Potter claims the individual with BPD 

is incapable of structuring their will in regard to their second order desire. She also 

notes that impulsivity is also another criterion for BPD. Potter believes that these 

considerations could mitigate the responsibility for behaviour. 

 

I find Potter’s analysis deeply disturbing. What is evident is that the 'moral emotions' 

such as guilt, remorse, and shame are retrospective emotions. But the individual can 

remain justified in anger. There is a recognition by the individual that morality itself, as 

they consider it, being absent from the activity of the subject and only recognized after 

as such by the subject. But these 'moral emotions' in and of themselves also play into 

the drama that can lead to very destructive outcomes.  

 

                                                           
228  BPD makes up 10% of the outpatients in mental health services and 20% of the inpatients. (APA)  

75% of those diagnosed with BDP are women:  “The borderline personality is characterized by identity 

disturbance, chronic feelings of emptiness, impulsive or self-destructive behavior, and unstable and 

intense interpersonal relationships. Other key characteristics include a loss of a sense of self separate 

from others, contradictory self-images that are experienced as an inner void, and aggression. 

Additional features include distrust, all-or-nothing thinking, extreme sensitivity to perceptions of unfair 

treatment, and an appearance of normality that quickly unravels under stress.” Peter Zachar and 

Nancy Nyquist Potter. “Personality Disorders: Moral or Medical Kinds—Or Both?” Philosophy, 

Psychiatry, & Psychology (2010), p.104. 
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As Thomas Scheff notes, even shame can manifest as aggressive pride. Shame can be 

externalized as hate, rage or anger. When guilt or remorse is not present, immorality 

supposedly goes unrecognised in the absence of these, but what is signified is the 

conscious justification for moral action and the rationalized validation of self-expression. 

But anger has been given status as a moral emotion by some philosophers and this 

seems to deny the possibility that there really is no such thing as justifiable anger.  

 

Anger has been rehabilitated on the grounds that the significance of this emotion is as a 

sense of injustice. But regardless of that which elicits it, anger is about ontological 

control, which offers a vital sense of self. What anger makes clear, in its justification and 

rationalization, is the import of the linguistic culture as influencing emotional 

interpretation and many cultures and religions placed a negative evaluation of anger. 

 

In considering the linguistic dimension, culture provides many evaluative interpretations 

of the emotional life. For example, among the Inuit of North America the word for anger 

is the same as for childishness.229  The language of a culture can reflect the 

commitment to emotional evaluation. In the contemporary western conceptualization 

anger has been given the status as moral emotion from the perspective of self-

preservation, justification and the rationalization of the natural by some philosophers.  

 

But the etymological understanding offers the association with pain, distress, sorrow, 

loss and even disgust, which corresponds with religious consideration of anger in some 

eastern traditions. Giving anger as a moral emotion is a reduction to the natural as 

moral and, from the understanding of transcendent morality, I would claim that anger is 

a redundant emotion. To consider the culture is to consider how the linguistic and 

symbolic play into the genres of ontology. Yet we allow anger to plays a vital role in the 

political, as a mobilizing force against fear as loss of power and the anxiety of 

uncertainty. As such, anger offers a compensatory vitality for the emotional life.   

 

Prosocial virtue requires not only the intention to do good but also the refinement 

                                                           
229 Jean L. Briggs, "In Search of Emotional Meaning," Ethos (1987), pp. 8-15. 
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through practice over time. Zachar and Potter do not take Aristotelian virtue ethics to be 

a dimensional model, the golden mean is not a static mid-point between lack and 

excess this is unlike Aristotle, but one that recognized situation and context of 

appropriateness using rational judgement. The evaluation of traits also depends on the 

situation, context, culture, ethnicity, gender and other factors that influence the 

interpretation of what is adaptive or maladaptive.230 Yet they remain steadfast in their 

beliefs that this is Aristotelian while it contradicts the evidence in being Aristotelian, and 

in all actuality more Machiavellian.    

 

An analysis of the vice-disorder problem is important but Zachar and Potter take an 

intersectional rather than dichotomous approach to the issue. They point to Charland 

along with Szasz as claiming psychiatry has confused medical kinds with moral and 

social problems. But that has not been the issue, there has generally been a recognition 

of overlap. They point to Ian Hacking’s notion of interactive kinds, where interaction 

takes place between that which is labelled and the social world in which it exists as a 

feedback loop. Zachar and Potter consider PDs to be interactive kinds, where the 

attitudes of clinicians influences the behaviour of the individual with the PD. 

 

Following Sadler (2008) they propose giving nonmoral disvalued criteria to replace the 

morally charged descriptions to aid a more clear identification of medical kinds, not 

because there is a dichotomy but because the moral dimension does affect the 

clinician’s judgement. However, there are limits to this approach which Sadler himself 

had recognized. Zachar and Potter state: 

 

According to Sadler, there are three different kinds of legitimate disorders: (1) 

nonmorally bad conditions, (2) mostly nonmorally bad conditions, and (3) mostly 

morally bad conditions with indispensable nonmorally bad features. Recall that 

morally bad refers to disapproved conduct for reasons other than distress, 

                                                           
230  This aspect of their argument could be used to undermine their earlier claim of the usefulness of 

the FFM which is a dimensional model of personality traits. 
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disability, and impairment.”231 

 

Sadler (2008) accepted that the identification of aetiological factors would help clarify 

the situation and Potter provides a potential aetiology of BPD as being childhood sexual 

abuse which she believes could legitimize it as a medical disorder. It is also strongly 

associated with other conditions and negative experiences. She notes Morey’s 

dimensional model of BPD which foregrounds identity problems, affective instability, 

negative relationships, and self-harm. While Potter had some reservation in giving BDP 

as a psychiatric disorder, Zachar was more willing to attribute disorder status to BPD 

because of its relation to other disorders. 

 

In replying to criticisms, Charland noted that Zachar and Potter accused him of 

dichotomous thinking in his distinctions between medical and moral kinds but he 

contested that he did not believe that the two were mutually exclusive.232  While the 

descriptions of the Cluster B PDs are primarily moral criteria, this does not exclude the 

possibility of having associated medical conditions in need of treatment. He claims that 

in the cluster of the personality disorders he is dealing with a 'cure' would require a 

change in personality that would be akin to a moral conversion and therefore they are 

moral kinds rather than medical or clinical kinds and require moral treatment. 

 

Charland also recognizes that there are validity problems with BDP and that there is 

also the female gender bias in America, with the reversal of this in the epidemiological 

studies undertaken in China:  

 

On my side, I remain heavily skeptical of the scientific status of the DSM-IV 

                                                           
231  Peter Zachar and Nancy Nyquist Potter. “Personality Disorders: Moral or Medical Kinds—Or 

Both?” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2010), p.111. 
232  In replying to criticisms Charland took issue with Zachar and Potter who at times implied that he 

was dealing with personality disorders in general while trying to formulate a response to his argument 
about a cluster of particular personality disorders.  Charland acknowledges that other personality 
disorders might be medical kinds but that for cluster BP Ds; antisocial, narcissistic, borderline 
personality disorders, it was the criteria which made them moral kinds. He emphasizes that this is in 
respect to the description of those personality disorders as given in the DSM-IV. Charland accepts that 
his argument bears some resemblance to Szasz but that his is not directed at psychiatric disorders in 
general and that his conclusion also differs. 
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borderline personality disorder diagnosis. Not only because of the ‘logical’ 

arguments adumbrated, but also simply on well-known methodological grounds, 

such as excessive comorbidity with other DSM-IV conditions and the challenge 

posed by dimensional alternatives to the current categorical formulation of the 

disorder (Charland 2004). It remains to be seen whether the DSM-IV borderline 

diagnosis will be retained in the next edition of the DSM. Many leading experts 

suggest it should not.233 

 

Charland questions Potter's concern with the inappropriate anger and that the attribution 

of this to BDP may be an aspect of gender bias or that this is a possible indication that 

the condition is an actual medical kind. He believes that other features are more 

important in the description, he cites impulsivity in particular.   

 

Potter constructed schema of first and second-order desires in other to represent the 

lack of control in those with BDP, where the desire to express rage could not be 

regulated by the desire to be agreeable. For Potter this indicates a lack of choice, 

control or the inability to structure the will in respect to social behaviour. Charland sees 

no reason to accept this as empirically valid and he criticizes it as a philosophical 

abstraction that does not represent the complexity of the personality or the features in 

the criteria of BPD.   

 

Zachar had considered that if the features of a personality disorder could be described 

in nonmoral terms then the disorder could be considered as a medical condition but 

Charland questions how a nonmoral description is supposed to be sufficient to warrant 

the status of clinical disorder; even empirically valid theoretical categories are not 

necessarily valid clinical entities: "In Zachar’s terms, the point can be expressed by 

saying that not all practical kinds are psychological or psychiatric kinds."234  

 

                                                           
233  Louis C. Charland, “Medical or Moral Kinds?: Moving Beyond a False Dichotomy,” Philosophy, 

Psychiatry, & Psychology (2010), p.122. 
234  ibid, p.123. 
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Charland concedes that the notion of moral treatment, particularly in relation to the 

history of psychiatry, is likely to mislead. However, he points to the retreat at York for the 

insane as an early example of effective moral treatment carried out by non-medical lay 

people. Charland also recognizes that the moral treatment, involving emotional 

regulation, may be compatible with the virtue ethics approach promoted by Zachar and 

Potter. 

 

Reimer had argued that if the disvalued traits could be treated by psychiatric means 

then this would allow some justification to classifying them as medical but she claims 

that this is denied by Charland. She claims that pharmacological treatment can have 

some success and does not require the willed commitment to conversion of moral 

character discussed by Charland but even if treatment is provided in non-medicalized 

terms or goals the desired outcome is the same. The reduction or elimination of 

disvalued traits does not necessarily require a willed conversion of character. 

 

It is not only the Cluster B PDs which have criteria that are vice laden. John Sadler 

(2008) points out that there is an overlap between the populations of the mentally ill, the 

criminal and the intellectually impaired in the social institutions dealing with the care of 

the socially marginalized. These populations can collectively be labelled (socially) 

“deviant” and the institutions regarded as “institutions for deviance”. He asks why some 

forms of vice or criminal misconduct have the status of mental illness while others are 

not and he argues that it may be because of issues of self-control or impulsivity which 

attend the disorder leading to medicalization.  

 

Sadler accepts that some of the diagnostic categories of the DSM are ‘confounded’ by 

vice or immoral terms. He points to conduct disorders as an example where every 

criteria is described in terms of vice. The Paraphillias also have categories weighed by 

vice and Sadler points out that individuals with these disorders are commonly 

prosecuted and generally enter a forensic rather than a clinical setting. “Other 

categories with vice-laden diagnostic criteria include Oppositional Defiant Disorder, 

Borderline Personality Disorder, Kleptomania, Pyromania, Intermittent Explosive 
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Disorder, and Pathological Gambling.”235  

 

However, I would point out that with the exception of Oppositional Defiant Disorder, BDP 

or even Intermittent Explosive Disorder, the other categories Sadler outlines are, for the 

most part, clear and identifiable in descriptive terms of behaviour regardless of their 

cultural or psychiatric evaluation. They are less reliant on evaluative interpretation of the 

descriptors. But the diagnosis the of a Cluster B PD in particular requires interpretation 

of symptomatic behaviour, and I would argue that with antisocial personality disorder or 

psychopathy the diagnosis is based on evidence of an antisocial lifestyle, and 

associated with the moral evaluation of personality, it is in particular a disorder based on 

moral evaluations. But it is also one which is also believed to be casually related to a 

biological dysfunction. 

 

Widiger, Zachar, Potter and many others acknowledge the Not Otherwise Specified PD 

as the most widely used category in PD diagnosis, which indicates the inadequacy of 

the ten PDs of the categorical approach, even with the polythetic criteria sets.236 But I 

will also point out that Borderline personality disorder and Antisocial personality disorder 

are among the most widely diagnosed categories of mental disorders in general. There 

is a certitude about these disorders that is not afforded to other categories of mental 

disorders. I contend that in the case of antisocial personality disorder diagnosis can be 

easily met under a wide range of behaviour deemed antisocial, amoral and contrary to 

the idealized prosocial normative functioning. 

 

 

 

                                                           
235  John Z. Sadler, “Vice and the Diagnostic Classification of Mental Disorders: A Philosophical Case 

Conference,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology (2008), p.7. 
236  The DSM-5 has replaced this with Other Specified Personality Disorder and Unspecified 

Personality Disorder. In the alternative model it was proposed that this would be Personality Disorder 

– Trait Specified.  
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Chapter 3 – Multiplicities of Psychopathy 

 

3. Introduction 

 

Psychopathy is a confused concept. It is described in various and sometimes even 

contradictory ways. In the DSM it is given as also known as antisocial personality 

disorder, sociopathy and dyssocial personality disorder. Others contest this and try to 

distinguish between these terms. Another distinction is often made between primary 

psychopathy and secondary psychopathy, with the claim that the former is a condition 

resulting from an underlying biological dysfunction, a primary dysfunction leading to an 

inability to understand morality, and the latter is given as reflecting a neurotic 

manifestation of antisocial behaviour. In other instances, there has been the subdivision 

into multiple subtypes of the primary form, noted by a divergent articulation of 

personality traits and antisocial behaviour. Then there is also the foregrounding of 

specific traits in various descriptions and studies of psychopathy, where the emphasis is 

place on traits and their relation to antisocial behaviour or morality, such as aggression 

(instrumental, reactive or both), impulsivity, lack of empathy, a lack of moral emotions, or 

irresponsibility. Sometimes there has been contradictory descriptions of primary traits as 

extreme extroversion or introversion. 

 

Yet, strangely, the widespread conceptual confusion is not generally acknowledged nor 

does it undermine the credibility that psychopathy continues to have, that it exists as a 

distinct disorder. While the biological model of mental disorders and the categorical 

distinctions in psychiatry have come under multiple lines of criticism, psychopathy as a 

specific disorder with an underlying biological dysfunction continues to find a lot of 

support scientifically and popularly, even though it is not sufficiently defined and no 

biomarker have been clearly identified. Even the multitude of problems with the bio-

categorical approach, such as problem of overlap, comorbidity, lack of clear definable 

boundaries, loose criteria sets, widespread use of not-otherwise-specified, unreliability 

of diagnosis, etc., go unacknowledged with most discussions dealing with the biological 

model of psychopathy. 
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Historically, psychopathy was used to describe a wide variety of individuals who were 

antisocial or whose behaviour or lifestyle contravene the social and moral norms. In the 

late 19th century biological theories of degeneracy such individuals were conceived as 

having regressive of atavistic biology, given the evolutionary theories which, following 

Aristotelianism, conceived the progress of species teleologically and man as the rational 

and moral animal.  

 

Psychopaths and degenerates were often given as equivalent terms. Many of these 

considerations carried over from German psychiatry to American psychiatry. Eugenics 

programs and psychopathic laboratories became an aspect of the judicial system to 

deal with the problem of degenerates and psychopaths. But, while the concept of 

biological degeneracy slowly lost currency over time, psychopathy remained. 

Psychopathy was used to describe antisocial individuals and covered that which 

insanity or lunacy, neurosis or psychosis could not. Later it became equated with 

delinquency. But rather than the dubious pseudoscientific lineage and legacy of 

psychopathy leading to it being discarded, it has become entrenched, scientifically and 

popularly. 

 

Psychiatrists began to deal with it as a flaw of moral character or as a personality 

disorder. Many attempted to identify the traits associated with psychopathy. The 

psychopath was varyingly described as an extreme extrovert, experiencing lower levels 

of anxiety, impulsive or alienated and socially withdrawn, with schizotypal or autistic 

traits. This led some to delineate between subtypes and speculate that there might be 

distinguished through further research. But changes in the cultural evaluation of 

behaviour also had a consequence for the category, as was the case for homosexuality, 

it came to be reclassified as a part of normal variation rather than disordered and 

dysfunctional, it no longer came under the rubric of psychopathy, it was no longer 

viewed as behaviour which violated the social and moral norms. 
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From the 1940’s on empirical studies into psychopathy has sought to identify 

physiological abnormalities it those deemed to be psychopaths using the most 

advanced medical technologies available. Many areas of brain architecture have been 

examined, along with various physiological responses and bio-chemical activity. While 

studies are suggestive, across multiple levels examined, no specific abnormalities have 

been identified. Furthermore, selection measures and the demographics of the studies 

pose other problems.   

 

Some studies have used measurements based on the FFM while others have use other 

personality measures. The different measure not only lead to problems of uniformity and 

consistency but each carry their own issues concerning construct validity. Many of these 

problems were highlighted in the earlier criticism of the FFM. Robert Hare’s 

Psychopathic Checklist is one of the most widely used but this has been criticized for 

being loaded on antisocial lifestyle or criminality rather than the personality traits. It can 

also be criticized along the same line as the FFM has been from the problems with 

semantic interpretation to factor analysis.  

 

Coupled with how psychopathy is being measured is the demographics of the studies 

themselves and who is being measured. The fact that many of the studies have taken 

place among prison populations bring a multitude of methodological concerns. Again, 

antisocial or criminal lifestyle would seem to be a greater factor over personality traits 

but other factors need to be considered which can also influence diagnosis, for 

example; the prison language game, alternative value systems, desentization, drug use, 

the presence of other mental disorders, and again, the idealization of normativity as 

prosocial and virtuous should not be conceived as a counter measure to individuals in 

such a setting.  

 

Undoubtedly the prison setting can provide fruitful ground for research but 

criminalization also has a direct correspondence with socio-economic wealth and 

environment, shaping attitudes to state, authority and crime. Indeed, the growth of the 

prison-industrial complex in American poses a greater sociological concern instead of 
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the disproportionate criminal threat attributed to psychopaths. In the late 1990’s there 

was the modern rebranding of a juvenile type of psychopathy as “superpredators” along 

with the prediction that they would lead to a surge in crime. It was sensationalized into a 

culture of fear and adopted into the rhetoric of politicians leading to policy which 

provided for the expansion of the prison system and harsher sentencing. Yet while the 

prediction proved unfounded the consequences for many found guilty of crime 

remained. The American penal system has now the highest rate of incarceration per 

capita in the world. Other sociological issues have relevance for psychopathy and how 

the concept is constructed and supported.  

 

Conversely, by rejecting the disorder and the implicit moral normativity it supports, a 

more realist account of human nature can be given, by accepting a Machiavellian 

recognition of self-interested individualism as motivating human behaviour, where the 

empirical evidence is bolstered by history and reflected in socio-economic practice. 

Rather than freely accepting the construct of psychopathy as a distinct disorder, 

interpreted from a theoretical framework of assumptions about morality and human 

nature, with psychopathy conceived as resulting from an underlying biological 

dysfunction undermining moral behaviour, the evidence should be scrutinized as should 

notions of the inherent goodness or the morality of humanity. The assumptions on which 

psychopathy is based has a historical lineage that can be critically examined leading to 

the recognition that the construct is little more than a myth, a fiction which benefits 

multiple agents and institutions.  

 

This chapter examines the historical development of the psychiatric concept of 

psychopathy from earlier theories of biological degeneracy, through to modern attempts 

to describe in it terms of a specific personality. Implicit in the historical development is 

the conceit that morality is an aspect of human physiology, give as a moral faculty or as 

a consequence of higher brain architecture. Many of the early theories resemble 

contemporary ones even though what was conceived in early psychiatry as 

psychopathy as moral degeneracy was more broadly conceived as antisocial behaviour 

and do not reflect current attempts to construct is as a personality disorder. What is also 
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evident in the process is that what is given as a mental disorder, is perceived as a 

biological or moral dysfunction and medicalized, but it is that which is socially disvalued 

behaviour rather than a medical condition even through it believed to be such. 

 

Since the psychopathic laboratories of early American psychiatry to contemporary 

research, clinical studies into psychopathy have mainly been conducted on those 

diagnosed in judicial custody. But given the problems outlined these studies carry so 

many methodological concerns that any claims of contribution are seriously 

undermined. Yet, while this chapter reviews and criticises these studies, psychopathy 

continues to find support for research unabated. 
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3.1. Multiplicities of Psychopathy 

 

The problem with the conceptualisation of psychopathy as biologically identifiable deficit 

will now be explored with regard to the empirical studies. The literature examined 

covers early and contemporary descriptions and modern studies. It will be argued that 

the evidence from studies indicating deficits needs to be more critically analysed, 

against the underlying plurality of descriptions, which should raise serious legitimacy 

concerns. 

 

Psychopathy was initially a broad term applied to various forms of mental disorders and 

it came to be considered in terms of degeneracy. In Germany, Julius Ludwig August 

Koch is credited with applying the term to personality.237 Horley (2014) points out: “Koch 

(1891) coined the term ‘psychopathic inferiority’ to refer to a series of long-term, 

dysfunctional approaches to life which eventually became known as personality 

disorders.”238 Koch is noted for giving a description of personality disorders as 

psychopathic inferiority. He also distinguished between constitutional psychopathy and 

acquired psychopathy.   

 

Yet in the late 19th century psychiatric literature, psychopathy had been associated not 

only with personality disorders but also antisocial behaviour, sexual deviance and 

perversions which were viewed to be a result of a personality defect and due to a 

biological defect. In 1904 Emil Kraepelin used psychopathy primarily to describe 

criminals with unstable personalities but it was also applied to mendicants, drifters, liars, 

prostitutes and homosexuals. Psychopathy came to be viewed in terms of biological 

degeneracy which could be identified in the symptoms of antisocial behaviour or 

lifestyle. It was essentially a wastebasket category for individuals who contravened 

social norms and biological degeneracy allowed for normativity to be idealized in terms 

                                                           
237  The psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing had written his important and popular Psychopathia 

Sexualis in 1886 and became a pioneer of sexual psychopathology. His analysis covered sexual 
behaviour and development, including cases of what was considered deviant sexuality, from 
homosexuality to the sexual serial killers.   

238  James Horley, “The Emergence and Development of Psychopathy,” History of the Human 

Sciences (2014), p.6. 
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behaviour and moral progress.  

 

There are early accounts which have a correspondence with some of the current 

theoretical assumptions. One case in point can be given in the work of the English 

psychiatrist Albert Wilson who articulated a modern notion of the psychopath in 

Unfinished Man: A Scientific Analysis of the Psychopath or Human Degenerate (1910) 

as: “an unfinished state of the higher brain architecture, affecting the personality or 

ego.”239 In Education, Personality & Crime (1908), he attempted to provide a detailed 

account of this abnormal architecture and he implicated the pre-frontal cortex in 

particular, he also noted that abnormality may be due to arrested development.240 This 

is still common conceptualization in many theories. 

 

But Wilson went further and claimed that those with psychological abnormalities were 

either the insane or the degenerates. He claimed that American psychiatry was more 

progressive in dealing with the matter while English psychiatry remained more 

conservative. This was because of the implementation of eugenic programs which had 

begun in America as early at 1900 and Wilson embraced eugenics as a means to 

cleanse society of unfit members.241 He criticised the notions of socialism and charity for 

erroneous benevolence and the concern for degenerates which, in his view, only 

preserved the diseased, an error which would prove fatal for civil society.242 He was 

                                                           
239  Albert Wilson, Unfinished Man; a Scientific Analysis of the Psychopath or Human Degenerate 

(1910), p.vii. 

240  According to Wilson: “Will stands on a higher plane from the physical aspect. Experiment, 
pathology and evolution afford strong evidence of its origin in the prefrontal cortex. If this be correct an 
entirely new opinion must be held with regard to ethical or moral qualities.”  Education, Personality & 
Crime (1908), p.230.   

241  Michael Willrich points out: “In early twentieth-century America, the novel technology called 

"eugenics"- a potent hybrid of biological science, statistical method, and cultural assumptions-won a 

diverse following of academics, animal breeders, social workers, criminologists, psychiatrists, 

institutional superintendents, philanthropists, and activists spanning the political spectrum from 

socialists to white supremacists.” “The Two Percent Solution: Eugenic Jurisprudence and the 

Socialization of American Law, 1900-1930,” Law and History Review (1998), p.63. 

242  Wilson wrote: “These facts are at the moment so seriously engaging attention that a new study, 

termed Eugenics, is being pursued with a view to restore the race. This can only be done by pruning 

out the unfit, whereas modem socialism and charity are now almost entirely devoted to their welfare 

and preservation. That obviously a very mistaken policy, for if this class predominate the race 

becomes less virile and mustered towards extinction, in the same way as the Persians, Greeks and 
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clear in what should be done about degeneracy:  

 

Moral degeneracy no doubt has its physical counterpart in the brain, if we could 

only find it out. Krafft Ebing and others describe the particular form of degeneracy 

termed "perversion," as "psychopathy" and the actors as psychopaths. These 

diseased ones deserve all our pity, being irresponsible, but at the same time their 

very existence is poisonous to society, and intolerable to the general moral 

hygiene of the community.243  

 

In keeping with the extreme implications of the theory Wilson sought the isolation and 

destruction of those diagnosed.244 

 

In America specialized courts, such as the juvenile courts, were initiated in 1900, which 

began to work with psychiatrists, psychologists and social workers as part of their 

operational concerns with the causes, treatment and punishment of crime. Some courts 

had instigated “Psychopathic Laboratories” to determine the mental status of 

individuals. The term “psychopathic” was used for a broad range of disordered criminals 

which could not covered by either insanity or lunacy, while avoiding the stigma 

associated with them.245 The laboratories were to determine and classify the individual 

according to elements of personality rather than the crime in order to determine 

                                                           
Romans.” Unfinished Man: A Scientific Analysis of the Psychopath or Human Degenerate (1910), 

p.10. 

243  ibid, pp.43-44. 
244  Wilson wrote: “Permanent isolation for all degenerates, as for chronic lunatics, is the only correct 

method. Destruction, as a matter of economy and utility, may be considered, but the process should 
not partake of the nature of cruelty, sport, or revenge.” Education, Personality & Crime (1908), p.221. 

245  Dr. Herman Adler a criminologist and director of a Juvenile Psychopathic Institute in Illinois wrote 

of the decision to name the “Psychopathic Laboratories”: “The term "psychopathic" was finally adopted 

independently by various communities to satisfy these requirements. This term is broad enough to 

include variations from the normal type of the severe grade of insanity or feeble-mindedness as well 

as those milder forms of mental disorder which often amount to little more than eccentricities of 

personality.   

  Even now the term psychopathic in some quarters is discarded for the still broader conception 
conveyed by the term "mental hygiene." The distinction between these terms is a significant one. The 
term psychopathic lays the emphasis upon the variation from normality, whereas the term mental 
hygiene emphasizes the maintenance of mental health.”  “Organization of Psychopathic Work in the 
Criminal Courts,” Journal of the American Institute of Criminal Law and Criminology (1917), pp.362-
363. 
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treatment. Since some individuals were deemed to be biologically and mentally 

defective they could not be held responsible for their crimes and so the state had to take 

responsibility, utilizing whatever means as was available in science and technology.246 

 

Hervey Cleckley worte the first edition of The Mask of Sanity: An Attempt to Clarify 

Some Issues About the So-Called Psychopathic Personality in (1941) and he attempted 

a trait oriented approach to the problem. He believed the psychopath was only capable 

of experiencing a shallow emotional meaning, where the evaluation of emotional 

significance lacked depth, which Cleckley called ‘semantic aphasia’. Cleckley did not 

identify what the underlying cause of this deficit was but the implication was that it was 

the result of some internal dysfunction of emotional processing.  

 

Around the same time Benjamin Karpman had taken a low level of anxiety as 

fundamental characteristic signifying primary psychopathy. Later, H.J Eysenck's study of 

personality in the 1950's presented this trait as extreme extroversion, which he 

attributed to psychopathy.247 A contemporary proposal with similarities with Karpman’s 

and some correspondence with the extroversion proposal of Eysenck was given by 

David Lykken. He hypothesised that primary psychopaths experience lower levels of 

fear, which undermines fear conditioning and the effects of punitive approaches.248  

 

                                                           
246  According to Willrich: “With the advent of such "socialized" disciplinary techniques as 

indeterminate sentencing, probation, and specialized courts-all geared toward the "individual 

treatment" of offenders-municipal judges gained new discretionary power over the disposition of 

individual offenders, and they increasingly solicited the professional expertise of the social workers 

and psychiatrists attached to the new municipal courts. In the process, psychological testing, including 

its prominent eugenicist variety, was integrated into the everyday practice of local courts, where the 

allegedly "natural" categories of eugenic jurisprudence-"feeble-minded," "psychopathic," or simply 

"mental defective"-acquired unprecedented coercive power.”” “The Two Percent Solution: Eugenic 

Jurisprudence and the Socialization of American Law, 1900-1930,” Law and History Review (1998), 

p.67. 

247 H.J. Eysenck, Sense and Nonsense in Psychology (1957), p.263.  Eysenck elaborated on this 
theme in Crime and Personality (1964). Eysenck had stated a relationship with psychopathy and 
extroversion but he and others had also considered the possibility of psychopathy as developing out of 
alienation.  Later the psychotic dimension of his PEN personality scale was related to psychopathy. 

248  Lykken also proposed a psychosocial model where poor socialization could result in psychopathic 
behavior, which he equated with sociopathy, but he considered that the low fear quotient of some 
individuals made them particularly difficult to socialize.  
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However, Lykken (1995) was critical of Cleckley’s general position: “There is no real 

evidence, however, that the primary psychopath is incapable of genuine emotion. He 

seems clearly able to feel anger, satisfaction, delight, self-esteem.”249 But the traits 

associated with psychopathy can be assessed against the shifting categorizations of 

psychiatry. While Eysenck had presented psychopathy as an extreme form of 

extroversion others had recognized that extreme extroversion could be understood as 

hyperactivity or impulsivity. Many have also noted the schizotypal and autistic traits in 

alienated and socially withdrawn manifestations of psychopathy.  

 

Extroversion, as a major component in personality and the constellation of traits, has 

been applied to psychopathy in various ways but the evidence persisted that introverted 

types also had significance for the discussion of psychopathic behaviour. This makes 

the functionality of these trait distinctions questionable given that the personality 

dimensions of introversion-extroversion have been conceived as a fundamental aspect 

of psychological and behavioural orientation. But the problem of defining psychopathy 

has been compounded by the attempts to deal with such issues by subdividing the 

already contentious category into subtypes. 

 

Subtypes of the ‘aggressive-predatory’ and the ‘passive-parasitic’ of primary 

psychopathy were noted by Karpman (1941). More importantly, he had also proposed 

that psychopathy itself might be absorbed into other categories of psychiatric 

classification as psychiatry improved in classification and as a science. If it could be 

dealt with in this manner, he recommended that the category of psychopathy could be 

disposed with.   

 

Karpman offered two subtypes of a primary form but the impulsive type raised the 

possibility of another subtype. Daisy Schalling (1978) considered the impulsiveness 

syndrome to correspond to the Unstable Drifter syndrome identified by Mayer-Gross et 

al (1954). She also pointed to another subgroup given by Mayer-Gross et al as ‘The 

Cold and Emotionally Callous’, as corresponding to ‘Detachment syndrome’. According 

                                                           
249  David Lykken, The Antisocial Personalities (1995), pp. 117-118. 
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to Mayer-Gross et al it was to be found in excess among the relations of schizophrenics. 

Lykken noted: “What seems clear is that there are several “psychopathies” and that 

future research must find a way of distinguishing among them.” 250 

 

Whether there are subtypes or different expressions of a primary aetiology should be 

cause for concern. But, along with the multiplicity of descriptions, multiple etiological 

processes have also been proposed and there is no singular or specific biological 

causal account. What is evident from the physiological and neurological studies is that 

they remain insufficient in providing a unified or global understanding of psychopathy as 

a distinct disorder. But psychopathy continues to be considered as a particular 

personality disorder with underlying biological dysfunction, yet to be found. I would 

argue that many factors influencing physiology and cognition need to be taken in 

concert but a hermeneutic account also requires consideration of environment and 

narrative identity, particularly since psychopathy and APD are so dependent on moral 

and social evaluation. This is not to say that a biological explanation cannot be 

uncovered for some cases but I stress that what is being studied is not a clearly defined 

or distinct disorder but a heterogeneous group who exhibit transgressive behaviour.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
250  ibid, p.226. 



Clinical Studies and Methodological Concerns 
 

168 
 

3.2 Clinical Studies and Methodological Concerns 

 

Research from the 1940's onwards focused upon the physiological correlates of 

emotionality or arousability which sought to identify psychopathy as distinct from the 

normal range on various measures. Initially these measures examined electrodermal 

activity, cardiovascular activity and EEG data for physiological evidence that 

distinguished psychopathy from control groups in relation to various activities.251 Many 

other measurements and technologies have since been used. Contemporary 

neurological research has used brain imaging technology. Multiple areas of brain 

structure have been associated with the emotional processes or dysfunction noted in 

psychopathy; the prefrontal cortex, the temporal cortex, the amygdala, the 

hippocampus, corpus callosum and the angular gyrus are just some of the brain 

structures that have been implicated. Yet no particular area or pathway has been 

isolated and there have been various interactional hypothesis, not only between theses 

part of brain architecture but also with biochemistry.252  Other research areas have been 

                                                           
251  Adrain Raine points out: “Since the 1940s an extensive body of research has been built up on the 

psychophysiological basis of antisocial, delinquent, criminal, and psychopathic behavior. For example, 
there have been at least 150 studies on electrodermal (sweat rate) and cardiovascular (heart rate) 
activity in such populations, and in electroencephalographic (EEG) research alone there have been 
hundreds of studies on delinquency and crime (Gale 1975). This body of research has received little 
attention in the broader field of criminology, and is rarely referred to in textbooks on crime.” “The 
Biological Basis of Crime,” Crime: Public Policies for Crime Control, (James Wilson and Joan 
Petersilia eds.) (2002), p.50.  Yet given the wide and varying descriptions of psychopathy from the 
1940’s onwards and the limitations of psychometrics the value of many of these studies is limited. 

252  Phillip Sterzer and others relate psychopathy to a dysfunction of amygdala. Other reductionist 

approaches hypothesize specific brain areas but this highlights methodological concerns. As Sterzer 

notes: “However, the notion of a generally hyporesponsive amygdala would be too simplistic. The 

amygdala is a small yet complex structure comprising a number of subnuclei with distinct functional 

properties. Moreover, some studies have shown increased amygdala responsiveness in antisocial 

individuals and in those with a genetic predisposition to aggressive behavior. Contrasting with the 

fearlessness hypothesis outlined above, such findings point to a different pathomechanism whereby 

pathological aggression may be related to heightened anxiety. Increased amygdala responsiveness is 

a well-established finding in anxiety disorders and is thought to be the basis for exaggerated fear 

conditioning. This is nicely demonstrated by another study published in this issue. Using a simple but 

elegant modification of classical fear conditioning, Lissek et al. show that in panic disorder fear 

responses are more easily generalized—that is, fear responses are evoked more easily by stimuli that 

resemble the conditioned stimuli in patients with panic disorder compared with healthy individuals. 

  The heterogeneity of findings from neuroimaging studies suggests that the amygdala might be 

differentially involved in different etiologies of antisocial behavior. This exemplifies the necessity of 

taking into account the whole spectrum of possible pathogenetic factors and developmental pathways 

if we are to develop a more complete understanding of antisocial behavior.” “Born to Be Criminal? 



Clinical Studies and Methodological Concerns 
 

169 
 

involved in examining the neurochemistry, pharmacology and hormone regulation. 

There have also been numerous genetic studies done, some of which had initially 

seemed promising but were later rejected.253   

 

Studies conducted by Robert Hare and others in the 1970’s claim to have consistently 

shown “abnormal” amounts of slow brain-wave activity among psychopaths.254  Some 

claim that this slow wave activity reveals a cortical or subcortical dysfunction.  But it may 

also reflect that low cortical arousal was related to a tendency towards boredom during 

the EEG examination. Hare and Cox (1978) wrote in response: “Even if subsequent 

research manages to establish the existence of electrocortical differences between 

psychopaths and other subjects, these differences by themselves would not necessarily 

indicate the presence of some underlying structural anomalies.”255 They note that the 

results may stem from other possibilities such as differences in motivational, attentional, 

and cognitive processes. They also pointed to the assertion from other researchers that 

psychopathic behaviour may be a consequence of cortical under-arousal creating a 

desire for stimulation. But this has also been given as a possible aspect of extraversion. 

                                                           
What to Make of Early Biological Risk Factors for Criminal Behavior,” The American Journal of 

Psychiatry (2010), p.1. 

253  Early studies had focused on the XYY males. These male were believed to be more aggressive 

“supermales”.  While that theory had been defunct there is a contemporary equivalence in studies 

involving the enzyme production of the MAOA gene.  A variation of the gene has been called the 

“warrior gene” and has been noted for some correspondence to anti-social behavior.  MAOA studies 

with a similar research agendas posit other important interactions with the gene which may also 

influence antisocial consequence, from bio-chemical interactions to possible environmental influences 

on expression. Rickard Sjoberg et al (2008) suggest an interaction with testosterone may help explain 

inconsistencies in other MAOA studies. “A Non-Additive Interaction of a Functional MAO-A VNTR and 

Testosterone Predicts Antisocial Behavior.” Neuropsychopharmacology.  Writing of the “warrior gene” 

Jesse Prinz contends:  “This label is extremely misleading.  First, it commits the Fallacy of Genetic 

Causation.  MAOA-L does cause violent behavior. Like all genes, it codes for proteins, and, in 

particular, it codes for a protein that breaks down neurotransmitters such as dopamine, noradrenaline, 

and serotonin. The MAOA-L variant does so less efficiently than other variants, however, and that 

leads these neurotransmitters to accumulate, which can have widespread impact on behavior.  The 

effects can include violence, but also attention deficit disorder, depression and anxiety.  The so-called 

warrior gene is also neither necessary nor sufficient for aggressive behavior.” Beyond Human Nature 

(2013), p.29. 

254  Yet as Karl Syndulko points out; "Normal EEG's were found in patients with well-documented 
brain damage and grossly immature behaviour." "Electrocortical Investigations of Sociopathy" 
Psychopathic Behaviour (Robert Hare and Daisy Schalling eds.) (1978), p.149.   

255 Robert Hare and David Cox, “Psychophysiological Research on Psychopathy”, The Psychopath:  
A comprehensive Study of Antisocial Disorders and Behviors, p. 214.  
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Importantly, it had also been noted in children with hyperactivity.256  

 

Electrodermal activity has been used to test the autonomic activity in studies of 

psychopaths. The differences between psychopaths and controls were not always 

significant, in various studies the tonic skin conductance of psychopathic inmates was 

lower than other inmates prior to experiments. Throughout the experiments the 

psychopath’s non-specific tonic fluctuations in skin conductance decreased more than 

other inmates. In response to signalled and unsignalled stimuli there were no 

differences between the responses of psychopaths and non-psychopaths in relation to 

weak or low-intensity stimuli. Yet with more intense stimuli the psychopaths gave lower 

skin conductance responses; they were hypo-responsive only to intense stimuli. There 

was also evidence that psychopaths were electrodermally hypo-responsive in their 

anticipatory responses to aversive stimuli but also that recovery rates of skin 

conductance to baseline levels is also much slower in psychopaths.  Interpretations of 

these findings on electrodermal activity are in line with showing little anticipatory fear or 

apprehension.   

 

Yet when the studies of cardiovascular activity were used in comparison the findings 

seemed to contradict the interpretations of electrodermal activity; the pattern of 

cardiovascular activity in relation to anticipatory stimuli showed a higher acceleration 

than other subjects. Hare and Cox note (1978): “It could be argued that the anticipatory 

increases in heart rate found in psychopaths indicate fear of an impending stressor.  

However, the electrodermal data would imply the opposite conclusion.”257 They gave 

                                                           
256  Joan Kinder (1999) claims that separate research carried out in America and the U.K. give 6% of 

the criminal population as the chronic offenders who carry out the majority criminal activity, many of 

which have addictions and two-thirds of which were noted for hyperactivity from the age of six. It is 

also worth pointing out that impulsivity is often noted as hyperactivity and hyperactivity had been given 

in some early theories of psychopathy. Earlier claims that psycho-physiological testing revealed 

similarities between hyperactive child syndrome and psychopathy in the processing of emotional 

information led Hare to speculate that the disorders maybe developmentally related. Hare pointed to 

Satterfield's (1978) contribution; "The hyperactive child Syndrome: A Precursor to Adult 

Psychopathy?” Psychopathic Behaviour (Robert Hare and Daisy Schalling eds.) (1978). This 

contributed to proposal that the psychopathy was a disorder of immaturation.  

257 Robert Hare and David Cox, “Psychophysiological Research on Psychopathy,” The Psychopath:  
A comprehensive Study of Antisocial Disorders and Behviors (William Reid ed.) (1978), p.219. 
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another interpretation, one based upon the argument that acceleration in anticipation is 

related to sensory rejection and decreased cortical arousal; it may reflect a defensive 

strategy, reducing sensitivity to environmental stimuli: “The psychopath’s pattern of 

heart rate acceleration and small increases in electrodermal activity is hypothesized to 

reflect the operation of an active, efficient coping process, and the inhibition of fear 

arousal.”258 Other studies offered that the pattern of cardiovascular activity was 

influenced whether the individual actively attempted to cope or react passively to the 

stimuli and greater increase in heart rate reflected active coping.259  

 

Electrodermal activity and other correlates reflecting the autonomic nervous system 

have been consistent with some assumptions about psychopathy and provided the 

basis for many explanations from a physiological perspective yet it is still a matter of 

interpretation.260 They claim that the psychopath is characterised by low levels of 

anxiety; a proneness to boredom and need for stimulation. These characteristics have 

often been viewed in relation to impulsivity, the inability to avoid punishment, problem of 

inhibition and arousal. The relationship between anticipatory anxiety and socialization is 

implicit in many of these assumptions.   

 

More recent research conducted by Hare and others used MRI scans to monitor the 

limbic activity in the brain of psychopaths as the processed words deemed to have 

negative emotional connotations. Hare sought to find support for Cleckley’s notion of 

“semantic aphasia”. When words (such as death, rape and cancer) were processed by 

                                                           
258 ibid. p.219. 
259 In relation to heart responses and electrodermal activity Hare offered that similar findings had 

been made concerning those with vaguely defined body boundaries, although it does not pertain to the 
anticipation of an aversive stimulus: “Fisher (Note 10) has pointed out that vague boundaries have 
consistently been found in delinquent and acting-out individuals”. “Electrodermal and Cardiovascular 
Correlates of Psychopathy”, Psychopathic Behaviour (Robert Hare and Daisy Schalling eds.) (1978), 
p.138.  

260  In respect to the subtypes of primary psychopathy, the potential correspondence with other 

disorders deserved closer examination. There is a substantial amount evidence reflecting a 

correspondence between impulsive psychopathy and hyperactivity, while the unemotional type or 

subtypes with the predominance of detachment syndrome or callous-unemotional type may have a 

relation with the autistic spectrum disorders. The core elements of psychopathy that reflect the 

personality dimension might not be adequately represented by either hyperactivity or the autistic 

spectrum but the unity of the core personality factors are questionable in relation to subtypes.   
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non-psychopaths there was increased activity in the limbic regions of the brain but 

psychopaths showed no such increase. However, there was an increase in brain activity 

in other regions. Since the limbic system is of importance in the expression of emotional 

arousal, the interpretations of these findings was that these words were not processes 

with the emotional meaning for psychopaths.   

 

The increased activity in the scans of psychopaths were in areas associated with the 

processing of language and for the researchers this implied that the emotionally 

charged words were processed in a purely linguistic way. Similar studies have been 

conducted by others and the results have been interpreted in support of semantic 

aphasia in language processing, where emotionally charged words have no greater 

significance for psychopaths than unemotional or neutral words. But I contend that this 

may have a relevant correspondence to other possible contributing factors such as 

overlap with the autistic spectrum for example or emotional desensitization due to 

institutionalization, or a differential value orientation. Hare had even noted boredom with 

testing may have had a significant influence on the empirical data in some cases. 

 

Researchers have also focused on the endocrine system. Studies examining the stress 

hormone Cortisol claim that those deemed to be primary psychopaths produce lower 

levels of the hormone than was found in control groups.261 This would seem to support 

the hypothesis of primary psychopathy as having lower levels of anxiety or fear. This 

cortisol under-arousal has been offered as an influential factor in primary psychopath, 

given the implications for fight/flight responses and influence on the autonomic nervous 

system. Lacking in anticipatory fear has been attributed to lower levels of cortisol 

production. Other stress hormones have been noted in diminished quantities, such as 

corticosterone. But lower resting heart rate has also been implicated in the lower levels 

of fear attributed to psychopathy.262 Many other processes and structures are also 

                                                           
261  Keith M. Welker, et al., “Testosterone, Cortisol, and Psychopathic Traits in Men and Women.” 

Physiology & Behavior (2014). 
262  Adrian Raine considers low-resting heart rate to be the principle biomarker of psychopathy.  He 

notes: “A low resting heart rate is the best-replicated biological marker of antisocial and aggressive 

behavior in childhood and adolescent community samples.” “The Biological Basis of Crime”, Crime: 

Public Policies for Crime Control, (eds., James Wilson and Joan Petersilia) (2002), p.50. 
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implicated in the lower level of fear theory. Yet again, such evidence may relate to 

desensitization. 

 

The classical conditioning model of conscience put forth by many personality theorists 

has highlighted the prohibitive force of fear responses. Poor fear conditioning, low fear 

quotient and fearlessness have all been proposed as a central feature in the problem of 

psychopathy and even criminality.263 But there is evidence that the psychopath can learn 

from experience, they may be poor at learning to avoid aversive stimuli but when 

punishment involved the loss of an appetitive stimuli they quickly learned to avoid such 

punishment. Schmauk’s (1970) study involved avoidance learning tasks rather than 

classical conditioning.  Punishment consisted of an electric shock (physical), a verbal 

reprimand (social) and the loss of money (appetitive). It was only the appetitive 

punishment that elicited learning and avoidance strategies.264   

 

But other hormones also play a significant role in behaviour. One of the influential 

components of male biology and masculinity is testosterone. It has long been 

associated with masculine aggression, and high levels of testosterone have also been 

implicated in some accounts of aggressive violent behaviour and the appetitive nature 

of psychopaths.  The effects of the social environment is so influential upon both, 

limiting any causal assertions, as are the effect of other hormones.265 There is 

significant evidence of a correlation between competition and aggression on 

testosterone levels but the response to the social environment is also dependant on 

cognition. However, testosterone, as with other endogenous chemicals, may also have 

conditioning effects.266 Welker et al (2014) examined the relationships between 

                                                           
263  Gao et al give their account of this with speculation about biological dysfunction: “Poor fear 

conditioning at age 3 predisposes to crime at age 23. Poor fear conditioning early in life implicates 
amygdala and ventral prefrontal cortex dysfunction and a lack of fear of socializing punishments in 
children who grow up to become criminals. These findings are consistent with a neurodevelopmental 
contribution to crime causation.” “Association of Poor Childhood Fear Conditioning and Adult Crime.” 
American Journal of Psychiatry (2009), p.56. 

264  Schmauk’s results have been replicated by other researchers; Siegel 1978; Newman et al, 1985, 
1987.  

265  There may also be a genetic interplay (See note 346).  It has also been claimesd that high levels 

of in vitro testosterone can lead to an increased masculinization of the brain. 

266 Oliver Cameron, Visceral Sensory Neuroscience (2001), p.24. 
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testosterone cortisol and psychopathy; testosterone was positively related to 

psychopathy and cortisol was positively related to psychopathy in men. They found that 

cortisol moderated the relationship between testosterone and psychopathy in men.267   

 

Any causal inference is difficult to assert but there have been a number of studies 

indicating higher levels of testosterone among violent offenders and rapists.268 Male 

biology effects male behaviour and testosterone has anabolic and androgenic functions. 

But biology and behaviour cannot be taken in isolation from the environment and the 

relation between aggression and testosterone is complex, with variations in levels 

between men and even within the same man at different times.269 John Archer (1991) 

noted that studies indicating a positive correlation between testosterone and aggression 

were in respect to physical aggression by men against women in the pursuit of sex but 

he believes that there might be a coincidence with some inter-male violence. 

 

While there is difficulty in describing the relation between aggression and testosterone 

from studies outlined by Archer, he also points out that testosterone may relate to a 

general behavioural disposition or personality dimensions such as extroversion.  In 

theory, extroversion could provide a basic account for many of the traits attributable to 

psychopathy and interpretation of many of the empirical findings, including hormonal 

studies. Indeed low cortical arousal was proposed by Eysenck as indicative of 

                                                           
267  Keith M. Welker et al, “Testosterone, Cortisol, and Psychopathic Traits in Men and Women,” 

Physiology & Behavior (2014). 

268 John Archer:  "To sum up, there is consistent evidence from five studies carried out on different 
types of violent male offender that they show substantially higher testosterone levels than those found 
in selected samples of less violent individuals. Similar results were obtained from a volunteer male 
sample divided according to whether they were aggressive when they had been drinking. A further 
small-sample study divided volunteers on the basis of a hostility inventory but found no differences in 
testosterone levels. Two studies of women -- one of young women patients and the other of offenders 
-- found that samples selected on the basis of their violent history had higher testosterone levels than 
other samples." "The influence of testosterone on human aggression," British Journal of Psychology 
(1999), p.8. 

269 Steven Pinker offers that testosterone correlates to libido, self-confidence and a drive for 
dominance. Indeed, Pinker dismisses the notion of power motivations which have often been identified 
with rapists in favour of sex as motivation (The Blank Slate (2002), p.p.374-375). However, I disagree, 
power as motivation is not an abstract concept, power too is emotive, material and may even been 
understood as erotic. 
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extroversion and that psychopaths would be an extreme version of extrovertion.270     

 

However, psychopathy also been distinguished in terms of aggression, with some 

researchers giving psychopathic aggression as instrumental in nature rather than 

reactive. Andrea Glenn and Adrian Raine (2009) consider the psychopath as having an 

increased potential for instrumental aggression and when aggression is associated with 

other disorders it is “relatively more reactive in nature”. They claim psychopaths exhibit 

both types of aggression but it this “proneness” to instrumental aggression is given as a 

distinguishing feature of psychopathy from other anti-social individuals. The authors 

note that reactive aggression is generally an impulsive and emotional reaction to some 

threat. While many other accounts of psychopathy focus primarily on impulsivity and 

aggression, they consider the need to distinguish reactive from instrumental as 

important.   

 

According to Glenn and Raine (2014) it is the emotional make-up of the psychopaths 

which allows them to operate with instrumental aggression:  

 

Recent neurobiological research supports the idea that abnormalities in brain 

regions key to emotion and morality may allow psychopaths to pursue such a 

strategy - psychopaths may not experience the social emotions such as empathy, 

guilt, and remorse that typically discourage instrumentally aggressive acts, and 

may even experience pleasure when committing these acts. Findings from brain 

                                                           
270 Following from the work of Eysenck, Lynn and Gordon claimed that Americans were, in general, 

more extroverted than English people. They consider the possibility that extroversion could be linked 

to emigration and the "fact that Americans are more extraverted than the English may therefore be due 

to the fact that they are genetically a more extraverted strain." "Maternal Attitudes to Child 

Socialization", Attitudes (1962), p.53.   

  Presumably this also allows for an understanding as to why Americans are more aggressive than 

the English as the writers implied. Such assertions may appear disastrously inadequate as explication, 

as many who did emigrate did so to flee persecution and poverty and many more were violently 

coerced. This also highlights the reduction of behaviour to traits while neglecting the functional 

dynamics of ontological development. Such assertions were part of the improbable claims being 

placed on an understanding of biological influence. Broad generalization of traits are not only applied 

to individuals but also groups.     
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imaging studies of psychopaths may have important implications for the law.271  

 

 

The frontal lobes have been implicated in studies of APD by Adrian Raine and others in 

their studies of psychopathy.272 Abnormalities in the frontal lobes, and in the 

orbitoprefrontal cortex (or ventromedial prefrontal cortex) in particular, have been found 

in individuals with APD. Raine proposes that there is a significant brain basis to APD 

over and above contributions from the psychosocial environment, and that these 

neurobehavioral processes are relevant to understanding violence in everyday society.  

Raine and his colleagues found a reduction in the grey matter of the frontal lobes of 

individuals with APD compared to normal subjects. However, in reviewing a number of 

studies of psychopathy and aggression using brain imaging technology Katarina 

Wahlund and Marianne Kristiansson (2009) saw a correspondence among the studies 

they reviewed, indicating part of the frontal lobes and temporal lobes were 

dysfunctional, but the relationship was ‘modest’.273   

 

Adrain Raine and Yaling Yang (2007) claim: “damage to the brain can indeed directly 

contribute to the etiology of psychopathic and antisocial behaviour.”274 Hiatt and 

Newman (2007) point out in the very same book: “Psychopathy is a complex disorder of 

                                                           
271  Andrea Glenn and Adrian Raine, “Psychopathy and Instrumental Aggression: Evolutionary, 

Neurobiological, and Legal Perspectives.” International Journal of Law and Psychiatry (2014), p.235. 

272  The associated features of the prefrontal cortex are given as executive functions or 

metacognition, which are noted as internalized, self-directed monitoring which may allow for the 

modification of behaviour, and this process is exemplified by internalized speech leading to meta-

thinking. These also constitute aspects of the behavioural inhibition system (BIS), which is considered 

important for executive functioning. It is this system which allows a self-regulatory capacity to operate 

along the four executive functions, including internal speech, working memory, affective motivational 

appraisal and the behavioural synthesis or reconstitution. This does not discount the necessary 

influence of arousal, including non-specific arousal and activation, yet it is the ability to interrupt, 

modify and regulate behaviour that is given as the role of behavioural inhibition as executive 

functioning. The benefit of executive functions is long term, goal directed behaviour.  This can also be 

seen as an extension of the temporal sense of being. It marks the ability to develop covert behaviour, 

where internalization leads to adaptive advantages.   

273  Katarina Wahlund and Marianne Kristiansson. “Aggression, Psychopathy and Brain Imaging - 
Review and Future Recommendations,” International journal of law and psychiatry (2009). 

274  Adrian Raine and Yaling Yang, “The Neuroanatomical Bases of Psychopathy: A Review of Brian 
Imaging Findings,” Handbook of Psychopathy (Christopher Patrick ed.) (2007), p.285. 
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unknown etiology.”275  There is no disputing that damage can be traumatic or 

developmental leading to abnormal behaviour for the individual or that there are multiple 

levels on which damage can take place, from the molecular to the gross. It is also the 

case that experience alters the brain and that involvement in antisocial behaviour can 

even be rewarding. However, many of the empirical studies have been open to serious 

criticisms, not least of all because the majority have been carried out in forensic and 

institutional settings. Some claim that those deemed psychopathic in these setting might 

only represent 'unsuccessful' psychopathy but the studies themselves, while generally 

adhering to claims of a scientific methodology, raise many concerns as to the validity of 

their construction and results but also for the representation of individual variations and 

arbitrary thresholds. Issues surrounding definitions, replication and the uniformity of the 

findings undermine the contribution of these studies to a general understanding of 

psychopathy. The most serious criticisms centre upon the lack of uniformity and 

universality. Yet psychopathy continues to generate much interest and research. 

 

Some of the criticisms as to the legitimacy of theory and research that had been raised 

by Mordechai Rotenberg in the 1970's still persist. Rotenberg (1978) noted that 

empirical testing “may, at best, indicate a low disposition to avoidance learning, or 

rather, a high degree of adjustability to uncertainty and to the danger of arousing stimuli.  

However, it bears no necessary relation to the unsocialized behaviour.”276   His 

contention was that the "true psychopath, was a non-existent entity and had not 

received adequate definition or conceptualization in legal or medical terms."277 I would 

concur with this view and other assertions made by Rotenberg.  

 

Rotenberg proposed that rather than psychopathy it was more appropriate to regard the 

problem from the perspective of differential insensitivity. He believed that behaviour that 

was deemed psychopathic could be, fundamentally, particular forms of insensitivity 

which may be functional or dysfunctional and “result from specific formal or informal 

                                                           
275  Kristina D. Hiatt and Joseph P. Newman, “Understanding Psychopathy,” Handbook of 

Psychopathy (Christopher Patrick ed.) (2007), p.334. 
276 Mordechai Rotenberg, “Psychopathy and Differential Insensitivity,” Psychopathic Behaviour 

(Robert Hare and Daisy Schalling eds.) (1978), pp.187-188.   
277 ibid, p.187. 
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desensitizing-socialization experience.”278 As such, he recommended that these 

insensitivities should be “studied and treated as specific differential behaviours and not 

as global personality disorders.”279  

 

He noted that disposition can contribute to such processes but considers ‘psychopathy’ 

as one of undersensitivity, with its polar variation in neuroticism or oversensitivity. The 

problem in terms of sensitivity coupled with arousal could allow for a topography of the 

affective dimensions to be related, which may address the taxonomy of forms. 

Emotional mapping can become desensitized with continual exposure to negative or 

adverse emotional stimuli. Rotenberg also gave many examples of professions where 

desensitization takes place, where what becomes familiar is something most people 

would initially find disturbing or unusual. He recognized that in some professions, mainly 

those that involve an adversarial nature such as military and policing, the result can be 

one of apathy or depersonalization of others. But I would argue that cases of 

desentization have been evident across a diverse range of institutional settings, even 

among those charged with a mission of duty of care.280  

 

Rotenberg raises some cogent points and complements the conceptualization of 

psychopathy as reflecting desentization potential rather than a distinct disorder but he 

recognized the inability of his position to explain the personality traits attributed to 

psychopathy. But I believe that the attribution of personality traits themselves are 

questionable and based on evaluation and interpretation of presentation. The same 

could be said of much of the empirical research into psychopathy, where psycho-

physiological evidence is not fully integrated into a theory of personality. Rotenberg has 

contributed something to the debate, but it is a critique that is still commonly 

disregarded in favour of an unquestioning belief in the unitary concept of psychopathy 

as a personality disorder of biological dysfunction.  

 

Criticisms of contemporary studies using brain imagining technology to aid identification 

                                                           
278 ibid, p.187. 
279 ibid, p.187. 
280  Furthermore, the abuse of institutional power goes beyond issues of desentization. 
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of dysfunction need to be acknowledged, not just in relation to variation. 281 Alison 

Abbott (2001) makes a comparison with the early 19th century criminology and the use 

of phrenology along with biological accounts of hereditary in defining the "born 

criminal".282 She sees this as a concern of some scientists: "They worry that it may not 

be possible to draw valid conclusions about a condition as complex as psychopathy 

from even the most carefully designed neuroimaging studies. And they are conscious 

that the stakes for society may be high."283 She also points out that Hare himself warns 

that the results should be interpreted with caution and the need for a greater 

standardization of testing.   

 

Hare’s psychopathy checklist (PCL-R) is widely used in diagnosis and in the selection of 

subjects for studies. It is not the only one, other are based on some form of the FFM 

and this creates discord. But with Hare’s PCL-R, as with the DSM description of 

antisocial personality disorder which he has criticised, the antisocial lifestyle factor is 

heavily weighted in the measure. While many studies have used some version of the 

PCL, other researchers have used other measures and instruments. This again adds to 

the problem with interpreting the data. As Reidy et al (2011) point out: “The correlations 

among these measures tend to be moderate at best (Lilienfeld, 1994), rendering the 

interpretation of discrepant findings across studies unclear.”284 

 

                                                           
281  Katarina Wahlund and Marianne Kristiansson give caution in interpreting the imaging data: “It is 

important to keep in mind however that brain imaging only is an assisting tool, also limited by 

generalization.” They also point out: “We still don't know exactly what activation in fMRI means. 

Sometimes activation can be increased activation of inhibitory systems. It is also important to 

remember that e.g. fMRI is an indirect measure of neuronal activity. In the future more direct methods 

can hopefully be used, such as magnetoencephalography (MEG).” “Aggression, Psychopathy and 

Brain Imaging - Review and Future Recommendations,” International Journal of Law and Psychiatry 

(2009), p.269. There is also a problem with taking the signals as symptoms and attempting to infer 

some causal effect. Not enough is yet know about the operations of the brain to justify many of the 

assumptions being made.  So far there is only a nascent science of modern neuroscience and that 

cannot be separated from the holism that is medicine as health and the science of the human body. 

Idiomatic features have always been the most troubling aspect a science that seeks to measure, 

number and categorize. 

282 Alison Abbott, “Into the Mind of a Killer,” Nature (2001). 
283 ibid, p.296. 
284  Reidy et al, “Psychopathy, Reactive Aggression, and Precarious Proclamations: A Review of 

Behavioral, Cognitive, and Biological Research,” Aggression and Violent Behavior (2011), p.521. 
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William Uttal (2003) also likens the approach to phrenology and cautions against the 

interpretations in the attempts to localize particular process.285 Uttal questions whether 

higher cognitive functions can be localized in the same way as many sensory, motor or 

linguistic processes. He notes that there are issues with arbitrary thresholds and 

idiosyncratic variations in measurements. Wahlund and Kristiansson (2009) also had 

some methodological criticisms for the studies the examined:   

 

Moreover, the reviewed material highlights some of the methodological difficulties 

in this area of research such as selection bias in the recruitment of patients, 

inadequate matching of control subjects, and sometimes incongruous results. In 

the future we hope that brain imaging can be used to map biological deviations in 

different offenders in order to try to learn more about the different mechanisms 

behind violent behaviors.286  

 

Comparative testing is often based on value systems or environmental conditions that 

the individual may not relate to and therefore cannot meet certain ‘normative’ responses 

or criteria. Most data from psychopathy studies is derived from incarcerated subjects 

which poses many methodological problems for a comparative approach, including 

desensitization. As well as the methodological and technological issues there are 

theoretical assumptions that are cause for concern, since there is a general acceptance 

of these underlying assumptions. 

 

Jonathan Glover (2014) points to the framing effects of Cleckley’s description: “There is 

a danger of being too influenced by the Cleckley picture of the manipulative con-man.  

                                                           
285  Uttal recognizes that the problem extends to the difficulty in giving an accurate description of the 

process.  “Whereas the dangers of incorrectly localizing a cognitive function on the neurosurgeon’s 
operating table are self-evident, the dangers in the classroom are not so obvious…,” Uttal goes on to 
say; ”Whatever specialization and localization may occur in the brain, and however isolated the 
dimensions of sensory code may be in the peripheral transmission pathways, it seems far more likely 
that the mind, consciousness, or self-awareness represent the merging or binding of many different 
underlying processes and mechanisms into an integrated singular experience.  It should be 
understood that the unity of experience therefore contradicts the hypothesis of cognitive localization in 
a fundamental way.” The New Phrenology (2003), p.6.  

286  Katarina Wahlund and Marianne Kristiansson. “Aggression, Psychopathy and Brain Imaging - 

Review and Future Recommendations.” International journal of law and psychiatry (2009), p.266. 
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This may make it impossible for anything ever to count as evidence against it.”287 Glover 

considers the framing effect of diagnostic categories as confining the interpretation and 

excluding that which contradicts the supposed validity and preconceptions. Glover 

acknowledged that a ‘Cleckley-type’ psychopath would lie about their childhood to elicit 

sympathy but the psychiatrists working in a hospital for the criminally insane, 

Broadmoor, supported the claim that over 80% of the inmates had “desperate” 

childhoods. From his interviews with the inmates of Broadmoor with APD Glover offers:  

 

I have suggested that their inner lives include a command morality, ideas of 

primitive fairness, anger, shallowness of moral thinking, a shallow conception of 

themselves, a tendency to put on blinkers, and the building of a defensive wall 

against being hurt or humiliated by other people. But each of characteristics is 

found in many people who have no psychiatric diagnosis.288  

 

 

The framing problem extends from aspects of interpretation and descriptions of 

psychopathy to attempts at explanation.289 Wahlund and Kristiansson (2009) point out:  

 

One crucial difference between studies is that some investigate psychopaths and 

others investigate violent subjects in general. Likewise, in some studies, 

convicted offenders are being studied, and in others, non-convicted subjects with 

psychopathic traits are being studied. Another marked difficulty relates to the 

diagnostic definition of included subjects; not all studies are fully clear on how 

their included subjects have been diagnosed. Diagnoses are often mixed and few 

studies are able to correct for any co-morbidity. Schizophrenic patients for 

instance, tend to present with high degrees of psychopathic traits such as 

shallow affect and lack of empathy, which makes it difficult to determine if these 

traits are expressions of the schizophrenic disease or rather reflect psychopathic 

                                                           
287  Jonathan Glover, Alien Landscapes?: Interpreting Disordered Minds (2014), p.69. 

288  ibid, pp.70-71 

289  Descriptions such as “poor fear conditioning” could simply reflect high on “openness to 
experience” and/or low “neuroticism” on the normative Big Five scales. 
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co-morbidity. The selection of control subjects is also critical. Commonly, the 

control group consists of non-criminal healthy individuals recruited from the 

society, while the patient group may consist of offenders sentenced to life in 

prison.290  

 

This is not only an issue in respect to the scales and the sample groups. The utility of 

the profiling has a framing effect which might not recognize contradictory evidence if it 

can’t be explained within the terms of reference. For example; substance use and 

abuse can alter personality and addicts can have the same profile as the most anti-

social of personalities. Those with substance abuse and addiction problems often 

exhibit traits and behaviour associated with psychopathy.291 The findings of the studies 

of psychopathy are neither universal nor specifically indicative of psychopathy.  The 

assumptions upon which the construct is based should be critical evaluated rather than 

freely accepting the validity of psychopathy, with all the problems it presents. 

 

Instead of accepting the concept of psychopathy as a biological dysfunction causing a 

deficit of moral reasoning, sentiment or behaviour, it would be better to acknowledge a 

more dynamic orientation, where people also have the capacity to behave contrary to 

perceived morality. A Machiavellian generalization of human nature undermines the 

centrality of morality. In his pessimistic account individuals are aggressively self-

interested, prone to corruption, and untrustworthy:   

                                                           
290  Katarina Wahlund and Marianne Kristiansson. “Aggression, Psychopathy and Brain Imaging - 

Review and Future Recommendations,” International journal of law and psychiatry (2009), p.269. 
291  Alcohol or substance abuse were not a factor in the condition as described by Cleckley but it is 

often a feature in the contemporary studies of psychopathy. Boccardi et al in their study; “All offenders 

presented alcohol or other substance abuse, which was absent in controls. The amount and duration 

of polysubstance abuse could not be quantified.” “Cortex and Amygdala Morphology in Psychopathy.” 

Psychiatry Research: Neuroimaging (2011), p.87. Yet they believed that they could extract such noise 

from their study. John Matthew Fabian states: “Research from the National Institute on Drug Abuse 

suggests that half of all violent episodes in the United States occur when the victim and or offender are 

under the influence of acute intoxication. Substance abuse likely plays a role in two-thirds of violent 

crimes, 62% assault; 68% manslaughter; 54% murder or attempted murder (NIAAA, 1990). Death row 

inmates report significant histories of substance abuse and dependence in the community as well as 

being under the influence of substances during their homicidal offenses (Cunningham & Vigen, 2002).” 

“Neuropsychological and Neurological Correlates in Violent and Homicidal Offenders: A Legal and 

Neuroscience Perspective.” Aggression and Violent Behavior (2010), p.217. 
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One can make a generalization about men: they are ungrateful, fickle, liars, and 

deceivers, they shun danger and are greedy for profit, while you treat them well they 

are yours.292 

 

 

 

                                                           
292 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.52. 
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Chapter 4 – Morality 

 

4. Introduction 

 

The psychopath is considered to be abnormal in terms of having some deficiency in 

moral understanding due to some biological dysfunction. This allows morality to be 

conceive as a fundamental aspect of normative functioning. The explanation for the 

moral deficiency of the psychopath has been hypothesised in various ways along 

rationalist and sentimentalist lines. Some view the psychopath as lacking moral 

emotions or the capacity to empathize, as having aggressive or impulsive traits, while 

other believe the problem to be one of moral or practical reasoning. The inability to 

make moral judgements because of an impairment of either emotion or reason has led 

many to claim that psychopaths are not responsible for their actions. Some state that, 

since psychopaths are lacking a normative capacity for moral understanding and are not 

morally responsible for their actions, they should be denied certain human rights. This 

parallels many earlier views of biological degeneracy. A position leading to the 

dehumanization of psychopaths and creating something of a moral paradox.  

 

But there is not a singularity of descriptions when psychopathy is used by sentimentalist 

or rationalist moralists. Various descriptions are used emphasising specific traits as 

defining the disorder, such as impulsivity, aggressively, irresponsibility, lack of empathy, 

and moral emotions, others view it as a problem of rational or practical intelligence. 

Sometimes distinctions are made between primary and secondary types of 

psychopathy, the former due to underlying biological dysfunction and the latter given as 

a neurotic manifestation of antisocial behaviour. This also reflects a significant problem 

with such multidisciplinary approaches utilizing the concept of psychopathy, where 

purported knowledge from another disciple is used in support of argumentation but the 

knowledge itself is not critically examined and assumptions about psychopathy are 

freely accepted as actualities. 

 

There is also a wide variety of moral normativity. In claiming moral normativity, theorists 
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give it as objective, universal, innate or based on practical reason or normal sentiment. 

Inherent goodness or innate morality was invigorated by other areas such as 

evolutionary and linguistic theory, leading to notions such as ‘universal moral grammar’, 

however even supporters of such notions are conflicted in giving sentimentalist or 

cognitivist accounts or the extent of acquisition or innateness.  

But most claim that morality is not simply a cultural convention because moral 

judgement and understanding can be distinguished from convention. Again, this is taken 

as being supported by psychological studies but contrary evidence can be equally given 

and the distinction between the two is not as supportable as claimants suppose. But the 

distinction is needed to give credibility to claims of morality as objective, universal or 

innate. 

 

Following a Machiavellian perspective on the real rather than the ideal, I contest that if 

such notions were true then surely there would not have been such a historical and 

violent struggle with and within the various forms of human living, which also reflects a 

pluralism of value systems. Morality as legislated in rights have never been freely given 

or held without opposition, and their existence requires recognition and enforcement. 

Traits of aggression, intraspecies predation, exploitation and moral transgressions are 

not the preserve of ‘the psychopath’ but the psychopath allows morality to be given as 

normative and covers over the dark side of humanity. Yet the wide and varied 

descriptions of psychopathy and morality undermine any confidence that either can be 

sanctioned as justifiably valid and verifiable. Still, one is often used to support the other.  

 

Many normative theorists claim that morality is not simply a cultural construct or 

convention. But the convention/moral distinction also fails to clearly define boundaries 

and the vagueness of such distinctions points to supposition rather than credibility. The 

claim that moral transgressions are more serious than breaking conventional rules or 

customs seems to be theoretical claim that does not take the socio-historical or cultural 

evidence into account. Many cultural transgressions lead to violent reprisal and 

punishment, and this is often sanctioned at the state level. Again, I argue, that the 

concept of morality, conceived as an idealized prosocial virtuous behaviour which can 
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have universal appeal, since normal, rational and reasonable people would recognize it 

as good and right, does not fit with real world experience, since there are too many 

exceptions, variations and contradictions in applying this conceit in practice.  

 

Many have given reason, rationality or practical intelligence as directed towards 

morality. But Machiavelli thought not, practical intelligence was the ability to recognize 

the difference between what ought to be the case, which included the moral good, and 

what is the case, the reality of situations, and not just how they appear to be. 

Machiavelli noted that many who pay lip service to morality are not moral in any intrinsic 

sense and that it is fear rather than morality which binds most to the social contract.  

 

Contra Aristotle and others, the end or instrumental aim of emotional or practical 

intelligence is not necessary directed towards morality but to aid the strategic 

negotiation of the social world. This is also dependent on the recognition of values. He 

identified that there were multiple values systems, with humanist morality and religion 

being among them, but these were negative system, prohibitive and restrictive of 

behaviour and action, and destructive if adhered to. For Machiavelli history reflects the 

value of will-to-power, aimed at glory and secular rewards.  

 

A consideration which should be given in the discussion is that a culture or society is not 

comprised of a singular value system or moral code and contradictory values may even 

be promoted simultaneously. Indeed, this is evidenced in cultures which encourage 

aggression while preaching peace. But moral theorists generally just promote their 

variety of normativity and rarely question the assumptions on which a belief in morality 

is based. But we should be sceptical about moral claims. Normative theorists often 

conflate the ideal with the real, the ought with the is, subjectivity with objectivity.  

 

Claims that there are objective moral values often leads to a totalizing approach, which 

is often prejudicial in representing a specific ethnic-ethical type, limiting the 

considerations of variation and value pluralism. While Machiavelli had earlier pointed to 

pluralism, it was Nietzsche who took up the Machiavellian project, highlighting the 
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multiplicity of value systems. J.L. Mackie (1977) challenged the assumptions of morality, 

highlighting the subjective nature of values and denouncing the possibility of objective 

moral values. Yet accepting assumptions as actualities without justification or critical 

evaluation is an activity that still persists among moralists.  

 

This chapter follows and challenges the claims of various moral theorist, taking in their 

varying descriptions of morality and psychopathy. In doing so I do not find any reason to 

accept morality as objective, universal, innate or based on practical reason or normal 

sentiment. These are supposition based on faulty constructs and assumptions. Added to 

this are the account from moral sceptics. Following Nietzsche, I take morality to 

represent be a culturally evolved evaluative system. Given the plurality of values, 

multiple moralities can exist. There are multiple moralities or evaluative systems, often 

clearly evident in the cultural representations and even within the individual, sometimes 

hypocritically and sometimes in conflict. 

 

Moralities can be represented as systems of values and some values can go beyond 

the traditional humanist accounts of morality. In this I would give Machiavelli as the 

precursor to Nietzsche in his will-to-power and transvaluation of values. 



Psychopathy, Moral Philosophy and Morality 

 
 

4.1 Psychopathy, Moral Philosophy and Morality 

 

Psychopathy has been used by a wide variety of theorists to address philosophical 

issues concerning morality and other socio-political concerns. One of the prominent 

themes in the philosophical literature that engages with psychopathy is the question of 

responsibility. Those who view psychopathy as a neurobiological disorder generally 

contend that the psychopath cannot be held morally responsible since it is a condition 

that undermines the capacity for moral understanding and motivation. Freedman and 

Verdun-Jones (2010) and many others believe that an acknowledgement of 

neurobiological factors of psychopathy should mitigate the moral and criminal 

responsibility of the psychopath. Neil Levy (2007) points out: “The question of the 

psychopath’s responsibility for his or her wrongdoing has received considerable 

attention. Much of this attention has been directed toward whether psychopaths are a 

counterexample to motivational internalism (MI): Do they possess normal moral beliefs, 

which fail to motivate them?”293 This is not only a philosophical issue concerning 

responsibility and culpability but it also has practical implications in judicial settings.294 

   

Like Levy, Piers Benn (1999) also pointed out that if psychopaths are not capable of 

moral understanding they may not be held responsible for their anti-social behaviour but 

he acknowledged that this could have the illiberal consequence of denying or excluding 

them from certain rights. For Levy this was justified for the greater good and minimizing 

the potential harm. This illiberal attitude had been expressed earlier by Murphy (1979) 

who, in an extreme Kantian perspective, took psychopaths as not capable of knowing 

right or wrong, therefore they were incapable of being wronged. On this basis, he 

concluded that psychopaths had no more rights than animals.295 Following Murphy and 

the Kantian contractualism he employed, Benn also considers those who lack certain 

moral capacities as being unentitled to certain rights. Indeed, this mode of thought is not 

                                                           
293  Neil Levy, “The Responsibility of the Psychopath Revisited,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & 

Psychology (2007), p.129. 

294  ibid, p.129. 
295  Jeffrie G. Murphy, “Moral Death: A Kantian Essay on Psychopathy,” Retribution, Justice, and 

Therapy (1979).  
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unlike the earlier concerns with degeneracy and the moral hygiene of society. It also 

highlights a paradox of condemning others as inhuman on moral grounds. 

 

David Shoemaker (2007) similarly asserts that those who fall outside of the moral 

community are not morally responsible and he takes this to be the case for 

psychopaths. He identifies a necessary aspect of moral agency as the motivation to act 

on moral judgement: “Exploring the conditions necessary to such motivation will reveal 

the importance of certain emotional capacities.”296 Patricia Greenspan (2003), citing the 

work of Antonio Damasio, reconsidered the psychopath along the lines of what has 

been described as the impulsive psychopath and “not like the rational ‘amoralists’ of 

philosophic lore”.297  But the position of rational amoralism considered obsolete by 

Greenspan cannot simply be dismissed because another concept of psychopathy 

comes to the fore, which, as has been argued previously, is itself based on questionable 

assumptions and the selective foregrounding of particular traits.  

 

But by way of illustration with the problem of foregrounding particular characteristics and 

behaviour, this is clearly evident in respect to various analyses of the relation between 

psychopathy and aggression by researchers and theorists. Traits that are often 

foregrounded include impulsivity, unemotional, callousness and aggression. In some 

accounts they present psychopaths as more prone to instrumental aggression than 

reactive aggression, some give reactive aggression as more in accordance with their 

impulsive nature, while others give psychopaths as high on both forms of aggression. 

This is important since there is a moral distinction to be made between both forms – 

instrumental aggression does imply that there is more self-control involved, since the 

aggression is only used as a means to an end while reactive aggression is an end in 

and of itself.  

                                                           
296  David Shoemaker, “Moral Address, Moral Responsibility, and the Boundaries of the Moral 

Community.” Ethics (2007), p.72. 
297  Patricia Greenspan, “Emotions, Rationality, and Mind/Body,” Philosophy and The Emotions, 

(Anthony Hatzimoysis ed,) (2003), p.113. Damasio stated that such impulsivity is a problem of emotion 

rather than rationality. Evidently the emotional problem undermines the ability to have insight, foresight 

or self-control. Yet psychopathy can still be represented as amoral rationalism and amoral rationalism 

in itself can be constructed in many ways.  
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Also, as Heidi Maibom (2008), Tankersley (2011) and others have noted, psychopathy 

can be used by both moral rationalists and moral sentimentalists in support of their 

various positions. Tankersley considers this to be somewhat ironic since disputed 

definitions and contestable etiological assumptions are applied to both morality and 

psychopathy. Robert Smith (1984) in evaluating the emerging discussions on 

psychopathy acknowledged that; “philosophers have shown increasing interest in the 

psychopath as a paradigm case in examining value theory, moral responsibility, and 

even rationality.”298 But he also acknowledged: “Often, however, accounts by 

philosophers ignore important clinical and social manifestations of psychopathy, dealing 

with this entity as if it were a discrete, all-or-none category encompassing narrow 

defining criteria.”299   

 

Tankersley herself foregrounds the callous and unemotional traits and describes the 

psychopath as more prone to instrumental aggression.300 According to Levy (2007) and 

others psychopaths are given to high levels of instrumental aggression while other 

disorders are high on reactive aggression, marked by a loss of self-control. Freedman 

and Verdun-Jones (2010) consider the psychopath to be prone to reactive aggression 

but they also believe that psychopaths are more likely than most to use instrumental 

aggression. While they consider that the low level of fear processing may reduce the 

threat sensitivity in psychopaths, frustration may also lead to reactive aggression.301  

Then there are those who make the distinction between primary and secondary or 

                                                           
298  Robert J. Smith, “The Psychopath as Moral Agent.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 

(1984), p.177. 

299   ibid, p.178. 
300  Following Blair (2001). 
301  Lauren Freedman and Simon Verdun-Jones claim: “Since individuals with psychopathy have a 

reduced sensitivity to threat, which may be related to fear-possessing deficits, it is unlikely that the 

increased propensity for reactive outbursts is related to perceived threats (Blair 2007). It is more 

probable that the primary trigger for reactive aggression in psychopaths is frustration, which can be 

affected by an overload of the basic threat system (Blair 2007). In short, this means that reactive 

aggression can be virtually automatic for individuals with psychopathy when they are faced with 

intense frustration.” “Blaming the Parts Instead of the Person: Understanding and Applying 

Neurobiological Factors Associated with Psychopathy,” Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal 

Justice (2010), p.44. 



Morality - Introduction 
 

191 
 

neurotic psychopathy and contend that the former is given to instrumental violence 

while the latter is more likely to be reactive in their aggression, leading to a diversity of 

potentially incompatible understandings. 

 

Where knowledge from another discipline is adopted without a critical examination of 

the fundamental assumptions on which it is based there is a tendency toward the 

creation of a prototype which conforms to the parameters of the enquiry. Evidence from 

clinical studies are used as support for arguments of moral psychology yet the terms of 

reference often suffer from lack of clarity and distinction. When types are identified the 

problems with categorical and prototypical analysis is not generally recognized.302 The 

issue is not only one of dimensional or distinct types of a primary or secondary form but 

that even in the case of each there is the problem of prototypical analysis or the trait 

selection bias to consider.   

 

In dealing with the various theoretical models of psychopathy Ronald Blackburn (2005) 

points out: 

  

Most also share the assumption that psychopaths are a homogeneous group, 

and that the central components of the particular model are necessary and 

sufficient to account for the range and characteristics of psychopathy described 

in the literature.  Yet it seems unlikely that any one model will capture all these or 

encompass the more significant empirical findings that different models claim in 

support.303  

 

Psychopathy is utilized by philosophers and moral theorists in an attempt to elucidate 

aspects of moral reasoning and action that are generally presumed to guide 

interpersonal and social behaviour. It has been analysed both in terms of rationalist and 

sentimentalist approaches to morality and utilized in the debates between and within 

                                                           
302  Regardless of any claims to the contrary, which are often offered tentatively, there is no specific 

bio-physiological evidence to attribute the concept of type to psychopathy.  

303  Ronald Blackburn, “Other Theoretical Models of Psychopathy,” Handbook of Psychopathy 

(Christopher Patrick ed.) (2007), p.53. 
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these approaches. But there are a number of difficulties with many of the assertions 

given the problems besetting psychiatric classification and the attendant sociological 

implications of the condition. Indeed, much of what has been said about psychopathy 

reveals potentially more about the limitations of the various normative claims about 

morality than any clear identification or elucidation of the problem. Psychopathy does 

not provide a useful explanatory or an illustrative account of how intrinsic morality is 

applied to human behaviour. But it does provide a reductionist and simplistic account 

which benefits many. 

 



The Moral-Convention Distinction 

 
 

4.2. The Moral-Convention Distinction 

 

A frequent distinction given in the discussion of psychopathy is the distinction between 

conventional and moral transgressions, with the assumption that it is possible to 

distinguish between conventional rules, which are dependent on authority and rule 

governing conduct and behaviour in a particular culture, society or situation, and moral 

rules which are assumed to have authority-independent validity and are universally 

prescriptive and are not dependent upon an external authority for validation. This notion 

creates an understanding of human behaviour which limits our understanding of human 

nature and variability, which inevitably demands totalizing account and homogeneity 

while disavowing a recognition of plurality of values within the spectrum of normativity. 

 

Conventional rules or customs of a culture or society may take on a formal or informal 

role pertaining to particulars, such as situations, social roles or status, and can be 

diverse in range and variation. Moral values are considered to be more generalizable 

and transgressions are considered more serious than conventional transgressions.  As 

such moral values and transgressions are believed to be more important evaluations, 

and more compelling motivationally. Bryce Hubner et al (2010) point out: 

 

Some rules appear to be mere matters of convention; they are contingent, local, 

and facilitate social coordination through shared understandings of etiquette and 

legal codes. Moral rules, by contrast, appear to apply universally and to derive 

their normative force from principles that hold independently of the dictates of 

political or social authorities.304 

 

The moral-conventional distinction was first introduced by psychologists who were 

examining the development of moral understanding in children. Because it was noted 

that the emergence of moral understanding seemed to go beyond the experiences of 

children there were claims that the capacity was dependent on the development of a 

                                                           
304  Bryce Huebner et al., “The Moral-Conventional Distinction in Mature Moral Competence,” Journal 

of Cognition and Culture (2010), p.2. 



Morality - Introduction 
 

194 
 

moral faculty. Since then the moral-conventional distinction has been applied in 

psychological studies of psychiatric conditions such as autistic spectrum disorders and 

psychopathy to examine levels of moral understanding.   

 

Advocates point out that studies have shown that such a distinction can be shown to be 

valid and moral values can be universalizable as is evidenced in the widespread 

endorsement of a principle against harming others and notions of fairness and 

justice.305 Many argue that some form of innateness is supported by the studies. Within 

this debate the sentimentalists claim that reactions to moral transgressions have 

stronger evaluative responses than conventional ones. They claim that morality is 

mediated by emotional processes. Some sentimentalists identify these emotional 

processes as specifically moral evaluations. 

 

Levy (2007) believes that a conventional transgression is less serious than a moral 

transgression, since moral transgressions are always considered wrong. According to 

Levy, following the work of Nucci 1989; Turiel 1977, 1983, Blair 1996, children and even 

those who are autistic know this distinction but psychopaths do not. He states that the 

psychopath cannot make such a distinction since they have no real understanding of 

morality, and accordingly for them all transgressions appear to be of the same kind 

insofar as they are considered rule dependent, and he cites studies by Blair in support 

of his claim.306 Levy believes this inability is as a result of the defective emotional 

processing of the psychopath, which he understands to be the result of amygdala 

dysfunction.307 Since the psychopath is impaired in emotionally processing the negative 

emotional responses of others he is therefore incapable of categorizing the harm of 

                                                           
305   While the principle against harm emerges early a more nuanced understanding of morality 

develops over time.  For example, Bryce Huebner et al point out: “Although preschool children tend to 

focus exclusively on considerations of physical harm in determining whether something is a moral 

transgression (Smetana, 1984), and focus primarily on outcomes as opposed to the means by which 

they are achieved, older children appear to develop a more robust understanding of the moral domain 

that includes a sense of fairness and the rich interplay between means and outcomes (Nucci, 2001).” 

ibid, p.16. 

306   Blair, R. J. R., “A cognitive development approach to morality: Investigating the psychopath.” 
Cognition (1995), pp.1–29.  Blair, R.J.R., “Moral reasoning in the child with psychopathic tendencies.” 
Personality and Individual Differences (2001), pp.731–9. 

307  Following the model offered by Blair, Mitchell, and Blair (2005). 
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others in emotional terms. This inability to categorise moral harm leads Levy to claim 

that there is a corresponding decrease in moral responsibility for the psychopath. He 

contends that since the psychopath does not possess moral knowledge he cannot be 

held morally responsible.  

 

However, Vargas and Nichols (2007) are not convinced by Levy’s argument: 

“Nevertheless, the urge to exculpate psychopaths and others with disorders that are at 

least partly biologically rooted may outstrip both the empirical facts and our best 

normative theories. Proceed with caution.”308 Levy uses other examples to give weight 

to his position. He points to the so-called ‘acquired psychopathy’ of patients with 

ventromedial cortex damage and those whose behaviour had changed as a result of a 

brain tumour. But Vargas and Nichols criticize Levy since he does not consider other 

possibilities and they claim that the causal aspect is not as straight forward as Levy 

believes. 

 

Vargas and Nichols also consider the conventional/moral distinction as being too 

sharply drawn since vague overlaps can exist. Vargas and Nichols believe Levy 

overestimates the empirical data and the conventional/moral distinction. Levy infers that 

psychopaths cannot make such a distinction but bases his inference on a study with a 

small sample group. Accordingly, Levy is without sufficient evidence that that the 

psychopath cannot make any such distinctions. For Levy a defective emotional system 

is equated with defective moral knowledge but Vargas and Nichols point out that there 

are many moral notions that do not rely on emotional evaluation.309   

          

R.J.R. Blair (2007), whose studies have been used by Levy and others in support their 

assertions of the conventional/moral distinction, considers knowledge of rule 

transgression to be sufficient for attribution and blame, whether there is a victim or not 

                                                           
308  Manuel Vargas and Shaun Nichols, “Psychopaths and Moral Knowledge,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, 

and Psychology (2007), p.161. 
309  Vagas and Nichols point to aretaic and welfarist notions as their examples, to which many others 

could be offer such as utilitarianism. It could even be argued that moral action may even run contrary 
to emotional evaluation as could be the case in some instances with deontological dictates.  Other 
considerations will also be given later in this chapter. 
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or a care based emotional response to that victim or not. He wonders why it should be 

otherwise in the case of the psychopath even if conventional and moral transgressions 

are perceived as rule based. Blair sees a problem in attributing blame and responsibility 

to the emotional reaction as opposed to the ‘factual’ knowledge of the existence of rules 

and their transgression.   

 

Blair also raises the concern over whether psychopathy represents a type or a 

continuum. If it is conceptualized along a continuum this would bring additional 

problems to any thesis giving emotional response as a basis for responsibility. Such 

consideration would not only be relevant for psychopathy but for other individuals who 

are moral transgressors. Importantly, Blair notes that much of the debate concerning 

psychopathy and morality gives scant regard to the notion of intent, which would seem 

to be an important aspect in the debate over blameworthiness and responsibility, 

particularly so since psychopathic behaviour is generally associated with instrumental 

antisocial acts. Instrumental violence is often claimed as a distinguishing feature 

between psychopathy and the antisocial acts committed by other disordered individuals, 

if intentionality was based on a misrepresentation of reality it is generally something 

which exonerates them from responsibility and blame. 

 

Yet Blair is in agreement with Levy that there is some impairment which undermines 

blameworthiness but he is more reluctant to apply that to responsibility. He accepts that 

there is a neuroscientific distinction to be made between knowledge processing and 

emotional responding, even though they are associated, and this allows him to accept 

the conventional/moral distinction:   

 

Of course, there is a difference in the way that we process moral and 

conventional transgressions. Only moral transgressions are associated with 

“moral intuitions,” the activation of the integrated response of the amygdala and 

medial orbital frontal cortex (see Luo et al. 2006). Given that the healthy 

response when processing moral transgressions is the accessing of 

semantic/episodic knowledge as well as the emotional “moral intuition,” then 



Morality - Introduction 
 

197 
 

individuals with psychopathy who fail to show this “moral intuition” are 

fundamentally different in their categorization of moral harms and, as such, less 

responsible.310  

 

Blair’s admits the conventional/moral distinction cannot be sharply drawn even though 

he does support it and another between knowledge and understanding. Again, I would 

point out that these are interpretative notions of the evidence rather than a clear 

scientific description of the evidence.   

 

Lorenzo Magnani (2012) was more critical of the moral-convention distinction and the 

assertion that an emotional impairment undermines the psychopath’s ability to 

discriminate: 

 

I consider this interpretation of results to be puzzling. I do not agree with it: first of 

all, conventional rules almost always also carry the moral values of a group (for 

example, etiquette is not simply comprised of morally-neutral rules), and so the 

experiment is biased by this aprioristic assumption of the experimental 

psychologist; second, the antisocial violent outcome is not necessarily due to 

impaired violence inhibition and to a general lack of emotional concern for 

others.311  

 

Magnani rightly asserts that the initiation of violence is not necessarily more likely 

because of a general lack of emotional concern for others. It may even be that 

emotional involvement with others increases the potential for violence.   

 

Again there is the question of whether type or dimensional distinctions should be 

addressed. Magnani is dealing with criminal psychopaths in his work, and the distinction 

                                                           
310  R. J. R. Blair, “What Emotional Responding Is to Blame It Might Not Be to Responsibility.” 

Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology (2007), pp. 150-151. 

311  Lorenzo Magnani, “Morality and Psychopathic Criminals. Ethicocentrism, Mental Incapacity, Free 

Will, and the Fear of Decriminalization.” Rivista Internazionale di Filosofia e Psicologia (2011), pp.28-

29. 
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of primary and secondary or neurotic psychopathy may have some bearing on the 

analysis. Heidi Maibom (2008) distinguishes between primary and secondary 

psychopaths. Using Hare’s PCL-R she understands the former as scoring higher on the 

factor 1, the affective and interpersonal, while secondary psychopaths score higher on 

factor 2, the lifestyle dimension and poor behavioural controls. She cites studies that 

claim that it is the secondary psychopaths who are the more violent and more 

empathically unimpaired to the distress of others: 

 

In other words, the more violent psychopaths have more intact responses to 

others’ distress! This is not inconsistent with empathy being necessary for deep 

moral understanding (since it may not be sufficient), but it certainly conflicts with 

the attribution of psychopathic immorality to deficient empathic responses. The 

best that the proponents of the empathy thesis can claim is that secondary 

psychopaths do not suffer from deficient social emotions, but from a surplus of 

negative and antisocial emotionality (such as anger and hostility), whereas 

primary psychopaths lack empathy. Without further evidence, however, this 

remains pure speculation. However, even if primary psychopaths lack empathy 

altogether, it is still not be sufficient to prove them incapable of achieving deep 

moral understanding, for empathy is not the only source of such 

understanding.312  

 

What becomes apparent from the discussion on the moral-conventional distinction is 

that there remains a lack of clarity with regard to the specific nature of the presumed 

deficit of psychopaths. There is a diversity of positions on the significance of cognitive 

versus affective aspects, further confounded by a diversity of empirical findings on the 

matter and competing conceptualisations of the cognitive and affective characteristics of 

the psychopath. Such diversity is not surprising, given the lack of unity within the 

psychopathy literature, even though, as the previous chapters highlighted, this fact is 

generally insufficiently acknowledged in the literature.  

 

                                                           
312  Heidi L. Maibom, “The Mad, the Bad, and the Psychopath,” Neuroethics (2008), p.173. 
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According to current psychological understanding, conscience constitutes the 

awareness of wrongdoing, largely involves self-regulative emotions through which 

personal conduct is mediated. It has been assumed that the regulation adheres to 

certain principles or propositions described as common sense moral intuitions or ethical 

ideals. Gordon Allport (1951) stated: "Guilt, doubt, and anxiety are the penalty men pay 

for having a conscience, whatever the type".313 Importantly for Allport, conscience 

generally developed from opportunism to the maturity of responsibility. Yet he also 

recognized and accepted there were multiple types of conscience and different ethical 

systems.     

 

Social learning is dependent upon empathic processes.314 Empathy signifies the 

understanding of others and, for this reason, it has often been understood as the 

underpinning of conscience and morality. Since empathy underlies our immediate 

relationship with others, it, rather than conscience, has received greater attention in 

many contemporary theories of morality. Brian Masters (1996), who endorses this 

position, considers that: "Obviously, 'subjective' approval of one's conduct is not 

enough, for that must mean that a man behaves according to his own conscience, and 

there are potentially as many different consciences are there are men."315    

 

In reviewing Robert Hare's book Without Conscience (1999), Christian Perring (1999) 

questions the unsophisticated analysis offered by Hare, not only on the level of the 

moral posturing but also in relation to the confused position in regards to the impulsivity 

attributable to psychopathy. While Perring commends many aspects of the book, he 

does point out inconsistencies in Hare's writing:  

 

He is ready to say that psychopaths have something wrong with them, which is 

related to their lack of conscience. He also describes this as a lack of inhibition 

                                                           
313 Gordon W. Allport, Becoming (1951), p.79. 
314 Some examples of social learning that are dependent on empathic processes and, in turn, inform 

empathic processes are imitation, observational learning and other forms of vicarious learning.  Such 
social learning does have obvious relevance for social learning theory, not only shaping personality 
but enforcing and reinforcing empathy itself.  

315 Brian Masters, The Evil That Men Do (1997), p.217 
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and self-control. But at the same time he says that psychopaths do not lose 

control, and are always aware of how they are behaving. Similarly confusing is the 

fact that he also describes psychopaths as having more freedom than other 

people: the choices of normal people are limited by their conscience, while 

psychopaths know no such limits. So on this description, it is normal people who 

have the deficit.316 

 

Perring highlights the confusion inherent in Hare’s account of psychopathy. But he 

doesn’t go far enough. He doesn’t even question the validity of the disorder. Hare’s 

assertions are philosophically questionable but this should also lead to questioning 

those of other theorist and researchers who have based their work on his foundations. 

Similar confusion is to be found in the works of other theorists too, including Cleckley. 

 

Hare had taken in the lack of conscience as the pervasive theme in his writing on 

psychopathy, which he ultimately attributes to a lack of empathy: "a deeply disturbing 

inability to care about the pain and suffering experienced by others - in short, a 

complete lack of empathy, the prerequisite for love."317 While Hare considers the deficit 

in psychopaths to be constitutional, Masters, writing on the same subject, believes that 

empathy leading to moral behaviour needs to be learnt and that the absence of such 

learning opportunities can cause lack of empathic reactions. For Masters: "empathy is 

the imagination of the soul", a description which has resonance with the earliest 

conceptualizations of empathy and a recognition of the dependence upon imaginative 

projection, an 'entering into', rather than it simply being a reactive process.318   

 

The first principled embrace of empathy in moral reasoning had been offered by 

philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment. Hume, Smith and Hutchenson, had focused 

on the emotional aspect of morality and on sympathy in particular. Sympathy had been 

                                                           
316 Christian Perring, "Book Review: Without Conscience,” Metapsychology (1999). 

317 Robert Hare, Without Conscience (1999), p.6. 
318 Brian Masters, The Evil That Men Do (1997), p.168. Masters goes on to say that "empathy is the 

very root of both conscience and intellectual understanding."  While this is probably true it does not 
hold that empathy necessarily leads to a greater morality even if the moral understanding derives from 
empathic process, as with Masters' view of conscience. 
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considered as an emotion of active engagement through the faculty of imagination, it 

included the popular view of sympathy as a feeling of compassion for the sorrow of 

another but was extended to the objective understanding of emotional states rather than 

a purely personal one. The evaluation or feeling such sentiment allowed was objective 

rather than subjective; it was the sentiment of humanity. The appreciation for poetry and 

prose existed through the ability to appeal to this sentiment. As a sentimentalist, Hume 

(1751) explains:  "And though this affection of humanity may not generally be esteemed 

so strong as vanity or ambition, yet, being common to all men, it can alone be the 

foundation of morals, or of any system of blame or praise."319  The cooperative and 

reciprocal interaction of individuals within society is underpinned by empathic 

processes; empathy, it is claimed, tempers self-directed, aggressive self-interested 

nature.   

 

However, the actuality of morality based on empathy is simply not reducible to these 

claims.320  Empathy is not a singular unitary process, it involves many levels and may 

only necessitate moral behaviour if certain conditions are met. Empathy allows access 

to the emotions of others and can give rise to emotional states but there are many 

levels upon which empathy is structured, dependent on innate dispositions and 

developmental processes. As with the imagination and other ‘faculties’ empathy cannot 

be reduced to a particular process. It may represent the cognitive awareness of the 

internal or perceptual states of another person but it also reflects the vicarious affective 

response to others. This initial basic distinction can make the task of understanding the 

relation between empathy and moral behaviour clearer.   

 

While the former may characterize theory of mind, the latter has been offered as the 

basis for moral reasoning. Socialization is dependent on the two forms of empathy but 

                                                           
319  David Hume, Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding and Concerning The Principles of 

Morals (1751: 1975), p. 273. Hume accepted that there was a degree to which it existed varied but it 
was also something that need to be actively refined.     

320 The fact that studies of empathy, and its relation with morality, are heavily dependent on self-
reporting questionnaires and are often lead by the experimenter should be a point of concern.  Self-
deception and a calm reflecting manner may hinder the actuality of the individual who may tend to 
report the idealized self or a self-image that is incongruous with what would be the actuality.   
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Martin Hoffman (2000) defines the latter as the underpinning of empathic morality, yet 

he acknowledges the difficulty in promoting and sustaining empathic morality:   

 

Though empathy potentially exists in everyone, it may be reduced by irritability, 

fearfulness, and other temperamental factors, and by depressive and autistic 

tendencies that interfere with mimicry, role-taking, and other empathy-arousing 

processes. Combining these temperamental factors with non-nurturant, 

excessively power-assertive life experiences may well produce individuals who 

cannot empathize (psychopaths?).321    

 

Empathy may underlie much of our learning, prosocial moral reasoning and conscience 

but I would argue that, in itself, it is probably not sufficient to be considered as 

fundamentally moral. It may even lead to destructive and amoral outcomes. 

 

Many factors seriously limit empathy, including the extent to which it extends. Many 

theorists have claimed that a person may show clear compassion for family, friends or 

any other constellation, which may even extend to other forms of life, and yet act in a 

ruthless and exploitative fashion to those who fall outside the empathic circle. This can 

be even the case for dyssocial or subcultural delinquents. However, rather than the 

notion of the empathic circle, I propose that the empathic geometry can be offered as a 

spiral where the intensity of emotional ambivalence relates to both the intimacy and 

formality of the relationship and the problem with giving empathy primacy in terms of 

morality is that many of the negative array of emotions, such as jealousy and envy, can 

also be a negative consequence of empathic processes.  

 

Heidi Maibom (2008), while accepting that psychopaths have deficits in moral 

understanding, argues that they are capable of ‘deep’ moral understanding. She notes 

that there is no evidence of psychosis and reality testing remains intact. Maibom 

distinguishes between cognitive empathy and affective empathy and she also points out 

that there are different routes that lead to empathy. According to Maibom: 

                                                           
321  Martin L. Hoffman, Empathy and Moral Development (2001), pp. 282-283. 
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Knowing why it is wrong to harm others requires not only some sort of cognitive 

access to this information, but an engagement of one’s emotions through 

empathy. Only if one is capable of empathizing with others’ distress and 

suffering, can one truly grasp why it is wrong to harm them. As a matter of fact, 

psychopaths are known to give either abnormal or deficient justifications for the 

wrongness of actions and they are notoriously callous and lacking in empathy.322 

 

She claims that some psychopaths may feel some degree of affective empathy but for 

those who do not, it could be argued, they are not legally responsible. Yet again there is 

the foregrounding of particular traits in dealing with the responsibility of the psychopath. 

But Maibom rejects the thesis which gives empathy as the source of moral 

understanding and prohibition against harm. She points out that empathy is not a 

system from which value is derived but rather a system based on values already 

derived, while the psychopath might not have values in line with traditional morality 

there is no reason to suppose there is an inability to acquire values.  

 

Moral influences such as Kantian principles and other justifications can exist, which may 

even be given on religious grounds. Since there are various means for the justification 

of moral norms, Maibom claims that there is an empirical rather than normative 

understanding to moral depth. She also notes that it is the respect for persons as 

rational agents which is the basis for human rights: “The psychopath is no ethical egoist. 

He is not an amoralist either. He does not think that nobody has any intrinsic value; he 

just thinks that only he has such value. His mistaken belief, then, is best characterized 

as the mistaken belief that only he has value and that all others should act so as to 

maximize his utility.”323   

 

Yet to give such a position as based on a mistaken belief does not give due recognition 

that there may be value systems other than the humanism of Maibom’s assertion. What 

                                                           
322  Heidi Maibom, “The mad, the bad and the psychopath,” Neuroethics (2008), p.171. 
323  ibid, p.180. 
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can be taken from Maibom’s analysis is the sentimentalist and principled approaches to 

morality can be constructed in many ways and morality is not necessarily based on 

empathic processes. Empathy alone cannot account for moral behaviour. But also, 

there are other competing values systems that are incompatible with humanist morality. 

Machiavelli noted this would seem to be the case with the pursuit of power and glory 

and a value system aimed at secular rewards. 

 

In conceptualizing the problem, Paul Mullen (2007) points out that the concerns with 

instrumental aggression may even be misplaced: “If what makes violence, or the threat 

of violence, so repugnant is its instrumental nature, then surely our unforgiving should 

be reserved primarily for the state, not for a few of its more unfortunate 

citizens…Nothing to do with amygdale dysfunction, just politics.”324 Mullen is also critical 

of Levy’s assertions as to the extent of the psychopathic influence on crime. I would go 

further to claim that the dominant strategies encouraged by state and corporate powers, 

such as economic neoliberalism and national imperialism promote an aggressive 

individualism that is destructive of the common good. I believe that a more pessimistic 

understanding of human nature is required, one that entails the recognition of the 

destructive and amoral elements as normative.  

 

 

 

                                                           
324  Paul Mullen, “On Building Arguments on Shifting Sands.” Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology 

(2007), p.145. 
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4.3 Morality, Motivation and Value 

 

One prominent theme among moral theorists is the assumption of the innateness of 

morality. This corresponds to the psychiatric assumptions regarding the biological 

normality of morality, which is considered dysfunctional in psychopathy. The question of 

innateness is addressed for example by some proponents who reflect on the question of 

motivational internalism in the context of psychopathy. Motivational internalism is the 

position that if an individual makes a judgement that they ‘ought’ to do something in 

particular then they will be motivated to do so. A popular sentimentalist position, 

following a Humean account, understands moral emotions as causally influencing 

judgement and moral behaviour. From this position the psychopath may be considered 

constitutionally incapable of moral judgement since moral emotions such as sympathy, 

guilt and shame are given as common emotional deficits. 

 

Lei Zhong (2013) argues against such an emotivist account since he claims that the 

evidence shows that the psychopath is cognitively capable of making at least certain 

kinds of moral judgements, albeit predominantly of a utilitarian cost-benefit analysis 

type, but may not act on these. If psychopaths can make moral judgments without 

acting on them he claims this undermines motivational internalism. 

 

Instead of relying on innate emotional functionality, Zhong considers the ability to make 

moral judgments as being due to some innate cognitive origin, some ‘universal moral 

grammar’ or innate moral principles. According to Zhong: “Although the difference 

between psychopaths’ and normal people’s judgments challenges a traditional 

rationalist account, the similarity between the two groups’ judgment patterns seems to 

falsify an emotivist account.”325 Just because psychopaths do not make moral 

                                                           
325  Lei Zhong, “Internalism, Emotionism, and the Psychopathy Challenge,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, 

and Psychology (2013), p.335. Zhong appeals to the evidence given in studies examining the 

reactions in the ‘trolly’ and ‘lever’ thought experiments: “By contrast, owing to emotional deficits, 

psychopaths do not have substantial emotional reactions toward the action of pushing the bystander to 

death so that they regard the action as permissible through ‘cold’ utilitarian cost–benefit analysis. 

Thus, it seems to follow that emotion is causally responsible for the formation of normal people’s moral 
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judgments in line with the internal emotivist approach, as it is claimed that most “normal” 

persons do, Zhong contends that this does not mean that they cannot make moral 

judgements.   

 

In his response to Zhong, Shaun Gallagher (2013) criticizes Zhong for ignoring 

distinctions between primary and secondary types of psychopathy, which Gallagher 

believes undermines Zhong’s refutation of emotivism. Gallagher also points out that 

while Zhong assumes different ‘types’ of moral emotions his account does not examine 

them in any specific way and his argument is as broad with psychopathy as it is with 

emotions. Zhong can also be criticized for his limited representation of internalism. Not 

all internalist accounts appeal to some form of innate moral processes.326 However, 

internalist accounts that evoke innate processes as part of the capacity for moral 

judgement vary in the degree to which these processes are seen as hardwired and 

malleable.   

 

The notion of a ‘universal moral grammar’ was not only given in the conventional/moral 

distinction but developed as a consequence of the influence of linguistic theory.327 

Additional contributions came from considerations of evolutionary theorists who 

reconfigured humans as biologically endowed with a moral sense or intuition. Jesse 

Prinz (2004) notes that modern linguistics influenced the philosophical considerations of 

innateness. As with linguistics, morality came to be viewed by many as a human 

universal and its universality was often seen as evidence of some innate capacity, 

whose antecedents could be identified already in nonhuman animals.  

 

                                                           
judgment.” “Internalism, Emotionism, and the Psychopathy Challenge,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, and 

Psychology (2013), p.333. 

326  Prinz for example promotes a sentimentalist form of motivational internalism. For Prinz a norm is 

at most a general schema requiring additional information to be filled into it before action can be taken.  

While Prinz accepts motivational internalism it is not one dependent on moral capacities that are 

biologically determined processes but derived from capacities that evolved for other purposes, as is 

the case with emotions; as such morality is a spandrel that is culturally informed. 

327  As evident by the adoption of ‘poverty of stimulus’ argument and other arguments used to defend 
a position of psychological nativism endorsing a language acquisition capacity in the theory of 
Universal Grammar. 
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The evidence of a nascent morality in apes and primates has led to the assertion that 

morality is a capacity that has biologically evolved in humans. As Prinz points out, from 

this perspective of an evolved innate capacity for morality, humans are conceived as 

being born good. But the notion of innateness or nativism from the argument of 

universals can vary in their level of specificity and Prinz describes these variations in 

terms of minimal, modest or immodest accounts. According to this categorization, 

Zhong is an anti-sentimentalist in that he does not give emotions a causal or necessary 

status in moral judgement but he advances a nativist internalism of an immodest 

cognitivist variety.  

 

However, Gwen Adshead (2013) gives Zhong’s paper as raising important questions as 

to what it means to be a moral agent. She accepts Zhong’s claim that psychopaths do 

not differ from ‘normal’ in their capacity for moral reasoning. Both psychopaths and anti-

social individuals do employ a utilitarian approach in a competent manner. Adshead 

gives the implications of taking psychopathy as an extreme on a ‘normal distributed 

capacity’: 

 

If true, this would have profound implications for ethical reasoning more 

generally, and would support those classical accounts of humans as essentially 

predatory animals, whose wishes to hurt others have to be psychologically and 

socially contained and constrained. If psychopathy were normally distributed, this 

would also conflict with evidence that suggests that pro-social behaviors and 

empathy are present from an early age in normal children, and that the majority 

of violence perpetrators are not psychopaths (Eisenberg 1987; Serin 1996).328 

 

 

She is critical of some studies into psychopathy and the foregrounding particular traits, 

where, for example, callous and unemotional traits are viewed as a proxy for violent 

offending. There are psychopaths who can be identified not by their violence to others 

                                                           
328  Gwen Adshead, “Psychopaths and Moral Identity.” Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology 

(2013), p.341. 
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but by their attitude to others, according to Adshead, many sample groups do not fit with 

Hare’s criteria and many groups studied have not been violent offenders. She 

acknowledges that even those who have orchestrated and directed a disproportionate 

amount of violence, such as the men who planned the “Final Solution”, may not fit with 

criteria of psychopathy given by Hare. As such, Adshead rejects the usefulness of 

psychopathy in contributing to an understanding of moral reasoning.329 I would agree 

with Adshead given the wide and varying description which are used. Adshead asserts 

that focus should be given to moral identity and agency; how the individual perceives 

themselves to be and who they want to be influences behaviour.   

 

Psychopathy has been used by moral philosophers and others to ascribe humanity with 

a normative moral identity and agency, constructed in a variety of ways, and 

psychopathy can also be given in a variety of was to provide a suitable opposition. Yet, 

rather than reflected against the construct of psychopathy, variation should allow for an 

understanding of morality in terms of a multiplicity of evaluative schemas, some of 

which may be conflictual. 

 

Shaun Gallagher (2013) also does not think the nativist or even developmentalist 

approaches give a good account of how moral principles are acquired: “This is just the 

problem; whatever principles or rules we might have for moral conduct remain general, 

whereas each situation that we encounter is always particular.”330 Gallagher gives this 

problem as one of practical wisdom. But it is also an aspect of the personality-situation 

debate, which I described as evaluative subjectivity.   

 

                                                           
329  As Adshead considers it: “I suggest that the current categorical concept of psychopathy has now 

become too diffuse and heterogeneous to tell us much about moral reasoning processes. There is 

also the persistent danger of circularity (as described first by Barbara Wootton, 1959) that we use 

behavior to define an abnormal state of mind, and then use this definition to create a category of 

psychopathology that is said to both explain and predict the behavior. The dangers are amplified 

because violence is a low base rate event and misleading conclusions can be drawn by extrapolating 

from highly selected samples of unusual individuals (Kahneman 2012).” “Psychopaths and Moral 

Identity,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology (2013), p.341. 

330  Shaun Gallagher, “Phronesis and Psychopathy: The Moral Frame Problem,” Philosophy, 
Psychiatry, and Psychology (2013), p.347. 
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Practical wisdom is a core Aristotelian concern. In Aristotelian philosophy the term to 

describe practical wisdom is phronesis; the ability to know the correct action to take and 

this practical, moral wisdom develops as a consequence of learning through the right 

guidance. While general moral principles and moral judgments can be given 

theoretically, it is the recognition of situational conditions that leads to the identification 

of the correct moral action. Gallagher asserts that the psychopath may know the 

general principle but fail in responding correctly to the situational features, i.e. show a 

deficit of phronesis, and, while this may be because of an emotional or cognitive deficit, 

it does not reduce it to a problem of motivational internalism.331  

 

For Gallagher it is the absence of practical reason that it evident in the behaviour of 

psychopaths. This consideration of the psychopath as lacking phronesis clearly evokes 

an Aristotelian position. The use of an Aristotelian understanding of the moral agent is 

not uncommon in the discussion on psychopathy but I think that it is idealize and, as 

such, invalid. Why practical wisdom should be equated with moral reasoning rather than 

social or Machiavellian intelligence, is never sufficiently justified, it is an assumption 

commonly accepted.  

 

Machiavelli demanded a disregard of the assumption that people are moral as a general 

rule:  

 

a prudent ruler cannot, and must not, honour his word when it places him at a 

disadvantage and when the reasons for which he made his promise no longer 

exist. If all men were good, this precept would not be good: but because men are 

wretched creatures who would not keep their word to you, you need not keep 

your word to them.332  

 

                                                           
331  Gallagher notes that it is not cleverness or some cognitive or emotional capacity that is central to 

Aristotle’s moral framework: “Specifically, he suggests that we acquire phronesis only with the right 
upbringing and formation, surrounded by people who do the right thing, and by practicing such actions 
ourselves.” ibid, p.348. 

332  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.55. 
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Machiavelli noted that that cardinal virtue was in being able to recognize the shifting 

vagrancies of situations and fortune, this prudential reasoning was directed towards 

strategic self-interest, which required the ability to transgress moral concerns when 

necessary: “Prudence consists in being able to assess the nature of a particular threat 

and in accepting the lesser evil.”333 

 

One of the early Aristotelian accounts of psychopathy was given by Vinit Haksar (1964). 

He equated moral sentiments with moral principles. Haksar understood the psychopath 

as not adhering to objective societal values but as operating with criminal values.  The 

psychopath is described in terms of the frequency of anti-social activity rather than 

following the pursuits of ordinary citizens: “For our society offers more non-criminal 

channels for the satisfaction of conventional needs than for the satisfaction of the 

unconventional needs that psychopaths have.”334  However, according Haksar, since 

societal values are objective, it is the inability to get rid of his criminal values once they 

are acquired that marks the psychopath as psychologically ill. Moral sickness of the 

psychopath was for Haksar not the inability to understand morality but the inability to 

choose morality. 

 

Antony Duff (1977) credited Haksar with considering that the psychopath may simply be 

motivated by different values than societal values. Duff asked whether the psychopath 

could acquire values other than his ‘perverse’ values but he recognized that it was 

meaningless to ask such hypotheticals: “Responsibility cannot require the capacity to 

change our basic desires or values: for we try to change desires, and thus reveal a 

capacity or incapacity to do so, only on the basis of more basic desires, which are the 

unchosen given of all practical reason and rational action.”335 Yet Duff does considered 

the psychopath as showing evidence of incapacitation along the emotional and moral 

associations of action. He considers these incapacities also undermined the 

understanding of values since these were important dimensions for human life the 

                                                           
333  ibid, p.72. 
334  Vinit Haksar, “Aristotle and the Punishment of Psychopaths.” Philosophy (1964), p.86. 

335  Antony Duff, “Psychopathy and Moral Understanding.” American Philosophical Quarterly (1977), 
p.191. 
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psychopath may be a rational agent but lacks understanding necessary for practical 

reason. 

 

For Duff emotions and values were analysable into some factual belief about the world, 

reflecting some internal consistency. Duff uses Albert Camus’ The Stranger to support 

his arguments, since the protagonist Meursault “seems a paradigm example of a 

psychopath.”336 While the defence at his trial for murder described him as a hard 

working young man the prosecution portrayed him as cold and callous. But what Duff 

saw in Meursault was the absence of values: “His life lacks that dimension of emotion, 

value, and interest which gives cohesion and intelligibility to other lives, connecting a 

man's actions to each other and to him.”337 

 

Yet Duff describes him as a rational rebel but one without value and meaning which is to 

say that he is a psychopath. To understand values, according to Duff, you have to care 

for them, it requires more than a purely intellectual capacity. Duff saw the rational, the 

intellect, as providing the descriptive elements of the world but the emotional as 

providing the evaluative. Meursault is detached from meaning and value, this 

undermines the practical reason and goal directed orientation. For Duff life happens to 

Meursault rather than being experienced with purpose and value.  

 

Robert Smith (1984) also noted the valid contribution from Haksar (1964) in the 

recognition of different values rather than no values at all held by psychopaths:  

 

Haksar raises the very legitimate question, commonly ignored by clinicians, of 

whether or not the psychopath's "present" rather than "future" orientation is any 

less legitimate a value than those goals others of us build toward. Whatever the 

answer, he notes that the psychopath is not totally unconcerned about the future 

and may hold a job, avoid getting killed, and show purposive behavior, in the 

                                                           
336  ibid, p.192. 
337  ibid, p.193.   
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overall pursuit of pleasurable gratification.338   

 

However, contrary to Duff, for Smith the psychopath may even represent the rebel to 

conventional moral values, a rebel who may have their own principles. Smith proposes 

that, rather than conceptualising the psychopath as disordered, irrational or incapable of 

understanding societal values they might even be perhaps legitimately unconvinced by 

the arguments for such societal values.339  

 

He too points to the contribution made by Hasksar’s consideration that the psychopath 

has values that do not coincide with societal values but he disagrees with many of the 

theorists who claim that the psychopath is not a responsible agent because he is 

without moral values. The error committed by these theorists is often reflected in the 

example they adopt to reflect their understanding: “The philosophical discussions of 

psychopathy have in the main proceeded as if only type a values were at issue in 

considering the psychopath. Several of these authors have fastened on Camus' 

stranger as a prototypical psychopath because of his obliviousness to values of type 

a.”340 

 

Smith points out that there may be more than one type of value within a given society.  

In Haksar’s estimation the psychopath may be directed to fulfilling present values rather 

than future-orientated ones. The possibility of this value system based on orientation to 

the present rather than the future undermines many of the attempts to alleviate the 

psychopath of responsibility.341  Smith accepts that there can be multiple value systems 

                                                           
338  Robert Smith, “The Psychopath as Moral Agent,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 

(1984), p.179. 
339  A similar argument was put forward by Norman Mailer in his essay “White Negro” (1957) in which 

he saw in the rebellious nature of the Hipster’s challenge to societal valves something which he 
considered to be a product of the times, which he called the American existentialism. He considered 
this cultural movement had been influenced by the marginalization of African Americans between the 
totalitarian and democracy of America. 

340  Robert J. Smith, “The Psychopath as Moral Agent.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 

(1984), p.186. 

341  Yet even Hakar, as Smith also points out, had excused the psychopath of responsibility because 
of the inability to choose moral values and concluded that the psychopath was morally ill.  Although it 
must be said that he does so from the framework of an Aristotelian system where the vicious man, as 
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but he also rejects the interpretation of Meursault as psychopath, since, in his 

estimation, a psychopath does exhibit evidence of value orientation while Meursault 

does not. Indeed, Smith considers the central theme of The Stranger to be the 

recognition that the superficial values of society are brought to bear on an individual 

who does not reflect them in appearances: “In my judgment Camus frames his central 

figure precisely as he does in order to underscore the absurd situation in which one 

finds oneself when banal versions of type a values are brought to bear by society. Duff 

is not unaware of this perspective”342 

 

But Smith points out that Meursault had few of the clinical traits of psychopathy, it is only 

the unempathic aspect of Meursault’s character that leads him to be condemned and 

Smith recognizes that this alone would provide a poor basis on which to diagnose 

Meursault as a psychopath. Meursault lacks the egotistic traits that would define him as 

such and he is interpersonally alienated rather than an exploiter of the interpersonal.  

While Meursault is indifferent to society, Smith considers the psychopath to be pursuing 

type b values of society while he may even claim to be affirming those of type a. 

 

However, the representation of Meursault as prototypical psychopath is within the 

shifting range of multiple representations of the psychopath; from the asocial condition, 

interpersonal detachment, described by early psychiatrists and the later emphasis on 

impulsivity, violence, aggression and recidivism. The representation of Meursault would 

fit with early descriptions of psychopathy but not with the later ones. While Hare had 

developed and built upon the groundwork laid down by Cleckley, Gwen Adshead notes 

a significant difference between the two conceptualizations of psychopathy: “Hare’s 

group were identified through their violence perpetrator status; Cleckley’s group were 

generally identified by their families as having a psychiatric problem.”343  Adshead notes 

that, while there may be similarities in anti-social behavior, there seemed to be a 

                                                           
opposed to the virtuous, would necessarily be morally ill since they lack understanding and knowledge 
of their action being bad. 

342  Robert J. Smith, “The Psychopath as Moral Agent.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 
(1984), p.186. 

343  Gwen Adshead, “Psychopaths and Moral Identity.” Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology 
(2013), p.340. 
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difference in intentional styles; Hare’s group took satisfaction in their behaviour but 

Cleckley’s group seemed indifferent to their anti-social behavior. Meursault would fit well 

within the case studies as offered by Cleckley but would fall short of meeting diagnosis 

under Hare’s construct. This difference in styles is significant for the attribution of moral 

identity and intentionality. 

 

Smith also offers a perspective that is frequently neglected in such discussions; namely 

that there can be multiple values and moralities, even within the same societies, and 

those described as psychopaths may merely endorse a different set of such values to 

the predominant values. Smith’s position can also be paralleled with the distinction 

made between dyssocial or subcultural psychopaths and primary psychopathy where 

the former had been given as being socialized into subcultural value system. But this is 

not sufficient in addressing the issue of morality, other possibilities can be presented 

which do not reduce the condition to an absence of morality.  Rather than a hypo-

morality as many claim a case can even be made that the psychopath can be 

represented as a hyper-moralist. This can be constructed in a number of ways. The 

multiple moralities which had been acknowledged in the multiplicity of values by Smith 

have a correspondence in the master-slave morality given recognition by Nietzsche and 

the earlier anti-humanist influence of Machiavelli with his criticism of the Judeo-Christian 

morality. Indeed Machiavelli even gave a consideration of practical intelligence that 

differed radically from the Aristotelian form adopted by the virtue ethicists extolling the 

good character. 

 

Prudential or practical intelligence can be given in terms of strategic orientation and 

subjective evaluation. Machiavelli gave power and glory as motivating human behaviour 

rather than moral goodness, history provided the evidence. Political success required 

will-to-power in a system of nature as war. This required the ability to act contrary to the 

moral good. Indeed, it was sufficient to merely appear good, since most people 

accepted appearances as reality.  Machiavelli states: "a prince who wants to maintain 

his rule is often forced not to be good, because whatever class of men on which you 

believe your continued rule depends is corrupt... you have to satisfy it by adopting the 
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same disposition; and then good deeds are your enemies." 344 

 

It is prudent to appear good, when necessary, but it is also necessary to learn from 

history and the actions of great men if one is to act prudently. It is not only the imitation 

of traditional virtues which allows the individual to succeed but also the imitation of great 

men.  Machiavelli extolls the imitation of ‘great’ men but there is an implicit caution in 

holding them in too high esteem or elevating them in league with the divine and not 

recognizing them as men nor the reality of their situation and their actions. The 

simulacrum of virtue was in itself virtuous and here the connection between virtue and 

virtuosity is on the point of mastery in imitation.  

 

Machiavelli demythologizes these men he gives as examples since admiration elevates 

greatness beyond the possible while imitation allows the potential to be realised or at 

least appear to be realisable. He wrote:  

 

So a prudent man must always follow in the footsteps of great men and imitate 

those who have been outstanding. If his own prowess fails to compare with 

theirs, at least it has the air of greatness about it. He must behave like those 

archers who, if they are skilful, when the target seems too distant, know the 

capabilities of their bow and aim a good deal higher than their object, not in order 

to shoot high but so that by aiming high they can reach the target. 345 

 

The failure to recognize political sins, rather than religious sins, was the main source of 

political weakness by moralistic religious figures.346 Armed prophets were better than 

unarmed ones and religion can be used as to justify the greatest cruelties. Machiavelli 

gave Moses as an example of prophet as exhibiting political virtue; Moses was able to 

give the people laws and enforce them; it was force of arms that legitimated the laws of 

                                                           
344 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.61.   
345  ibid, p.17 
346 As Machiavelli expressed it: "And he who said that the reasons for this were our own sins was 

telling the truth; but they were those I have described, not the sins he thought.  As they were sins 
committed by princes, they too have paid the penalty for them." The Prince (1532: 1961), p.39. 
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Moses.347 While there were virtues to imitate in appearance, the real virtues to imitate 

were not those of piety but those learned from men of action and their aim, power and 

glory. As Merleau-Ponty (1964) offers in "A Note on Machiavelli": "There will always be 

two kinds of men, those who live through history and those who make it."348 

 

Smith considered the utility of the psychopath is in representing that which was contrary 

to the idealized values of a society:  

 

I submit that such a view of "our" values is idealized if not socio-culturally naive, 

and misrepresents the actual state of affairs where those values practiced are 

concerned. 

It is necessary, in my judgment, to make a distinction between (a) those 

values certain societies idealize and would like to think are practiced; and (b) 

those which widely prevail. A society where Kantian values were significantly 

actualized, e.g., act to treat humanity as an end in itself and not as a means, 

would obviously find psychopathic behavior mystifying and unregenerate. 

Related values inconsistent with psychopathy include: altruism and empathy in 

human relations, a premium on truthfulness and sincerity, and pointing toward 

the future (which includes gratification delay). However, there is considerable 

literature within the field of empirical psychology alone indicating that many 

modern societies are quite seriously in violation of Kantian maxims and homely 

virtues. Such societies are, in Murphy's terms, significantly Hobbesian, even 

Machiavellian.349 

                                                           
347 Machiavelli: "Although one should not reason about Moses, since he merely executed what God 

commanded, yet he must be praised for the grace which made him worthy of speaking to God." ibid, 
p.18. But Machiavelli ascribes Moses as having had a teacher rather than divine authority and leaves 
aside the question of God as unreason. The implication that Moses had a teacher rather than 
revelation, subtly signifies Machiavelli's relation with the religious and opens the possibility that the 
'teacher' may have been Egyptian influence. That Moses may have had some teaching in the art of 
governance from the Egyptians is not an unreasonable assumption, Freud had gone even further in 
Moses and Monotheism, where he suggested that Moses could have been part of the Egyptian 
aristocracy but many have dismissed his account. 

348 Maurice Merleau Ponty, "A Note on Machiavelli,"Signs (1968), p.221. 
349  Robert Smith, “The Psychopath as Moral Agent,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 

(1984), p.185. 
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Yet the extent to which modern societies do exhibit these orientations should be 

considered in any debate of value.  As Paul Mullen had noted, instrumental violence can 

be associated more abundantly with state violence rather than psychopathy.  Smith 

notes that while many philosophers recognize that there are societal effects influencing 

the production of psychopathy or psychopathic values the emphasis is generally placed 

on the individual development, where the psychopath is given the status of child and 

inherent or innate qualities are offered for the individual as leading to an anti-social 

personality rather than pointing to those effects and values within society itself:  

 

My analysis stresses that the psychopath is not ill nor even seriously out of 

phase when functioning within a society where b values are both practiced and 

legitimated in the marketplace. In extreme cases the psychopath may overstep 

convention by caricaturing these values and thus anger authorities who idealize a 

values, thereby risking being locked away. This fate is particularly likely to befall 

the socio-economically underprivileged.350 

 

Yet there maybe multiple moralities not only within a society but also internalized within 

the individual and these can exist as a source of conflict for both the individual and 

society. 

 

Magnani, while dealing with criminal and violent psychopathic offenders, gives a more 

complex account with the possibility that a hyper-morality rather than a hypo-morality 

can be attributed to these psychopaths.  He notes that there are multiple moralities, 

both public and private, through which individuals orientate themselves to society and 

culture. Magnani claims: “criminal psychopaths do not have problems with morality 

because they are practically “amoral” and lack moral (emotional) commitment, but 

instead because they are engaged in a kind of rigid hyper-morality, which is not open to 

                                                           
350  ibid, p.193. 
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quick and appropriate revisions.”351  He points out that while most people negotiate 

these moralities with some fluidity, where moral fragments are disengaged and 

reengaged, the problem with some psychopaths, rather than being amoral or immoral 

may be with their rigid morality.352  He likens it to a moral confabulation, where certain 

beliefs are not discarded as unacceptable, leading to an inflexibility and incapacity for 

normal moral reengagement. They often do not consider themselves to be wrongdoers.  

For Magnani it is the multiple moralities which characterize the mentally healthy 

individuals.   

 

What this section has demonstrated is the range of positions regarding the 

psychopath’s relation to morality. While the assumption that the psychopath is suffering 

from some biologically based functional deficit of moral capacities is predominant, 

alternatives can be cogently presented. Of particular significance is the possibility of 

questioning the comprehensiveness and exclusivity of currently dominant 

understandings of morality. Perhaps many of the phenomena that are considered 

psychopathic in the psychiatric context should not be understood through the prism of 

dysfunction, but in terms of different orientations towards values and morality. As will be 

argued in the final chapter, a cogent alternative could be a Machiavellian orientation. 

 

 

 

                                                           
351  Lorenzo Magnani, “Morality and Psychopathic Criminals. Ethicocentrism, Mental Incapacity, Free 

Will, and the Fear of Decriminalization,” Rivista Internazionale di Filosofia e Psicologia (2012), p.29. 

352  Experiments based on the moral-convention distinction, often given to highlight the rule 

orientation of criminal psychopaths, would seem to corroborate his assertion yet Magnani is critical of 

these studies. 
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4.4 Normality and Moral Scepticism  

 

Biological categorization is deeply problematic in the context of the human sciences, it 

serves as a heuristic device, yet the categories are often mistaken for essentialist or 

natural kinds, as existing in actuality. This also applies to normative morality. Normativity 

itself harbours this tension in the ambiguity of meaning, one which is not often 

acknowledged. Christine Korsgaard (1996) begins her prologue to The Sources of 

Normativity: 

 

It is the most striking fact about human life that we have values. We think of ways 

that things could be better, more perfect, and so of course different, than they 

are; and of ways that we ourselves could be better, more perfect, and so of 

course different, than we are. Why should this be so?  Where do we get these 

ideas that outstrip the world we experience and seem to call into question, to 

render judgement on it, to say that it does not measure up, that it is not what it 

ought to be?353 

 

But rather than any form of innateness of moral principles or grammar of morality being 

the case, the apparent universality of norms are culturally evolved. Theodor Adorno 

(1963) decried such values as reactive, arising from a desire for structure and guidance 

to overcome confusion.354 From a different theoretical standpoint Jesse Prinz (2004) 

comes to similar conclusions and is not convinced that there is a satisfactory 

justification for endorsing any form of moral nativism: “There is no mechanism dedicated 

to the acquisition of moral norms, and the same anti-nativist conclusion may even be 

true for nonmoral norms. The fact that our lives are permeated by norms may be an 

                                                           
353  Christine Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (1996), p.1. 

354  According to Adorno: “The cult of values is reactive in nature. It should be regarded as something 
that arises from the disorientation and the loss of structure in a society. In such a situation traditional 
norms cease to exist, but individuals do not determine themselves and instead snatch at something to 
cling to. This cult arises then essentially from the yearning for guidance; its norms are justified not by 
reason but are themselves the product of yearning. This is expressed in the values themselves. On 
the one hand, they are arbitrary; on the other, the express the weakness of human beings who are 
unable to determine themselves and to obey their own law, but who instead go in search of something 
that ‘might come by and take them along’.  They pride themselves on the result which they refer to as 
‘solid’ and down to earth.” Problems of Moral Philosophy (1963: 2001), p.121.  
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accident.”355   

 

Cultural universals or near-universals are not necessarily derived from innate 

mechanisms nor are any sufficient to be classed as moral norms. Prinz examines the 

prohibition of harming the innocent as a potential candidate as a moral universal but he 

considers that it has been so commonly transgressed that it cannot stand as one. Even 

when additional conditionals are added to refine the injunction violations are still 

widespread and often commonplace, particularly in contextualized and ritualized 

settings.356   

 

What should be considered is the construction of normativity. The concept of human 

nature is tied to what is perceived as normal behaviour, yet there continues to be a 

tension underlying normalcy and normativity which is based on assumptions about the 

nature of human nature and the ambiguity inherent in normativity. Often morality is a 

generally accepted assumption that does not conflict with normality. Ian Hacking (1990) 

highlights that “normal” has a dual meaning. On the one hand ‘normal’ identifies how 

things are but on the other hand it also states how they ought to be. Norms are not only 

given as that which is typical or average but as that which is understood as an ethical 

precept. Again, the fact-value distinction debate comes into play when dealing with what 

is ‘normal’, yet Hacking points out that this is something not often considered by 

moralists. It is even less so in the field of psychiatry.   

 

Hacking points out that both normality and determinism are related conceptually and 

both were used to tame chance: “A story of the erosion of determinism is also an 

account of the invention of normalcy.”357 He points out that normalcy was tied to 19th 

century notion of progress just as human nature had been for 18th century 

enlightenment: “We no longer ask, in all seriousness, what is human nature? Instead we 

                                                           
355  Jesse Prinz, “Against Moral Nativism,” Stich and his Critics (2004), p.2. 
356  Even when conditionals pertain to an in-group it is not sufficient, since what characterizes the 

‘ingroup’ is arbitrary, flexible and not a universal. Although Prinz is willing to concede that a prohibition 

against harm may be applicable some of the time it is not universal. 

357  Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance (1990), p.161. 
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talk about normal people. We ask, is this behaviour normal?”358  But he does 

acknowledge the E.O. Wilson and the sociobiological debate of the 1970, which 

contributed to the biological turn. Normality may have replaced the concerns over 

human nature but the sociobiology debate was significant since it did mark the 

beginning of the end of the human nature debate with biological essentialism and 

evolutionary theory eventually asserting dominance over social constructionism in many 

disciplines. This also influenced many of the considerations within moral philosophy 

such as nativism. 

 

Hacking points to the older meaning of normal which expressed an orthogonal 

description but he notes that it is not only descriptive but also evaluative, just as with 

‘right’ of the angle implies a good one and the prefix of ‘ortho-’ applied to a medical 

specialty as a profession was concerned with straightening or making normal.359 He 

gives Durkheim as attempting but failing to bridge the gap between ‘is’ and ‘ought’ with 

the ‘normal’ and the ‘pathological’. Yet the ‘normal’ continues to be used between the ‘is’ 

and the ‘ought’. Hacking offer another association of ‘normal’ with that of the ‘mean’ as 

descriptive, as an intermediate of normal distribution, or the ‘mean’ as evaluative, as 

that which is ‘excellent’ and in contrast with that which is excess or deficient. This 

follows from the ‘mean’ in the Aristotelian tradition, which as Hacking points out does not 

involve the ‘ought-is’ distinction.  

 

The modern use of the word ‘normal’ developed from a medical context. Hacking credits 

Auguste Comte with altering the notion of normality when he politicized it, it ceased to 

be a healthy state and became something to which we should strive, it became a 

progressive state: “The normal state of biology was what it ought to be, and what with 

enough progress it would achieve. ‘Progress is nothing but the development of order: it 

is an analysis of the normal state.”360 There are two states of normal; normal as existing 

as average but also normal as perfection to be achieved: “This is an even richer source 

                                                           
358  ibid, p.161. 
359  They are synonymous in geometry.   
360  ibid, p.168. Indeed, for Hacking biology is an ‘eminently political science’. Comte had also seen 

the radical changes in the notion of biology as a science. 
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of hidden power than the fact/value ambiguity that had always been present in the idea 

of the normal.”361 

 

Truth and value cannot be universalized to the extent that the universal and the 

particular or the one and the many coincide. The attempts to homogenize human moral 

values reflects the totalitarian nature of moral universalization and normativity. Within 

moral philosophy moral scepticism is a position that has had few advocates. Joyce and 

Kirchin (2007) assert a reason for this; theorists who are given to the analysis and 

discussions of moral philosophy as a serious subject of study tend to be hostile to moral 

scepticism and generally embrace some moral position, while those who do accept 

moral scepticism might be orientated to other areas of concern rather than moral 

philosophy.362 There is also the fear, which has existed since ancient times, that if moral 

scepticism was generally accepted it would have a dangerous and destructive effect on 

society.363 They claim that moral realism is given a presumption of a privileged position 

over moral scepticism since moral scepticism may seem to defy our common sense. 

 

Both Kantian and Humean approaches continue to influence moral philosophy. In 

normative ethics Kantian notions have played a part not just in contemporary 

deontology but on other forms of morality based on principled behaviour, including 

consequentialism. While Hume did not consider that there could be moral truths he 

nevertheless gave a sentimentalist account in which certain affective structures were 

generally reliable components of moral thought and action in practice. Later A.J. Ayer 

(1936), in a fashion of moral scepticism that went beyond Hume, asserted that there 

                                                           
361  ibid, p.168. 
362  Joyce and Kirchin offer: “By analogy, consider theology. One need not believe in God in order to 

be a capable theologian, but how many atheistic theologians does one really expect to find in the 
profession? The average atheist (as a matter of contingent fact) simply has little interest in the 
practice. Similarly, perhaps, the average moral skeptic tends to expend her intellectual energies 
elsewhere. We suspect that moral skepticism enjoys a higher proportion of support among 
philosophers in general than it does among moral philosophers in particular.” “Introduction,” Ethical 
Theory and Moral Practice (2007), p.422. 

363  Yet Joyce and Kirchin point out that there is no reason for the moral sceptic to find tolerable or 
acceptable those acts which would be condemned as immoral or amoral.  They also note the 
distinction between first-order and second-order ethics as given by J.L. Mackie, where first-order 
practical commitments need not be contaminated by second-order scepticism.  
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were no moral facts; moral judgements were only evaluative expressions and not 

objective descriptions that could be verified as true or false. Scepticism is neither new 

nor defeated, not in epistemology or moral philosophy. 

 

J. L. Mackie (1977) was one of the most influential moral theorists to defend a position 

of moral scepticism. Mackie claimed that it would be difficult to understand how 

objective values could be imposed on the natural would but people can be mistaken that 

they are. He rejected the idea that there were objective values and noted that some 

aspects of moral thought were relative or subjective. He also rejected the motivational 

internalism attributed to moral judgements. In the introduction to a special issue of 

Ethical Theory and Moral Practice celebrating the 30th anniversary of the publication of 

Mackie’s (1977) book, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, Joyce and Kirchin (2007) 

point to a number of reasons which have, in general, precluded moral scepticism from 

being promoted or encouraged within moral theory and metaethics. It was often use as 

a ploy by moral theorists as a position offered in order to be defeated by them. But, as 

Joyce, Kirchin and others have noted, the recurrent aspect of this enterprise, the 

constant return to it, implies that it has never been successfully dealt with or defeated. 

The demise of moral scepticism was never complete.     

 

It was Mackie’s contention that there were no objective values, values were by their 

very nature subjective, and nothing is intrinsically right or wrong. Russ Shafer-Landau 

(2012) points out that there is a subtle difference between Ayer and Mackie; for Ayer it 

was meaningless to talk of moral truths but for Mackie the moral claims were 

meaningful even if the truth of the claims could not be substantiated. Ayer had rejected 

even the subjectivity of values but Mackie did not. Mackie begins his essay “The 

Subjectivity of Values” with the well-known provocative statement: “There are no 

objective values”.364 The central tradition of European moral philosophy has claimed 

that there are objective values and Mackie notes that this has been the case as much 

                                                           
364  J.L. Mackie, “The Subjectivity of Values,” Ethical Theory: An Anthology, (Russ Shafer-Landau, 

ed.)(2012), p.22. Mackie noted: “The denial of objective values can carry with it an extreme emotional 

reaction, a feeling that nothing matters at all, that life has lost its purpose.” ibid, p.26. 
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among rationalists as among sentimentalists.  

 

Mackie points out that Kant’s categorical imperatives are ‘ought’ statements. If they are 

not objective values they are either normative or conventional, as prescriptions or 

attitudes that cannot be universalized since they are non-descriptive in meaning, or they 

may be descriptive of natural actions and want. For Mackie this allows the values to be 

considered as action-guiding or practical. The inadequacies of each separately leads to 

a need or appeal to some externalism. There is a tendency to objectify values even in 

ordinary thought and language. Linguistic and conceptual analysis is not enough to 

confront this common sense notion. 

 

Mackie offers that the argument against the objectivity of values can be supplemented 

through an appeal to relativity and queerness. The variation and differences in moral 

codes supports the subjectivism of morality. In other intellectual spheres where 

objective values are claimed disagreement is less so and disagreement is usually 

follows from speculation and incomplete evidence. The disagreements over moral 

values are however better explained by considering them as reflecting variation in ways 

of living rather than as a distortion of objective values. 

 

For Mackie the queerness argument is a more important rebuke of objective valves, 

since it is both metaphysical and epistemological: “If there were objective values, then 

they would be entities or qualities or relations of a very strange sort, utterly different 

from anything else in the universe. Correspondingly, if we were aware of them, it would 

have to be by some special faculty of moral perception or intuition, utterly different from 

our ordinary ways of knowing everything else.”365 He noted that G.E. Moore had 

recognize this when he talked of non-natural qualities. Intuitionists had also claimed that 

there was a ‘faculty of moral intuition’ and even though it is a position that is no longer 

plausible it is a more overt form of what objectivists claim: “Of course the suggestion 

that moral judgements are made or moral problems solved by just sitting down and 

                                                           
365  ibid, p.28. 
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having an ethical intuition is a travesty of actual moral thinking.”366   

 

The confirmation of the authoritative validity of the intuition cannot be asserted with any 

acceptable justification. Yet objectivists note that such charges can be given to wide 

breath of issues that go beyond morality and are unverifiable. Mackie acknowledges 

that while this is a strong counter he nevertheless insists that an account of these can 

be given in empirical terms, if not then they should be given the same status as 

objective values. For Mackie it is not the unverifiable nature which is at stake, since he 

is not claiming that objective values are meaningless, he is however stating that they 

have no veracity. 

 

He gives Plato’s Forms as an example of what objective values would have to entail. He 

believes that Hume’s notion of projection of the mind onto objects in the world, the 

‘pathetic fallacy’, might help account, in part, for the moral objectification as the 

projection of moral attitudes. But Mackie points out that the attitudes themselves are 

derived from the social and external world which are then internalized. They are a 

necessary part of negotiation, regulation and control. However, as Adorno (1963) had 

recognized, the demands for control and preservation leads to the inflation of these to 

absolutes: “But if that is the case, because civilization cannot prove such control has 

benefits for other or is rational in a prudential sense, there is nothing for it but for this 

demand to be inflated to something existing in its own right.”367  

 

In the expressions and principles of the moral there can also be conflict leading to the 

opposition of the moral, in effect the practical application can lead to contradictions and 

immoral consequences. Adorno considered this to be the case but claimed that it was 

Kantian moral philosophy that avoided such ends: 

 

Kantian moral philosophy is incompatible with totalitarian morality, with the 

totalitarian reversal of morality in which the rather playful principle that the end 

                                                           
366  ibid, p.28. 
367  Theo Adorno, Problems of Moral Philosophy (1963: 2001), p.139. 
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justifies the means is turned into one that is deadly serious. This remains true for 

all vaunted formalism of the Kantian system, by which is meant that it must be 

independent of a specific moral code.368 

 

The totalitarian aspect of morality which Adorno recognized, the antagonism of the 

universal and the particular by which the individual must submit to society under the 

moral law, was not to be found in Kantian moral philosophy.   

 

However, while human beings were considered ends in and of themselves in the 

Kantian tradition, the qualities given for the constitution of a human being was still open 

to debate. Within such frameworks, it can easily occur that those considered biologically 

inferior and lacking certain constituent aspects ascribed to a normative humanity are not 

only denied rights but are, in many instances, considered inhuman. Paradoxically, 

through such rationalization, this leads to the depersonalization or objectification of 

other, the very inhuman attribution given to the psychopathic orientation itself. 

 

Such interpretation of the moral status of psychopathy was given by Murphy (1979). He 

pointed out that, determinism is not an excuse for behaviour and, citing Gabriel de 

Tarde, he argued that responsibility should be supported by the notions of social 

similarity and personal identity, the latter given as a continuous and conscious history, 

since these are the provision for the sense of freewill.369  Following from these two 

notions is the basis for normality according to Murphy. Responsible behaviour is normal, 

it is not uncaused or abnormal but it is typical in respect to social similarity and the 

individual’s practical reason. Murphy ties responsibility to the notion of obligation as a 

‘Kantian quasi-social contract’ along the lines of perfect duties, based on rights, and 

                                                           
368  ibid, p.144. 
369  The issue of personal identity as continuous and conscious history is clearly relevant to concerns 

over mental competence.  The notion of social similarity could lead to some issues for those who are 

not clearly anti-social. As Murphy notes that a problem can arise with Tarde’s analysis given that the 

saint or heroic could be given as irresponsible as well as the sinner or the criminal.  But this is only the 

case if certain motivation and character of intent are not taken into account. 
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imperfect duties, given as satisfying desires.370   

 

Since the psychopath does not satisfy these conditions as he is incapable of 

understanding the ‘obligation-rights language game’, he cannot be credited with any 

rights.  He should not be considered a responsible agent and ‘may’ be excused from 

punishment since punishment ‘can’ be regarded as a right. For Murphy, punishment 

given as a right can allow the person to retain their morality through the necessary 

infliction of some pain for their bad choice. While recognizing that the analysis he offers 

could be open to abuse particularly by those in the power of the state, he claims that 

criminal psychopathic individuals were rare. He nevertheless justifies his position by 

pointing out that such sentiments were recognized by Karl Jaspers, as an occupant of 

Nazi Germany, and it was a necessary position in order to defeat the Nazi’s and their 

monstrous acts.  

 

Yet there is something paradoxical and contradictory in giving the perpetrators of such 

destructive acts as not worthy to be called human or afforded rights, while believing this 

to be a valid moral position. To add a Nazi such as Adolf Eichmann to this discussion, 

Alasdair MacIntyre (1998) pointed out: “It is not irrelevant to note here that the moral 

basis on which Eichmann himself claimed to have been educated was that of the 

categorical imperative.” 371 However, Murphy claimed that Kantian categorical 

imperatives such as: “Act so as to treat humanity always as an end in itself and not as a 

means only” is inapplicable to the psychopath and therefore they cannot be morally 

wronged. For Murphy the psychopath is unqualified for membership into civilized society 

and more worthy of being called an animal and morally dead.372 Kant himself was guilty 

of philosophical racism, something that is often pushed aside when appealing to his 

moral authority.   

 

                                                           
370  These contractual conditions are based on reciprocity and fairness. Murphy recognizes these are 

conventional rights rather than natural rights but the commitment to a social institution is the necessary 

form of real participation. 

371  Alasdair MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics (1998), p.201. 
372  Murphy asserts that we may even be deluded in our concerns over animal rights or attributing 

moral qualities to them. 
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According to Isaiah Berlin (1971) one of Machiavelli’s greatest achievements was to 

recognized there may be insoluble contradictions in systems of value or in ends. But I 

would also add, that as a guiding concern, social similarity can have very destructive 

ends. Moral equivalence is not something that should be forcefully pursued. Both the 

latent and explicit homogenizing effect of western forms of normativity continues to have 

destructive consequences. Whether morality can be said to exist in any true sense of 

the word is a valid question.  

 

Metaethical reflections might simply be a consequence of self-interested strategies. It 

may even be the case that the assumption of it provides conditions in which immoral 

acts can also become justified or tacitly accepted on the grounds of rational or mythical 

thinking. Socialization may offer the shine to the veneer of morality but the empirical 

evidence doesn't always support the lustre. Processes of social conformity, compliance 

and coercion are implemented for cohesion but not necessarily morality.  

 

In On The Genealogy of Morals Nietzsche (1887) demanded a critique of moral values, 

since these values were accepted as fact and ‘beyond all question’. Good derived from 

aristocratic value-judgements, used to denote the noble, refinement of the privileged 

and the end of the common or low was in the bad. But it was through the priestly form of 

evaluation that evil emerges in opposition to the knightly-aristocratic mode. This 

evaluative opposition is evident in respect to physicality, sensuality and, particularly, to 

war: “who is actually ‘evil’ according to the morality of ressentiment? In all strictness the 

answer is: none other than the ‘good man’ of the other morality, none other than the 

noble, powerful, dominating man, but only once he has been given a new colour, 

interpretation, and aspect by the poisonous eye of ressentiment.”373    

 

Gertrude Himmelfarb (1996) credits Nietzsche with relativizing morality, creating a 

philosophical revolution that saw the destruction of virtues and the replacement with the 

notion of values: “His “transvaluation of values” was to be the final, ultimate revolution, a 

revolution against classical virtues and the Judaic-Christian ones. The “death of God” 

                                                           
373  Friedrich Nietzsche, On The Genealogy of Morals (1887: 1997), p.25. 
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would mean the death of morality and the death of truth - above all, the truth of any 

morality. There would be no good and evil, no virtue and vice. There would only be 

“value.””374 I would argue that this was a project which began with Machiavelli. For 

Himmelfarb it was the concept of virtue which had given an essential grounding of 

morality in character, regardless of the disputes surrounding the source or for of virtues, 

virtue had a quality and authority that was lacking in the concept of value. Indeed, value 

extended beyond virtue in a way that became too inclusive as to create a non-

judgemental neutrality for morality.   

 

Himmelfarb, focusing on the virtuous worldview held in Victorian England noted the 

attendant hypocrisies. The Victorian’s tried to normalize “irregularities’ by containment 

within conventional appearances. Himmelfarb points to the hypocrisy of such moral 

posturing, a hypocrisy that brought agony to many of these individuals who were unable 

to reconcile how they ought to behave with their human failings, since they really did 

ascribe to a moral and virtuous worldview. But this virtuous worldview came to be 

replaced by a world of values, which alleviated the ‘bad’ conscience and allowed for a 

recognition of plurality. Society became more permissive, normalizing that which and 

previously been considered deviant, but that was not the only cultural shift in relation to 

deviancy. Himmelfarb notes the work of those who have examined the concept of 

deviancy and points to both a normalizing of what had been previously be conceived as 

deviant but that the normal itself can be described as deviance, this is what is known as 

defining deviancy downward and defining deviancy upward respectively.375 

 

Many significant influences on Nietzsche’s philosophy have been widely detailed and 

often discussed but Machiavelli is notable by his absence in this regard. While 

Nietzsche provided a devastating critique of morality the antecedents were to be found 

                                                           
374  Gertrude Himmelfarb, The De-Moralization Of Society: From Victorian Virtues to Modern Values 

(1996), p.10. 
375  Himmelfarb points to the “U-curve model of deviance” by the sociologist Christie Davies which 

“shows the drop in crime, violence, illegitimacy, and alcoholism in the last half of the nineteenth 
century, reaching a low at the turn of the century, and a sharp rise in the latter part of the twentieth 
century, reaching a peak in the present.” Ibid, p.234.  However, Himmelfrab contends that it would be 
more accurately be described as a “J-curve” to emphasis the actual rise. 



Normality and Moral Scepticism 

230 
 

with Machiavelli and in particular the aristocratic virtue ethics he had promoted in The 

Prince. Nietzsche had acknowledged Machiavelli’s influence in his work.  Machiavelli 

reasserted man as political animal and nature as war. He had rejected Christian morality 

in favour of aggressive self-interest in the pursuit of power and glory.  Machiavelli's 

realism highlights the appeal of the individual in the political. It is the rhetorical aspect 

that defines the power of The Prince. Yet the generating principle is not simply rhetoric, 

his conceptualization of human needs based on self-interest and competition is not only 

a force of persuasion but a force of creative will-to-power. Nietzsche (1901) had 

recognized the creative will-to-power in Machiavellianism: “But Machiavellianism pur, 

sans mélange, cru, vert, dans toute sa force, dans toute son âpreté, is superhuman, 

divine, transcendental, it will never be achieved by man, at most approximated. Even in 

this narrower kind of politics, in the politics of virtue, the ideal never seems to have been 

achieved.”376  

 

Machiavellianism has become synonymous with a strategy of amoral rationalism, 

aggressive self-interest and other strategies which are actually normalized in theory and 

practice of economic and political strategic orientations. But Machiavelli was attempting 

to provide a realist account of human nature which had been covered over with 

idealization of normativity, moral rationalism and sentimentalism. The characteristics of 

Machiavelli’s realism will be discussed in more detail as they have emerged in other 

disciplines and exemplified by evolutionary and economic models of human nature, an 

example of an alternative interpretation to the humanist idealization of human nature 

through morality. 

 

                                                           
376  (Pure, without admixture, crude, fresh, with all its force, with all its pungency)  Friedrich 

Nietzsche, The Will to Power (1901: 1968), 304, p.170 
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Chapter 5 – The Dark Side of Human Nature 

 

5. Introduction 

 

Many have described the psychopath in fundamental terms as aggressive. Again, by 

giving the trait of aggression as a central feature of psychopathy as a disorder, 

aggression is framed as abnormal and dysfunctional. However, rather than viewing 

aggression in terms of psychopathy, many theorists have claimed it as a central 

motivating feature of human nature. Indeed, as Machiavelli had emphasised, the 

lessons from history and nature seems to indicate a greater influence of aggression 

motivating behaviour rather than morality. Machiavelli had given a pessimistic account 

of human nature and emphasised nature as war. Many evolutionary accounts follow a 

similar understanding, which have played into influential and destructive cultural 

outcomes. 

 

Aggression has been given as an aspect of our natural heritage but it is also denied by 

those who would seek to raise humanity above the natural world. In doing so there is 

the reframing of the historical account as one based on the progress of civilization 

rather than giving due recognition to war, subjugation, exploitation and destruction. 

Indeed, as Machiavelli noted, the most warlike have appealed to peace, which later 

became an appeal to freedom while enacting enslavement. 

 

Unlike biological psychiatry and the implicit virtuous normativity, Freudian 

psychoanalysis recognized antagonistic, conflictual and destructive tendencies as a 

normal aspect of human nature. But Freud himself was reluctant to accept aggression 

as central component of human nature. Alfred Adler, who had initially proposed it, later 

reconfigured the notion into a more optimistic and productive reformulation of striving for 

superiority as striving for perfection. This reflects a common problem in dealing with the 

dark side of humanity, there is often a reluctance to accept it. It is often covered over by 

more palatable positive assertions, and constructs such as psychopathy, degeneracy 

are used as scapegoat.    
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But in many areas the assumption of aggressive self-interest shapes the participation 

and strategic orientation. It is particularly evident in politics and economics in theory and 

practice, where the current dominant model of economics, neoliberalism, encourages 

aggressive self-interest and individualism, and shapes the political sphere. In theory, 

social and economic strategic orientation and behaviour is often modelled through 

rational choice and game theory and these approaches have also had a significant 

influence on policy outcomes and decision-making concerns. In these representations 

of rational self-interest morality is absent or limited as preferential choice. Rationality is 

construct quite differentially from how moral theorists and many others have used it, 

where the right choice is often equated with the moral good, which has been an 

assumption which parallels Aristotle’s account. Rational choice in economic theory and 

practice in more in line with the Machiavellian account, where axiomatic and principled 

process are evaluative and instrumental concerns in regard to behaviour, rather than 

the moral character of the individual. Individuals are given as self-interested and 

morality is little more than a preferential option.  

 

The coincidence of evolutionary and economic models of human nature in neoliberalism 

is a rebranding of social Darwinism. Where survival of the fittest and nature as war 

provided the justification for predation and exploitation. This interpretation of Darwinism 

is often taken as a misrepresentation of Darwin’s work, or a Hobbesian interpretation of 

nature, red in tooth and claw. However, some of the responsibility rests with Darwin and 

the language of aggression and competition that he used in explicating his idea of 

evolutionary success. As for the Hobbesian view of nature, while Hobbes had been 

influenced by Machiavelli, he was unwilling to go as far as Machiavelli. But, while social 

Darwinism was given a prejudicial spin of biological essentialism, which again mirrors 

the Aristotelian bigotry, Machiavelli opened up the possibilities of success to the 

individual who can recognize the reality of the situation and the lessons from history. 

 

Indeed, Berlin’s analysis of Machiavelli and the common good is more appropriate to 

Hobbes’ position rather than Machiavelli. Hobbes limited his Machiavellianism to the 
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state of nature but other virtues were to replace those in a civil society. The cardinal 

virtues such as force and fraud were acceptable in a state of nature but not in a civil 

society, other more social virtues were to overcome competition and aggression. This 

important difference between them emanates from their conceptualization of war. 

Hobbes believed that a peaceful existence could be encouraged in a civil society and it 

is only through peace that the fear of a violent death can be alleviated.   

Hobbes conceived war as a means to attain peace; in contrast for Machiavelli war was 

all. It was always unavoidable: “there is no avoiding war: it can only be postponed to the 

advantage of others.”377  

 

As Vickie Sullivan (2006) states: “No greater difference between Machiavelli and 

Hobbes can be located than in their views on war. Whereas in Machiavelli’s eyes war is 

not only a necessity for a state but a positive good, in Hobbes’s view it is an extreme 

evil to be shunned.”378 But even Hobbes recognized that good governance can only 

exist as an aspect of civil society and that on the global or international level nations 

and states were again cast into a state of nature as war, reinforcing the ubiquity of the 

state of war and the fragility and transience of states of peace.  

 

Sullivan notes Machiavelli view war as a necessity: “he maintains war is a necessity on 

the basis not only of the competitive nature of the international realm but also for war’s 

ability to quell domestic turmoil.”379  Mikael Hörnqvist acknowledges this as an aspect of 

the imperial republicanism of Machiavelli, promoting expansionism of territories and 

liberty at home but he also notes: “Machiavelli’s preference for war over peace needs to 

be seen in relation to his general conception of historical change and his zero-sum view 

of the world.”380  

 

Yet a zero-sum worldview is how military imperialism is played out on the international 

                                                           
377  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.10. 
378  Vickie B. Sullivan, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and the Formation of a Liberal Republicanism in England, 

p.83. 

379  ibid, p.50. 
380  Mikael Hörnqvist, Machiavelli & Empire, p.88. 
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level. It is also an aspect of game theory and competitive psychology which makes the 

strategic orientation of self-interested individuals and cooperative outcomes 

understandable. But I also argue that this is the case where a zero-sum mentality can 

make not only rationalist but sentimentalist psychology understandable across a wide 

array of negative emotional evaluations of others. 

 

A rational orientation is not necessarily one leading to morality, as those following Greek 

philosophy believe. Rationalism, as has been seen in earlier chapters, has been given 

in various guises such as reason, practical or prudential intelligence, and many describe 

it as the means through which moral understanding and responsibility is recognized. 

However, the pervasiveness of amoral rationalism in many spheres of practice would 

seem to counter such claims and point to the strategic orientation of self-interested 

individualism of Machiavellian realism being the dominant model of human nature. 

 

In the economic sphere, the dominant neoliberal economic system encourages 

predation, greed and corruption, and these are the means by which wealth is often 

made and consolidated. The systemic problems of neoliberalism have allowed the 

unrestrained amoral rationalism to create a divestment of statehood from social 

responsibility, politically and fiscally. Indeed, it is in the financial services sector where 

decriminalization of fraudulent practices and deregulation have caused the greatest 

problems for state sovereignty. Corruption is also particularly widespread in the financial 

services sector disguised by creative accounting.  

 

These substantive and complex problems cannot be dealt with by viewing it as the 

consequence of a few mentally disordered individuals and that good will prevail in the 

end. It is a systemic issue within a culture which does not acknowledge or covers over 

the dark side of human nature. Yet, as Machiavelli pointed out, all that is required from 

the benefactors in such a culture is hypocrisy and the promotion of the virtues of 

compassion, good faith, integrity, kindness and even religion. And attempts to make 

significant changes are difficult. As Machiavelli noted, because of the nature of men 

there will be those who oppose change, since they benefitted from the previous order, 
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but among those who would benefit from a new order their support is not strong 

enough, they are untrustworthy because they have not had the experience of that 

benefit and they are fearful of their adversaries: “Therefore one must urgently arrange 

matters so that when they no longer believe they can be made to believe by force.”381 

While this might be part of the revolutionary interior as noted by Leo Strauss (1957) I 

would point out that the revolutionary all too often becomes the fascist. 

 

Rather than the traits attributed to the psychopath being the societal threat, recognition 

should be given to the western cultural tradition which encourages a narcissistic 

individualism with regressive and aggressive traits, and promoting war-like or zero-sum 

competition as governing wider social interaction. In the western culture moral hypocrisy 

is also widely evident in many forms. But these aspects are given scant consideration in 

accounts of normative functioning in many disciplines and the immoral is dismissed as 

madness or irrational.  

 

This chapter will address the dark side of human nature in detail, from aggression to 

rationalism. In conclusion I will address the myth of psychopathy. The myth of 

psychopathy is one which benefits multiple agents and institutions. From entertainment 

to science the psychopathy industry benefits many, while providing an explanation for 

bad behaviour. In particular, when bad behaviour and the harm to other is extreme, it is 

framed as evil and an explanation for the inhuman behaviour is given as psychopathy, a 

condition with an underlying biological dysfunction which undermines moral reason or 

sentiment. It provides a simple and reductionist explanation for such actions while giving 

the security of knowing that it is an uncommon condition and that most people are 

morally good.  

 

                                                           
381  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.19. 
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5.1     Aggression and Human Nature 

 

Evolutionary and biological considerations used to describe and illustrate issues 

surrounding virtuous normativity are often Aristotelian in form, given in terms of 

flourishing, teleology, functionalism, and other notions which idealise human behaviour 

as moral or prosocial, such as positively evaluating some personality traits as virtues 

and negative ones as vices. This is at odds with other forms of evolutionary theory and 

philosophies, such as those emphasising nature as war or centralizing aggression as a 

motivating principle. These considerations give a more disconcerting account of human 

nature, which is Machiavellian in form, and reflect the dark side of human nature. Many 

claim human aggression rather than morality has had a greater consequence in 

motivating behaviour and shaping history. But the covering over of these aspects has 

had wide appeal since the moral good allows the elevation of humanity as mastery over 

nature. 

 

Machiavelli had considered man to be more prone to evil than good. Such 

considerations have provoked much debate yet the Machiavellian account of human 

nature as aggressive and self-interested has many similarities with other theorists that 

could be accorded a negative or aggressive evolutionary view. I contend that 

emphasising the problem of aggression as central component of psychopathy as a 

biological disorder rather than explaining it as a condition of human nature misdirects 

and distracts attention away from wider concerns with confronting human violence and 

aggression. Indeed, it was not even noted as a significant trait in early descriptions of 

psychopathy, including Cleckley’s Mask of Sanity.  

 

The conceptualization of human nature by Machiavelli, with the emphasis on the 

political and war, has continued to exert a considerable influence.  Although there was 

nothing new in the principle of nature as war, the strategic social thinking offered by 

Machiavelli is predicated upon his conception of human nature. The tradition is older 

that Machiavelli, Heraclitus had offered; "War is the father of all, king of all: some it 
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shows as gods, some it makes slaves, some free." 382 Machiavelli is the instigator of the 

modern account: “A prince, therefore, must have no other object or thought, nor acquire 

skill in anything, except war, its organization, and its discipline. The art of war is all that 

is expected of a ruler; and it is so useful that besides enabling hereditary princes to 

maintain their rule it frequently enables ordinary citizens to become rulers.”383  However 

in Machiavelli’s account even the slave could become master or king, through the ability 

to seize the opportunities presented by fortune. This was unlike negative evolutionary 

theories, such as social Darwinism, which emphasised an essentialist account of such 

things, which I contend mirrors the negative aspects of Aristotelianism. 

 

In examining human aggression recognition must be given to the tradition of nature as 

war as a narrative that has underwritten much of human history and yet, while the 

antecedents to our violent history are evident in nature and other species, there is a 

very real difficulty in that both the denial of the potential for natural power over morality 

and the acceptance of it can perpetuate competition and war. But the modern denial of 

the dark side of human nature by many within the social sciences has been widely 

recognized, mainly as politically and morally motivated.384    

 

It is in political and economic theory and practice that evolutionary theory and 

competitive rational models of human nature continue to exert a significant influence 

regardless of any rejection or criticisms of these models and their implications for 

morality. Assumptions about human nature have resulted in axiomatic approaches for 

evaluating human behaviour but the difficulty also lies in distinguishing the influence of 

the assumption from the validity of the assumption. The assumptions become regarded 

as truths and influence strategies, as John Dupré (2001) noted. While some theorists 

recognized aggression as having a prosocial function, concepts such as survival of the 

fittest, nature as war and a zero-sum game mentality lead to destructive outcomes.  

                                                           
382  Jullian Barnes (ed.), Early Greek Philosophy (2005), p.102.   
383  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.46. 
384   The modern denial of human nature is also a humanist disavowal of the concept of original sin 

secularized in many evolutionary models and given in foundational myths, with some depicting 
patricide or fratricide. 
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Rather than the problem being equated with psychopathy, human aggression is often 

cited as the most severe problem afflicting socialization.385 Instead of reserving 

concerns about instrumental aggression for the construct of the psychopath, Paul 

Mullen (2007) points out that the violence perpetrated by the power of the state should 

be the focus of greater attention. I would agree, adding that this takes many forms, both 

positive and negative, from state coercion through to the collusion between state and 

corporate powers. But the current dominant climate of economic neoliberalism also 

entails relinquishing state responsibility to the competition of the markets which 

promotes aggressive individualism. As Paul Mason (2015) describes it: 

 

Neoliberalism is the doctrine of uncontrolled markets: it says that the best route 

to prosperity is individuals pursuing their own self-interest, and the market is the 

only way to express that self-interest. It says that the state should be small 

(except for its riot squad and secret police); that financial speculation is good; 

that inequality is good; that the natural state of humankind is to be a bunch of 

ruthless individuals, competing with each other.386 

 

Unfortunately, aggressive strategies all too often become the dominant strategies and 

dominance does provide a motivational dimension with significant analytic value. Glenn 

Weisfeld (1993) argues that the concept of dominance as motive is useful and 

necessary in explaining many of the issues of socialization but not all. The striving for 

dominance, appraisal of competition and the recognition of the 'rules' of the hierarchy, 

all have a functional utility for the self-interest of the individual. Weisfeld points out: "If 

the functional utility of these tendencies is recognized, the otherwise mysterious 

                                                           
385 As Leslie Armour considered it: "It is aggression - armed aggression by governments and by 

groups that hope to become governments - that most strongly threatens human survival. Without 
aggression it is at least arguable that the rest of our problems, the management of the environment, 
the hunger of a growing population, the struggle to provide ever-more-costly health care, and creation 
of legal systems which can work without oppression, could all be solved. In political economics much 
of what stands between us and a truly open economy in which everyone with talent might have a fair 
chance is, to an important extent, the military-industrial complex which gains its power in politics as 
well as in the economy from the perceived need to deal with aggression.", "O'Brien, Civilization and 
Aggression," International Journal of Social Economics (2001), p.430  

386  Paul Mason, PostCapitalism: A Guide to Our Future (2015), p.xi. 
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behaviour of humans (especially males) makes some sense and need not be denied as 

being fundamental to our nature."387   

 

Interpretations of Darwinism were given in terms of social Darwinism, which was 

appealing to ideologues who utilized it for their own ends. Social Darwinism had been 

used as a justification for militarism, imperialism and socio-economic predation and the 

contemporary embrace of neoliberalism provides much concern not only on the 

continued support for social Darwinism but also the sociological implications for the 

aggressive self-interested model of human nature and destruction as a rationalized 

outcome.  

 

Thomas Huxley, Darwin’s bulldog, promoted a Hobbesian interpretation of Darwinism 

which contributed to this view of human nature according to Henri Ellenberger (1970). 

Huxley considered morality to entail the modification of natural self-interested behaviour 

and considerable effort was required in developing morality. Ellenberger quoted one of 

Huxley's speeches explicating such a position and ending with a dim perspective on 

morality: "But the effort of ethical man to work towards a moral ends by no means 

abolished, perhaps has hardly modified, the deep-seated organic impulses which impel 

the natural man to follow his non-moral code".388 Ellenberger noted that if this was the 

interpretation given to Darwin's theory by a naturalist then others, and particularly those 

deriving it from hearsay, used it as a rationalization and justification for various means 

and ends in dealing with the human struggle for life.  

 

But it also has parallels with the later revision of Freudian psychoanalysis and, while 

Freud had been influenced by Darwin, it wasn’t until World War I that he came to accept 

the central role of aggression, he was reluctant to do so until confronted with the 

evidence from the Great War. Ellenberger claims that social Darwinism was used as a 

justification for the war: 

                                                           
387 Glenn Weisfeld, "Aggression and Dominance in the Social World of Boys", (ed. John Archer) 

Male Violence (1993), p.46. 
388 Henri Ellenberger, The Discovery Of the Unconscious (1970), p.234.  
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Militarists through throughout the world turned it into a scientific argument for the 

necessity of war and for maintaining armies. The pseudo-Darwinian philosophy that 

persuaded the European elite that war is a biological necessity and an inescapable 

law has been held responsible for the unleashing of World War I. A long series of 

politicians proclaimed the same principle culminating with Hitler who repeatedly 

invoked Darwin.389 

 

While much has been made of the negative implications of Darwinian evolutionary 

theory, the evidence remains that the rationalism of nature had always provided 

justification, generally in terms of the natural order rather than morality. From such 

rationalization, aggression, eugenics, genocide and other forms of violence endorsed 

the heritage of natural power. According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica: 

 

The theory was used to support laissez-faire capitalism and political 

conservatism. Class stratification was justified on the basis of natural inequalities 

among individuals, for the control of property was said to be a correlate of 

superior and inherent moral attributes such as industriousness, temperance, and 

frugality. Attempts to reform society through state intervention or other means 

would, therefore, interfere with natural processes; unrestricted competition and 

defence of the status quo were in accord with biological selection. The poor were 

the unfit and should not be aided; in the struggle for existence, wealth was a sign 

of success.390  

 

Such notions also allowed for theories of biological degeneracy and essentialism which 

could also be exploited for economic and imperial ends.  

 

However, it was not simply a consequence of pseudo-Darwinism or Huxley’s 

interpretation but, part of the problem rests with Darwin himself and his own terminology 
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and descriptions.391 John Carey (1999) points out that the language of conflict and 

competition which Darwin used played into the nationalistic and imperialistic tendencies. 

Darwin rejected the concept of the noble savage but he also noted that the 

extermination and extinction of races and tribes follow mainly from competition with one 

another. He noted that it would be the civilized races would "almost certainly 

exterminate" the "savage races" along with the anthropomorphous apes. Indeed, 

extermination and genocide has generally been justified in the name of the progress of 

civilisation.  

 

Darwin also rejected the 'low morality' of the savage past, in the conclusion to The 

Descent of Man (1871) he wrote: 

 

For my own part I would soon as be descended from that heroic little monkey, 

who braved his dreaded enemy in order to save the life of his keeper, or from that 

old baboon, who descending from the mountains, carried away in triumph his 

young comrade from a crowd of astonished dogs - as from one who delights to 

torture his enemies, offers up bloody sacrifices, practices infanticide without 

remorse, treats his wives like slaves, knows no decency, and is haunted by the 

grossest superstitions.392 

 

Darwin identifies a delusional element but this was only given as a challenge to those 

who would raise ‘the savages’ beyond the standard of their limited morality while 

debasing modern society. As has been noted, evolutionary progress was a widely-held 

belief in the late 19th century. In Darwin’s case, he accepted the idea of cultural 

progress. He considered the age in which he lived to be providing the evidence of 

reaching the highest in the pursuits of science, religion and morality.  

 

In The Descent of Man Darwin (1871) also asserted: "Man is the rival of other men; he 

                                                           
391 He was also aware of the implications of his work. John Carey quotes Darwin from his private 

notebook: "What a book a Devil's Chaplin might write on the clumsy wasteful, blundering low & horridly 
cruel works of nature." “The Devil's Chaplin," The Faber Book of Science (1999).   

392  Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man (1871), p.398. 
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delights in competition, and this leads to ambition which passes too easily into 

selfishness. These latter qualities seem to be his natural and unfortunate birthright."393 

The more forthright changes Darwin made to his work over time contributed to the 

pessimistic account of his work. The Origins of the Species (1859) did not at first 

contain the term "survival of the fittest" but he turned to Spenser's phrase in the 5th 

(1869) and 6th (1872) editions, giving it as synonymous with natural selection. With the 

influence of Spenser on Darwinism, evolutionary theory began a long association with 

economic theory. But evolutionary theory and rational choice economics offer models of 

self-interested human psychology and behaviour that are generally or potentially morally 

corrupt.   

 

After times of extreme violence accounts of the innate depravity of humanity comes to 

the fore and the pessimistic recognition of the destructive potential of human aggression 

replaces the moral aspirational. Throughout the 1960's a number of books emphasising 

the natural heritage of human aggression and violence were commercially successful 

but bitterly opposed by many within liberal academia and the social sciences, where 

Marxist and social constructivist approached became influential.  

 

The psychoanalyst Anthony Storr dedicated his book Human Aggression (1968) to 

Konrad Lorenz, the renowned ethologist, who had written On Aggression (1966) and 

advocated the theory of a general aggressive instinct of animals. Storr considered it 

obvious that aggression accounted for evolutionary success of humanity but that it also 

held the possibility of our destruction. He stated: "The sombre fact is that we are the 

cruellest and most ruthless species that has ever walked the earth... we know in our 

hearts that each one of us harbours within himself those same savage impulses which 

lead to murder, to torture and to war."394   

 

Lorenz had given technological advancements, such as making tools and weapons, as 

allowing the innate inhibitions against murder to be overcome by the increased 
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394 Anthony Storr, Human Aggression (1968), p.9. 
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efficiency in the ability to kill. This was adopted by others emphasising the violent, 

natural heritage of man but it was stringently opposed by many following the humanist 

tradition on the grounds that tool use does not necessarily equate with weapons used to 

murder. But I would point out that it is the use of tools for murder, even as a secondary 

rather than a primary functional application, makes such rejections difficult to accept. 

 

Robert Ardrey (1966), a play-writer and amateur anthropologist, offered the concept of 

the “territorial imperative” as accounting for much of the aggression to be found in the 

natural world. As for humanity, aggression was a natural instinct and he saw man as 

predator with a natural capacity to kill. Ardrey elaborated on the thesis of Raymond 

Dart, the anthropologist who had first discovered Australopithecus africanus in 1924, 

and had originally proposed the "killer ape" theory. Dart's article published in 1953, 

entitled "The Predatory Transition from Ape to Man", offered a violent and cannibalistic 

perspective of human evolution and history.395   

 

The anthropologist Ashley Montagu had been one of the most vociferous opponents to 

these 20th century evolutionary theories of aggression. For Montagu (1968) innate 

aggression was the simple reductionist explanation for bad behaviour and social 

problems. He was an ardent critic of theories propounding what he had called the 'new 

litany of innate depravity' or modern accounts of 'original sin'. Montagu dismissed the 

writings of Aubrey and Lorenzo as myths of nature. He criticised the scholarship of 

Ardrey's work, where hunter was recast as killer and "innate depravity" accompanied 

the aggression needed to sustain the concept of territorial imperative.396    

 

                                                           
395 Raymond Dart, "The Predatory Transition from Ape to Man", International Anthropological and 

Linguistic Review (1953).  There were further discoveries of various species of Australopithecus, the 
longevity of the genus lasted for about 3 million years from about 4 million years ago.  Aficanus, while 
similar in physicality the brain size was about one third of that of the average modern human.  The 
oldest member of the genus Homo is Homo Hablis, as such it has greater similarities with the cranial 
dimensions of modern humans and fossil of range from 2.7 million years to 1.5 million years old.  The 
evidence of tool use influenced the name Homo Hablis, the Latin for "handy man". 

396 Ashley Montagu, "The New Litany of "Innate Depravity"", Man and Aggression (1968), pp.3-18.  
Montagu gave Ardrey's analysis as a return to the thesis of innate aggression and original sin. 
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By the 1970's sociobiology had begun to challenge the social science model of human 

nature, the plasticity and malleability of human nature was confronted by biological 

interpretations setting limitations. In particular the work of E.O. Wilson was academically 

influential. While the attacks against Ardrey openly rejected his work as unacademic 

and simplistic, E.O. Wilson had distinguished career at Harvard but he was even more 

vigorously rejected and viciously condemned. Some natural scientists and many social 

scientists mounted a bitter campaign against him. His sociobiology theory was branded 

a successor to Nazism and eugenics, and at some of his lectures there were scenes of 

angry protests.397 

 

Wilson believed that aggressive behaviour, as a genetic trait, was one of the most open 

to change and that aggression was, for the most part, directly related to ecological 

pressures. He had supported the concept of instinctual territorial aggression on the 

ground of population density and resources: "Territorial expansion and defence by tribes 

and their modern equivalents the nation states is a cultural universal".398 Wilson 

followed the Darwinian belief that extinction of primitive tribes was generally as a result 

of war and expansionism. 

 

Lorenzo believed that the inhibitory affects against murder, a characteristic attributed to 

animals, had been overcome in man through the invention of weapons. This contributed 

to the myth as man as the killer ape, capable of war and murder, made easier with 

technology. However, Jared Diamond (2003) was critical of Lorenzo's argument that 

technology made it psychologically easier to kill, he claims that murder has been well 

documented in many animal species as has genocide. Diamond considered genocide 

and homicide to be aspects of the natural world that humans continue to practice, he 

gives it as the most direct evidence of the natural heritage. Still, he did accept that, 

while these activities maybe part of the natural world, man did become a more efficient 

                                                           
397 John Dupré, Human Nature and The Limits of Science (2001), p.85.  Lorenz had also been 

condemned as a Nazi but with justification; in the 1930's he had joined the Nazi party and claimed his 
work was in complete accordance with the beliefs of National Socialism.   

398 E.O. Wilson, Consilience, p.188. He goes on to say; "The contribution to survival and future 
reproductive potential, especially of tribal leaders is overwhelming, and so too is the warlike imperative 
of tribal defence." Ibid, p.188. 
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killer: "It may sound utterly repugnant to do a cost and benefit analysis of murder, but 

such analyses nevertheless help one understand why murder appears to characterize 

only some animal species."399 The cost and benefit analysis would certainly deserve a 

meta-analysis in respect to humanity given the relationship between war and 

economics.400 

 

Humanity may excel in creative intelligence and understanding of the natural world yet 

the natural world and the human heritage also set limits on such capacities. The 

continuation of tribal and imperial strategies of war have been well documented and so 

too have the rationality for such strategies. Genocidal mania can even be the outcome 

of such strategies. Genocide has been an aspect of human expansionism and a 

rationalized outcome. It is part of the politics that is publicly acknowledged as repugnant 

in hindsight but often rationalized in the present as an inevitable consequence of nature 

and war. If genocide is political, it is the political inherent in nature. As Daly and Wilson 

(1988) point out: “Killing one’s antagonist is the ultimate conflict resolution technique 

and our ancestors discovered it long before they were people”401 

 

Mary Midgley (1984) pointed out that: "Natural motives are not that specific. What is 

meant by innate aggression is a natural tendency to attack others sometimes, which 

involves an emotional tendency sometimes to get angry with them."402 However, 

Midgley’s description only entails a consideration of reactive aggression and not 

instrumental aggression, which can take many forms. But in dealing with the issue of 

innate aggression, E.O. Wilson (1978) claimed: "Only by redefining the words 

                                                           
399 Jared Diamond, The Rise and Fall of the Third Chimpanzee (2003), p.260. 
400  The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute put the 2015 global sale of arms for the top 

100 producers and military service providers at $370.7 billion. SIPRI databases: 
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/The-SIPRI-Top-100-2015.pdf. Stephan Moore (1997) highlights 
the lucrative nature of the business that leads to corrupt practices not only on the level of individuals 
but also on the executive level of states. Moore noted: "The arms trade is one of the few areas of 
business where a good salesman can create a 'snowball effect' for sales. By playing off nation against 
nation, political faction against political faction and heightening almost primeval feelings of insecurity, 
sales are increased." Power and Corruption (2007), p.116.  Currently the displacement of people due 
to war is at a level not seen since World War II with no sign of abatement. Arms sale are now at a level 
not seen since the height of the Cold War. 

401  Martin Daly and Margo Wilson, Homicide (1988), p.ix. 
402 Mary Midgley, Wickedness: A Philosophical Essay (1984), p.p. 75-76. 
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"innateness" and "aggression" to the point of uselessness might we correctly say that 

human aggressiveness is not innate."403 While he took human aggression as 

fundamentally primate in form, there were human forms of aggression that had to be 

considered species-specific.404   

 

Species-specific aggression of human beings deserves attention. This may be found in 

the sadistic and masochistic elements of aggression which Lacan, Fromm and others 

had identified. This deserves wider recognition, since this cannot be simply dismissed 

as irrationality. Indeed, many continental philosophers had acknowledged the dark side 

of human nature, which were often revealed in binary orientations of the western 

traditions. Lacan had critics and detractors but he does provide valuable insights into 

the question of human aggression. He credited Hegel with articulating the struggle for 

life that became pronounced with Darwinism. Lacan noted the aggressive core in such 

submission of the self; a Hegelian master-slave conflict in the bi-polar structure of 

subjectivity and he gave Hegel as providing "the ultimate theory of the proper function of 

aggressivity in human ontology."405 Lacan claimed:  

 

Darwin's success seems to derive from the fact that he projected the predations 

of Victorian society and the economic euphoria that sanctioned for that society 

devastation that it initiated on a planetary scale, and to the fact that it justified its 

predations by the image of a laissez-faire of the strongest predators in 

competition for their natural prey.406 

 

Yet, what I think is important to note is that the striving for dominance and superiority is 

often covered over by more palatable teleological reformulations, such as striving for 

perfection, attributable to a civilization as a progressive movement. While there has 

been some debate as to the teleological orientation of Darwin, he had framed it in 

                                                           
403 E.O. Wilson, On Human Nature (1978), p.99. 
404 Although E.O. Wilson had also considered primitive human behaviour as analogous to other 

social carnivores. 
405 Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection (1966: 2001), p.29. 
406 ibid, p.28. 
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progressive civilization. This humanist covering over of aggression to a teleological 

orientation as the striving for perfection or mastery over nature was not uncommon. 

Steven Pinker (2002) and John Gray (2002) point out that the humanist tradition holds 

the appeal of many teleological projects.407 Again there are parallels with Aristotle in 

some of these projects, such as the striving for perfection underlying the form of virtue 

ethics. 

 

Freud had initially rejected the possibility of an aggressive drive and opposed those who 

had initially proposed it, like Alfred Adler, who was one of the first acolytes to break with 

Freud. While Adler was lecturing in America Freud commented; "Presumably the object 

is to save the world from sexuality and base it on aggression."408 Adler, influenced by 

Nietzsche, developed a thesis of will-to-power as striving for superiority. The striving 

superiority, which later became positivistic as striving for perfection, had initially been 

identified as a compensation for inferiority which could lead to compensation through 

domination. But Alder moved away from this interpretation of aggression, reformulating 

his will-to-power as a striving for mastery and perfection. Ellenberger offers: "He came 

to believe that the drive towards self-perfection was the essence of man."409   

 

According to Storr, Adler's 'will to power' became so abstracted as to resemble 

Bergson's elan vital. Storr took issue with the shift in meaning of Adler's 'will to power' 

and the teleological dimension to Adler's humanism. He dismissed Adler’s idealism and 

optimism, crediting him with the utopic belief that there could be a world without 

aggression or competition for humanity. For Storr, this is an 'archetypal phantasy' and 

one which many want to believe. He identified this as one of the most persistent 

fantasy, an idealistic concept of humanity's capacity for peace. He noted: "Man's 

perennial capacity to imagine Utopia is exceeded only by his recurrent failure to attain 

it."410  

                                                           
407 But many of the antihumanists too, in rejecting the secular deism and teleological humanism, 

gave human nature as a historical fiction.   
408 Anthony Storr, Human Aggression (1968), p.20. 
409 Henri Ellenberger, The Discovery of the Unconscious (1970), p.596. 
410 Anthony Storr, Human Aggression (1968), p.78. 
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Peter Gay (1988) wrote: "The great slaughter of 1914 to 1918, with stark truths about 

human savagery revealed in combat and in bellicose editorials, had also forced Freud to 

assign enhanced stature to aggression."411 Given that Freud was well informed on news 

worthy matters, Gay considers it 'striking' that he gave scant consideration to war in his 

Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis (1917). When he did address the issue, Freud 

questioned whether the evil of war was the propensity of a few or something also to be 

found in the supporters of such men, as a component of human nature. Gay takes these 

considerations to indicate Freud's concerns for the combativeness of human nature but 

he also claims it was "almost irrelevantly interjected into a lecture on dream 

censorship."  

 

But, while the discussion is brief, Freud acknowledged a general orientation for people 

to repudiate the reality of that which is considered offensive. Freud also noted that 

dream reveals propensities of human behaviour which would be criminal if actualized in 

reality. He called for a recognition of the "egotistic baseness of human nature", insisting: 

“We dwell upon the evil in human beings with the greater emphasis only because others 

deny it, thereby making the mental life of mankind not indeed better, but 

incomprehensible. If we give up the one-sided ethical valuation then, we are sure to find 

a truer formula for the relation of evil to good in human nature.”412 

 

The revision of Freudian psychology was an acknowledgement of existential issues that 

went beyond the classical hedonic appraisal approach of pleasure and pain that was 

central to his earlier work. Hedonism had generally been opposed by the tradition of 

morality which sought mastery and control through ascetic or stoical ideals yet the 

hedonic psychology had been incorporated into liberal morality. Erich Fromm (1942) 

considered such approaches as lacking an understanding of the dynamics of 

psychology and issues of ambivalence, he also took the neglect of this approach to lack 

the ability to clarify the moral dimension. Fromm stated: "Any psychology, including 
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Freud's, which treats such problems in terms of the pleasure principle, fails to 

understand one important sector of personality and leaves the field to dogmatic and 

unempirical doctrines of morality."413 I would consider much of what can be understood 

in the normative sense as narrative and identity can only be understood by attending to 

these elements without imposing an unempirical doctrine of morality, such as 

orientations influenced by empathy which are neither moral nor sympathetic, or 

equating morality with rationalism. 

 

Following Lacan, what also seems evident is that various manifestations of anxiety as 

disorder can be understood in relation to aggression, directed towards the self or others, 

anxiety as a consequence of aggression or even related to the over identification with 

the potential of aggression and the resulting anticipatory responses. But so too for forms 

of human aggression which appear to be species-specific, such as cruelty and torture, 

these can become understandable only by attending to aggression. Such elements 

cannot simply be described as irrational or be dismissed as unreason but they deserve 

to be addressed as a normative concern, it is the unacknowledged which can prove to 

be the most destructive.  

 

Fromm wrote The Fear of Freedom (1942) in the midst of World War II and sought to 

give some account for the aggressive nature of Nazi Germany, in which the 

authoritarian character held appeasement as a weakness and self-sacrifice as the 

highest ideal. While Fromm had attempted to offer a rationality for the irrational in the 

language of dynamic psychology, he did not believe it was just a cultural pattern which 

had been intensified in the socio-economic conditions of a defeated Germany. He took 

the German people themselves to be authoritarian orientated. Moreover it was particular 

to the middle classes who had more to lose in the socio-economic turmoil after the 

Great War. However, this was not the case, the authoritarian orientation was not 

particular to the German people as exemplified by Stanley Milgram's famous social 

psychology experiment and many subsequent studies of authoritarianism. Indeed, I 

would argue that, in the western tradition binary oppositions, the intensification of 
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authoritarianism does require conditions of uncertainty, insecurity, and inequality, 

politically and socio-economically.414  

 

Coupled with this is the sadomasochistic relationship with power. Fromm had criticized 

Alfred Adler for dealing only with the rationality of sadomasochistic tendencies as 

"inferiority feelings" and will to power. Freud remained a dualist, which was necessary 

for his psychoanalysis of psychological processes, something at odds with Adler's 

monist account. Fromm had given Freud as identifying the irrational impulses in his 

analysis, the sadomasochistic strategies, as an attempt to escape aloneness and 

powerlessness, but the irrationality of masochism is in the futility of submission to power 

as a strategy of overcoming insignificance, debt and dependency become a 

consequence and suffering may be sought in the process. The aim of masochism for 

Fromm was to lose oneself and the burden of freedom: "Frequently this feeling is not 

conscious; often it is covered up by compensatory feelings of eminence and 

perfection."415 Fromm wrote: 

 

The masochistic person, whether his master is an authority outside himself or 

whether he has internalized the master as conscience or a psychic compulsion, 

is saved from making decisions, saved from the final responsibility for the fate of 

the self, and thereby saved from the doubt of what meaning of his life or who "he" 

is.  These questions are answered by the relationship to the power to which he 

has attached himself. The meaning of his life and the identity of his self are 

determined by the greater whole into which he has submerged.416    

 

The desire to dominate another and the pleasure derived form it is the essence of 

sadism. Both masochism and sadism emerge in the process of individuation, but neither 

                                                           
414  Additionally, while, philosophically, slavery was abstracted and examined as a feature of 

psychological intersubjectivity, this had parallels with the later philosophies of existentialism and the 
concerns with Other, such as Sartre and the gaze. These phenomenological analyses provided a 
conceptualization of modern concerns with depersonalization of Other and the loss of autonomy and 
freedom which informed the accounts of ontological insecurity and mental illness given by Laing. 

415  Erich Fromm, The Fear of Freedom (1942: 2001), p. 130. 
416  ibid, p. 134. 
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sadism or masochism were exclusive for Fromm, representing a dynamic of the social 

psychology in relation to power. Again, this can be related as a corollary to the Hegelian 

master-slave dialectic. James Miller (1990) noted: “To enjoy the exercise of power is, in 

effect, to be cruel: This is Nietzsche's hard teaching.”417 But, as Lacan noted, such 

power is erotic. Yet, I believe, that most do not even acknowledge their own cruelty. 

 

Machiavelli had discussed the use of evil, which was necessary for security and the 

common good, cruelty was sometimes required for these reasons. But while he 

accepted it as necessity that should be rarely employed, he did note that it sometimes 

increased and became more widespread:  

 

We can say that cruelty is used well (if it permissible to talk in this way of what is 

evil) when it is employed once and for all, and one’s safety depends on it, and 

then it is not persisted in but as far as possible turned to the good of one’s 

subjects. Cruelty badly used is that which, although infrequent to start with, as 

time goes on, rather than disappearing, grows in intensity.418 

 

Machiavelli didn’t elaborate on the use that went beyond necessity, other than pointing 

to the cruelty of such leaders, but he did claim it lead to their destruction. However, I 

believe it points to the erotic nature of power and the sadomasochistic elements which 

have a correspondence in the master-slave dialectic. 

 

Slavery was given in terms of the submission of the self to power, the loss of freedom, 

self-realization and autonomy, and at times a wilful masochistic conformity. The master-

slave dialectic had a correspondence with the sadomasochistic aggressivity at the core 

of subjectivity or hierarchical relations. Many have pointed to the opposition between 

Hegel and Nietzsche, not only in their overall philosophical projects but even in their use 

of the master-slave binary. However, Robert Williams (2001) notes the similarities and 

he points to Walter Kaufmann who describes both as dialectical monists, where self-

                                                           
417  James Miller, “Carnivals of Atrocity: Foucault, Nietzsche, Cruelty,” Political Theory (1990), p.475. 
418  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.29. 
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realization emerges out of opposition and overcoming. Williams also sees a 

commonality in the double affirmation. Nietzsche gives the master-slave not only as 

identity politics but in terms of two fundamental types morality which emerge culturally.  

 

Nietzsche had given them in opposition but, importantly, I would argue that such 

moralities can exist as a paradoxical overlap in terms of identity, where both are often 

used as bi-polar evaluative systems without conscious recognition of this paradox, 

otherwise there would be dissonance, it also means that a transformative self-

realization is not achieved.419 It is not simply moral hypocrisy but multiple moralities. 

This doubling of morality and identity can apply to psychological subjectivity and culture. 

When confronted it does lead to moral conflict. This is not the case when the value of 

morality is simply recognized for utility of rhetorical appeal, instrumentalism and 

personal gain. Machiavelli had recognized such political appeal and pointed out it was 

often the case even among those claiming to be religious.  

 

By accepting a dark side to human nature as a reality a better response may be given to 

deeper issues of violence and power relations. But I would go further and assert that a 

wide range of social problems can be viewed thorough this lens, such as the 

relationship between greed and poverty for example. However, as Berlin (1971) 

realized: "To know the worst is not always to be liberated from its consequences; 

nevertheless it is preferable to ignorance."420 Yet ignorance is commonplace. 

Susan Buck-Morss (2000) had given the salve revolution in Haiti (1791-1804) as an 

inspiration for Hegel’s dialectic. But she notes the contradictions surrounding slavery in 

the late 18th century, whereby it had become a metaphor for evil in power relations, with 

freedom held as the highest human value, while at the same time slavery was 

increasing. She points out that it: 

 

                                                           
419  To offer a point of illustration; the Royal Naval College, Greenwich, London, was the academy for 

the education of the naval officers of the British Empire. The inscription on their chapel wall reads “The 
meek shall inherit the Earth,” which Nietzsche would certainly have viewed as part of the slave 
morality. 

420  Isaiah Berlin, "A Special Supplement: The Question of Machiavelli," The New York Review of 
Books (1971). 
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came to underwrite the entire economic system of the West, paradoxically 

facilitating the global spread of the very Enlightenment ideals that were in such 

fundamental contradiction to it.  

This glaring discrepancy between thought and practice marked the period 

of the transformation of global capitalism from its mercantile to its protoindustrial 

form. One would think that, surely, no rational, "enlightened" thinker could have 

failed to notice. But such was not the case.421  

 

Again, the conflation of the ideal with the real allows the standard history to be sanitized 

and told in a narrative that allows a progressive morality to be attributed to humanity.422 

The contemporary paradoxical manifestations abound in the justification for imperialism 

through the rhetorical appeal to freedom and other values. 

 

Slavery was often used as a metaphor or analogy, and, as a consequence, the violent 

oppression that has attended the history of slavery was sanitized in the myth. The 

subjugation, objectification and ownership of people, their exploitation for their labour, 

and their violent treatment and trading, was not generally addressed while at the same 

time human values were being promoted.423 Even those who knew the worst potential of 

human intra-species predation, the economic and militaristic imperialism, did not deal 

with it as an actuality contradicting what was rationalized as human values. Most did not 

recognize the transformative effect of slavery, culturally or economically. But it can be 

argued that the enslavement or extermination of people has been the most significant 

factor in the economic success of many colonial empires. When enslavement or forced 

                                                           
421  Susan Buck-Morss, “Hegel and Haiti,” Critical Inquiry (2000), p.821. 
422  Buck-Morss makes the point that slavery is generally left out of many historical accounts of 

empire and wealth. This for her is a problem of disciplinary boundaries, where counter evidence given 
can be rejected as belonging to a different story. 

423  Philosophers from Aristotle to Kant were used to justify slavery. Yet for Hobbes, slavery was a 
consequence of the natural condition. Locke did write as a critic of slavery but his financial investment 
in slave trading reveals his hypocrisy. Although Hume did oppose slavery, a philosophically racist 
footnote left his work open to be used by racists and defenders of slavery, as John Immerwhar (1992) 
and other have pointed out. For the most part, slavery was only repugnant if the slavery was of the 
white civilized people. Smith did challenge it on economic terms while recognizing the desire for 
dominance might be the superseding psychological principle. 
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labour was not economically or ecologically viable there was often a return to 

extermination if the biologically or culturally inferior could not be civilized.424 

 

The tradition of nature as war is a narrative that has underwritten much of human 

history and yet, while the antecedents to our violent history are evident in nature and 

other species, there is a very real difficulty in that both the denial of the potential for 

natural power over morality and the acceptance of it can perpetuate the natural for 

humanity as aggression and war. Montagu identified the myth of nature as war and the 

assumptions of original sin and innate depravity but the modern denial of the dark side 

of human nature by many has been widely recognized, mainly as politically and morally 

motivated. Social Darwinism and the sadomaschostic elements of power still exert 

influence through the philosophies of many disciplines, which continue to have 

destructive consequences. It is not only that war might be a natural consequence or a 

universal but, as James Hillman (2005) noted, many cultures develop a love of war 

since it fulfils not only needs but desires.425 

                                                           
424  In some cases they were even used for scientific experimentation, such as in the German 

colonialization of Namibia (1884-1915), which eventually led to the attempted genocide of the Herero 
and Nama people, and where concentration camps were used for forced labour. In those camps 
'scientific' experiments and racial studies were also carried out on prisoners. 

425  James Hillman, A Terrible Love of War, (2005). 
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5.1    Amorality in the Rationalization of Human Nature 

 

Aristotle gave practical intelligence as having a definite correspondence with morality. 

But Machiavelli challenged such rationalism, giving the strategic orientation of the 

individual aimed at self-interest rather than morality. Aristotelianism has had an impact 

on the western perspective of biology, psychology and character but Machiavelli 

deserves great attention given the contemporary cultural emphasis on the politico-

economic individual and the promotion of self-definition, where rationalism has been 

consistently given as the strategic orientation of the individual in terms of choice.  

 

The rationalism in contemporary economic and evolutionary theory has more in 

common with Machiavellianism than rationalism tied to morality, it has a practical 

application which exerts a greater influence beyond moral theory, some would even say 

that it undermines it. This rationalism, which pervades the organization and operations 

of human systems and institutions, can be described as amoral rationalism. Before the 

resurgence of sentimentalism in moral theory, amoral rationalism was how the 

behaviour of the psychopath had traditionally been characterized by philosophers, again 

centralizing morality as a normative attribute, but the pervasiveness of amoral 

rationalism seems to undermine this normative assumption. 

 

Rational choice theory is widely used to provide an understanding of social and 

economic behaviour through mathematical models, where choice is given as based on 

rational agents pursuing utility maximization and examining the cost, benefits and risk 

analysis of a system or situation. Contemporary approaches emerged out of the 

technocratic institutions pursuing management science to analyse motivation, choice 

and behaviour. Strategizing models of human behaviour have been applied across 

disciplines in an attempt to reflect the behaviour of rational agents operating in 

situations or systems. Rational choice theory has even been applied to criminology. 

Game Theory models allowed the choice of strategy and outcome of individuals to be 

mapped in relation to the choice and strategies of others, within systems that were 

initially regarded as competitive. Morality is given as absent in the rational or strategic 
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deliberations and in the functionalism of economic theory.  

 

These approaches have a significant impact in shaping the politico-economic culture but 

they have been criticized for marginalizing morality and reducing human behaviour to 

data points. Moral sentimentalists have long argued that morality cannot be based on 

rationalism, claiming that morality requires an account of emotions for the moral 

motivation of behaviour. I have argued that neither position offers a credible account or 

moral motivation and both approaches can easily provide multiple moralities or systems 

of values. Even some form of interactionalism, such as that offered in Aristotelian virtue 

ethics, reflect cultural conditioning in form rather than any universalizability of morality.  

 

Rather than the Aristotelian notion of guidance in the good leading to the doing of good, 

other interpretations can be given: People are not guided to be good, they are told from 

a very young age, how to behave and what is acceptable behaviour. From this 

perspective the demand to act in accordance to the social and moral norms is a form of 

social control. This can, on the one hand, lead to a conditioning of the individual but, on 

the other, it can also give rise to the pretence of good behaviour to cover or disguise 

other motivations.  

 

However, economic and evolutionary considerations reveal practical concerns with 

behaviour, motivation and value, which also undermines the belief in human nature as 

intrinsically moral. John Dupré (2001) offers the current representation of human nature 

in management science as homo economicus. He also points to the imperialistic 

tendencies of associative approaches of rational choice theory and evolutionary 

psychology, and criticizes the growth of the influence of both in economic and political 

policy.426  Reducing human motivations to evolutionary theory and rational choice is to 

neglect the fact that human behaviour is, for Dupré; "subject to constant historical 

evolution. And theorizing about human behaviour is always to some extent an 

intervention in this evolution."427 He points to the dangers of formal abstractions and an 

                                                           
426 John Dupré, Human Nature and the Limits of Science (2001). 
427 ibid, p.130. 
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over-reliance on idealized models; the 'Procrustean attempt' to constrain human life 

within axiomatic representations that may have little relevance for the complexity of 

actualities.  

 

More importantly he accepts that such theorizing will inevitably be construed as 

knowledge and acted upon. Assumptions become axioms. Dupré notes: "Purported 

knowledge of how societies work will affect how people think about society and social 

relations and affect the kinds of institutions that it seems appropriate to put in place."428 

Yet many proponents of these models claim they are analogous to real situations and 

some of the issues raised by management science are not overstated but call for a 

revaluation of human nature and the relation with morality. The problem is greater than 

even Dupré has stated since economics and evolutionary theory have had a reinforcing 

effect with imperialist ideologies which reflect the principle of nature as war, such as 

those which can be aligned to social Darwinism, which often carries an implicit 

biological essentialism. The historical and empirical evidence shows these orientations 

to have destructive consequence on a global scale. 

 

Richard J. Samuels voices such concerns in replying to a discussion of his book 

Machiavelli's Children: Leaders and Their Legacies in Italy and Japan (2003),: 

 

Economics is premised upon the competition of individuals for limited resources. 

It is not at all surprising that microeconomics has translated well into political 

science, since utilities used to measure self-interest are frequently in conflict. But 

economic notions of self-interest care more about individuals as data points than 

as actors. Utility is presumed in order to test models; it is not an object of testing 

itself.429 

    

The pervading model of which Samuels speaks of is generally one of a zero-sum game. 

                                                           
428 ibid p.130. 
429  “Roundtable Discussion of Richard J. Samuels’s Machiavelli’s Children: Leaders and Their 

Legacies in Italy and Japan.” (2006)  



Amorality in the Rationalization of Human Nature 

258 
 

Non-zero-sum and cooperative games also play an alternative in people's lives but non-

zero-sum games can have the most destructive consequence arising from arenas of 

competition for limited resources. But I believe that zero-sum competition is also be a 

primitive psychological strategic orientation which can account for a wide array of 

competitive evaluations, including negative emotional evaluations from such competition 

such as jealousy and envy. 

 

In the competitive models there is an absence of the unquantifiable, the human as 

unique or moral in subjectivity. By implication it can also be argued that if such a regard 

was given to such an individual then that individual would act in a particular way, where 

the aggressive self-interested model of human nature becomes a belief and orientation 

rather than just an assumption. But the coincidence of the economic with the political is 

as progressive as homo economicus emerging from homo sapien sapien. Dupré 

considers that current economic and evolutionary psychological approaches have 

marginalize the elements of individual subjectivity. I would add that it is a subjectivity 

given over to rational choice as a historical process. Dupré quotes David Gauthier, who 

he considers to be the "most prominent contemporary defender of the project of 

analysing ethics in terms of economically conceived rational choice", who states; "'It is 

neither unrealistic nor pessimistic to suppose that beyond the ties of blood and 

friendship... human beings exhibit little positive feeling' (1986: 101)."430 Dupré 

recognizes that this may only be a contingent defect of the universalizing rational choice 

but also a pervasive one. I would argue that this also is a pervasive aspect of 

rationalization in economic theory and leads to the justification for corrupt and corruptive 

practices.   

 

While these models offer a rational, self-interested model of human nature that is 

potentially destructive of good, of both the individual and common good, and may also 

be self-defeatist by extension, they do offer a consideration of how such problems can 

be challenged. Game theory can be applied at various levels of selectionist 

organisation; the biological and evolutionary applications of game theory have yielded 

                                                           
430 ibid, p.129. 
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many interesting perspectives of human nature. But such strategic economic models 

have also shaped much of contemporary society. The economic approach to human 

nature has raised many issues that had have a deep social impact but the methodology 

and assumptions on which they are based have also been challenged on moral and 

philosophical grounds. 

 

Of the game models, the "Prisoner's Dilemma" is the most well-known and widely used 

models of how rational choice can lead to suboptimal outcomes for the common good 

and those of the individual. It is not structured as a zero-sum game but provides an 

outcome for maximization and mutual benefit based on cooperation, yet the rationalized 

choice outcome can lead participants not to cooperate.  

 

But Robert Axelrod's (1984) study on the evolution of cooperation using game theory 

and the "Prisoner's Dilemma” is widely credited as one of the very few studies to show 

that reciprocity and cooperation can indeed evolve in such competitive systems which 

can lead to mutual benefit.431 Richard Dawkins in his forward to Robert Axelrod's book 

The Evolution of Cooperation, commented: 

 

In A Darwinian world, that which survives survives, and the world becomes full of 

what it takes to survive. As Darwinians we start pessimistically by assuming deep 

selfishness, pitiless. And yet, from such warped beginnings, something that is in 

effect, if not necessarily in intention, close to amicable brotherhood and 

sisterhood can come.  This is the uplifting message of Robert Axelrod's 

remarkable book.432 

                                                           
431       Axelrod offered game theory model, in the form of the "Prisoner's Dilemma", to support the view 

of cooperation emerging from competiton as an evolutionary stable strategy and Dawkins admits that 
Axelrod's findings had such an effect on his own work to cause him to add a chapter on cooperation to 
later editions of The Selfish Gene (1976). Dawkins even presented a BBC documentary based around 
Axelrod's work entitled "Nice guys finish first" (1986). It was, as Dawkins' notes, received with much 
optimism and interest.  What emerged from Alxelrod's work was one few accounts of cooperative 
strategizing leading to the common good and it proved to be an influential analysis. 

432  Robert Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation (1984), (forward by Richard Dawkins). Dawkins 
admits that Axelrod's findings had such an effect on his own work to cause him to add a chapter on 
cooperation to later editions of The Selfish Gene. Dawkins even presented a BBC documentary based 
around Axelrod's work entitled "Nice guys finish first" in 1986.   
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However, even Axelrod saw his model fail against more aggressive and competitive 

strategies.433 Something else that evident, which Axelrod was well aware of, was that 

cooperative elements and human bonds may hold society together but cooperative 

agents can also lead to corruption and a tyranny worst that that of any individual. This is 

a common problem in the economic sphere. Axelrod noted: “Collusive business 

practices are good for the businesses involved but not so good for the rest of society. In 

fact, most forms of corruption are welcome instances of cooperation for the participants 

but are unwelcome to everyone else.”434 

 

John Dupré has stressed that contemporary, competitive models of rational choice 

theory marginalize morality to a preference and the concept of altruism or the possibility 

of altruism is consistently denied. But collective orientation and altruism are not likely or 

necessary explanations for cooperative behaviour according to advocates of rational 

choice theory. While most accept that reciprocal altruism can evolve under certain 

competitive conditions, they sought to reflect some individual differences rather than the 

uniformity of behaviour generally attributed to rational agents. Christopher Boone et al 

(1999), criticized the inability to examine personality or individual differences with 

normative rational models. Yet it could be argued that there is a strategizing personality 

promoted by such rational game models. What is assumed is a form of rational 

individualism, a self-interested model of human nature with morality as an optional 

preference.435 One of the more interesting findings of the Boone et al study using the 

                                                           
433 Axelrod's work attempted to show how restrained "tit-for-tat" or "live and let live" strategies could 

emerge in hostile and aggressive conditions without the force of coercion of a central authority. In his 
book Axelrod used the tit-for-tat reciprocity of live and let live strategies that developed in the trenches 
of the Great War as an example of such cooperation emerging in adversarial conditions. The rejection 
of hostile aggression by German and English troops along the front lines was given as stark of how 
cooperation could emerge even in aggressive conditions. But, as Axelrod noted, there were many 
mitigating factors leading to the live and let live strategy of troops World War I. Nor did it last. After an 
eight-month period, the relative peace was eventually undermined by the central authorities engaged 
in improving the military conditions leading to large scale slaughter. But Axelrod was aware of the 
failings of cooperation in contributing to the common good.  While the introduction to Axelrod's book, 
The Evolution of Co-operation, is distinctly political in its liberal free-market concerns he recognize the 
destructive potential of cooperation in economic settings. 

434  Robert Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation (1984), p.p. 17-18. 
435 Christopher Boone, et al, had attempted to address some of the issues lacking in the normative 

rational model of economic behaviour such as addressing personality. They agree that cooperation 
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prisoner's dilemma games was that individualistically orientated subjects were more like 

to behave opportunistically and exploit by defection when they believed the other player 

had a reputation for cooperative behaviour. Again, I contend that this has significance in 

a culture which promotes individualism and self-definition.  

 

As with the Prisoner's Dilemma Garrett Hardin's influential article "The Tragedy of The 

Commons" (1968) provided a conceptualization of the strategies of self-interest that 

were aggressively destructive of the common good. Hardin used the model of a 

common grazing land by the English economist William Forster Lloyd (1833), where the 

maximization of self-interest by each herder using the land would lead to the destruction 

of the commons for all. Beyond the evidence from overgrazing, the tragedy of the 

commons was applied to many ecological and economic arenas.      

 

While Hardin's generating principle has been the recognition of the Tragedy of the 

Commons, he claimed that the morality is secondary to efficiency and scientific 

management. In principle, Hardin was concerned with ecological governance in general 

in the face of a zero-sum ecological conflict coupled with population growth. He 

advocated for a restriction of individual freedom and he saw his theory as a rebuttal of 

the free-market economics and liberal individualism. However, in actuality it would also 

ensure the attempts to control resources for strategic ends by policy makers. Hardin 

challenged the self-interested individualism that had emerged through the 

Enlightenment that held the belief in science and technology as providing a solution to 

the human problems. But in the increasing demand for the world resources, Hardin's 

thesis had been adopted to justify sanctioning various forms of ideological policy, from 

the totalitarian to the more benign coercion for ecological management.   

 

Political economy, using the rational choice framework must take organized interests 

                                                           
can emerge in finite games of the prisoner's dilemma, in long term, repeated games players 
cooperate: "Apparently, subjects tend to realize that cooperation is the only way to obtain a reasonable 
payout in the long run." In one off games the majority of players will engage in competitive strategies 
and defect, which they note may be particular to individualistic orientated cultures. "The impact of 
personality on behavior in Five Prisoner's Dilemma games", Journal of Economic Psychology (1999), 
p.347. 
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into account, but the recognition of multiple agents and competing interests can lead to 

a chaotic complexity undermining any solution potential. However, Dani Rodrik (2014) 

presents a consideration where interests can be engaged with and redirected since they 

are ideas: 

 

"interests are an idea." Even if economic actors are driven purely by interests, 

they often have only a limited and preconceived idea of where their interests lie. 

This may be true in general, of course, but it is especially true in politics, where 

preferences are tightly linked to people's sense of identity and new strategies can 

always be invented. What the economist typically treats as immutable self-

interest is too often an artifact of ideas about who we are, how the world works, 

and what actions are available.436  

 

I would also add that what generally needs to be challenged are the assumptions held 

as knowledge and beliefs. But this seems to offer a minimal opportunity for change. 

According to Hardin: "A technical solution may be defined as one that requires a change 

only in the techniques of the natural sciences, demanding little or nothing in the way of 

change in human values or ideas of morality."437 But Hardin, while stating that issues of 

ecology required a resource management approach, accepted there were problems for 

which no technical solutions could be found.  

 

As such I would consider a collective philosophical and ideological change is necessary 

but improbable. The “Tragedy of the Commons”, along with the associated forms of 

management science, offers a pessimistic account of human nature. Through these 

approaches the Machiavellian tradition persists with the homo economicus 

representation of human nature.  

 

Undoubtedly the benefits of considering individuals as a strategizing self-interest agent 

                                                           
436  Dani Rodrik, “When Ideas Trump Interests: Preferences, Worldviews, and Policy Innovations.” 

Journal of Economic Perspectives (2014), p.206. 
437 Garrett Hardin, "The Tragedy of the Commons," Science (1968), p.1243. 
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is vastly exploitable. There is a need to add that homo economicus is less constrained 

by traditional morality with rational choice models of self-interest and also with the 

transition to the political economy and the economic; one where financial wealth 

equates with power and reputation. This is the same for those perceived in legitimacy 

as it is from the level of the street crime to the white collar criminals, which commonly 

intersect and cooperate economically. 

 

Dupré and others have pointed out, economics is based on perfectly competitive 

markets. But in practice the competitive markets are inequitable, there is also the 

difficulty with maintaining any maximizing equilibrium or enforcing self-corrective 

measures, where asymmetrical power is evident in the imperialism of corporatism and 

the consolidation of wealth. Corporate states have many obvious advantages over an 

individual or a national state; the influence and power derived from economics of scale, 

the virtual nature of such entities, the ability to divest and diffuse moral or social 

responsibility in the legal pursuit of profit maximization, and the rhetorical appeal they 

can generate through various forms of incentivization and knowledge production.  

 

There is a need to recognize and accept that tyranny and corruption pervade human 

systems. These are the vices of Machiavelli's morality. Hobbes had accepted tyranny, 

given in the potential of absolutism, as the solution to corruption, yet the general laissez 

faire liberals accepts corruption over tyranny; namely against the tyranny of the state in 

the form of the citizens or legislative authority, justifying their claims in the name of 

freedom, choice and progress. Yet, imperfect information in rational models leads to 

uncertainty and undermines the possibilities for corrective measures against tyranny or 

corruption. The levels of corrupting influences cannot be adequately challenged or 

cooperatively and competitively organized against. 

 

The rational choice self-interested model of human nature was used to promote the 

ideas of free-market economists such as Milton Friedman.438 Friedman promoted 

                                                           
438  There were many proponents of free-market economics, most notable and influential were those 

from the Chicago School of Economics such as Milton Friedman. He gained popularity and support for 
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deregulation, claiming it would provide for economic growth, increase wealth and 

personal freedom, as opposed to stagnation and inefficiencies associated with 

centralization of authority and the tyranny of market regulation. Friedman had even 

claimed greed was good. The economic stagnation of the 1970’s, the inefficiency and 

lack of entrepreneurial creativity of communist and socialist systems during the cold war 

had provided free-market economists with supporting evidence for their theories.    

 

But advocates of free-market theories came to be heavily criticized for contributing to 

the economic crisis of 2008, which has also led to a social crisis. In short, such theories 

resembled little more than social Darwinism. For Adam Smith, who gave prosperity as 

emerging out of rational self-interest and competition, it is was the cultivation of the 

moral sentiments rather than the 'invisible hand' which raised the standard and value of 

human life. But this consideration is absent in the theories and practice of neoliberalism.  

 

Where predation, competition and aggression is offered as underlying nature, the 

necessity of law has been evoked to counter this destructive potential. This has been 

the reading many have given to the Hobbesian justification for law. Those who have 

talked of humanity in terms of herd mentality were acutely aware that the discussion 

also involved a consideration of predation. It was the law for Machiavelli, as it was later 

for Hobbes, which kept the destructive forces of self-interest in check and the state is 

justified for these very reasons. Yet the law itself remains a force of social coercion 

throughout with legislation of morality just a myth.  Law requires external enforcement 

and it is the military force that gives strength to the laws but coercion also utilizes ritual 

and expressive elements. As Machiavelli points out, laws were for the people but of the 

rulers.439 Berlin also recognized the possibility where states of exception are normalized 

as practice.  

 

Machiavelli recognized that the law could only be enforced through arms and these 

                                                           
free-market economics throughout the 1980's and 1990's and even had a ten part documentary series 

dedicated to his ideas, Free to Choose made by the PBS network, was aired in 1980 and an 

accompanying book of the same name was also published it was re-edited and rebroadcast in 1990.  

439  Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince (1532: 1961), p.82.  
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were the fundamental requirement for any state: “The main foundations of every state, 

new states as well as ancient or composite ones, are good laws and good arms; and 

because you cannot have good laws without good arms, and where there are good 

arms, good laws inevitably follow, I shall not discuss laws but give my attention to 

arms.”440 However, he gives distinction of man from animals as based on law, but this 

distinction does not raise man beyond nature. Man is little more than animal, 

distinguished by the superficiality of the law. Just as Machiavelli sought lessons from 

history and imitating the action of great men, he also pointed to the lessons to be found 

in nature and the abilities and skills of animals: “You must understand, therefore, that 

there are two ways of fighting: by law or by force. The first way is natural to men, and 

the second is common to beasts. But as the first way often proves inadequate one must 

have recourse to the second.”441  He argues for the imitation of the lion and the fox, 

since the lion can kill wolves which the fox would be defenceless against and the fox is 

cunning enough to see traps that are set, which would otherwise ensnare the lion. 

 

The elevation of human beings above the animals and the possibility of a relationship 

with the Divine was no longer accepted as authentic but artificial.  Machiavelli’s rejection 

of the Divine in favour of individual will coincides with the freedom from traditional 

constraints of character. Judgement was a matter of empiricism rather than 

transcendental reasoning. Machiavelli's expression in The Prince is one of will-to-power 

and a recognition of nature as war. The strategic consequences from this perspective 

are of a rational enterprise engaging with survival and competition aimed at secular 

rewards.  

 

Whether rational and economic models have changed the nature of human nature has 

been debated. But these approaches can be described as amoral rationalism, they have 

become the current, the ebb and flow, moving human systems. Traditionally this was 

often how the psychopath had been described in philosophy, again this was to 

underscore human reason as moral, yet here we have pervasive and entrenched 

                                                           
440  ibid, p.38. 
441  Ibid, p.54. 
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systemic issues regarding human nature and the organisation of institutions.  

 

Throughout this chapter I have attempted to show that, with the strategic orientation of 

self-interested individualism, legitimized in theories of rationalism, economic or 

evolutionary theory, morality has been given as having little or nothing to contribute. 

Even those who had tried to champion some notion of humanity other than this 

rationalist account have acknowledged the dominance and influence of such 

approaches in theory, practice and policy. They argue that the rationalized outcome will 

be tragedy of the commons on a global scale. Hardin asserted that a technical or 

management science solution might be found in dealing with some of the ecological 

consequences and that this could be done without changing human values or morality, 

yet there seems to be very little that can be done, given the actuality of human nature, 

humanity faces destruction in a war of all against all.  

 

Practical intelligence can be equated with the recognition of strategic choices and 

rationalism and given as devoid of moral concerns other than self-interest, regardless of 

the destructive potential. Such rationalized normativity can be constructed as 

dysfunction or disordered. But at the same time, as a counterpoint, biological 

explanations which seek to embrace either biological or evolutionary theories are ill 

equipped to deal with morality or mental disorder as dysfunction, either in terms of 

functionalism or rationalism. What has been offer as rationalism in this account 

compounds the problems of normativity in limiting morality or providing a beneficial 

outcome for the common good. 
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5.3 The Myth of Psychopathy 

 

Psychopathy continues to find scientific and popular support. But I would caution 

against the uncritical acceptance of psychopathy as a valid psychiatric or scientific 

category, a clearly defined personality disorder with an underlying biological 

dysfunction. Many of those who accept it do recognize that it is not well defined, or that 

there are multiple divergent descriptions, others acknowledge it as a wastebasket 

category for antisocial behaviours and lifestyles. The concept of psychopathy deserves 

to be critically examined and, in my estimation, discarded as a category of psychiatric 

disorder. Does the concept generate an industry that benefits many? The answer is yes. 

In the function of language, it is a signifier which has multiple applications and is 

exploited many agents.  

 

The psychopath also allows us to believe that we are moral beings, in whatever sense 

we can construct it. We are good, in some evaluative sense, whatever that may be the 

case, and we can even rationalise our wrongdoing, as extreme as that may seem. We 

don’t even have to care. But we are not psychopaths, that is the other as inhuman and 

amoral. And the psychopath allows us to reduce our problems to a recognisable 

attentional space in which we don’t have to deal with the troubling complexities of 

human existence. 

 

Since Robert Hare is one of the most successful promoters of the concept of 

psychopathy I will offer some other considerations of his work which I think are 

emblematic of the failings of the construct and the difficulties I have with accepting it.  

Geoff Hamilton (2008) considers the accounts of psychopathy by Robert Hare and Paul 

Babiak, who has co-authored work with Hare, as situated between fact and fiction, 

characterised by an uncertainty that Hamilton describes as mythos. He contends that 

Hare and others turn to narrative presentations in the media to bolster the validity of 

their claims, so much so that it is the media that confirms the existence of the 

psychopath and the increase in media representations is given as an increase in 
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actuality.442 Hamilton points out that for Hare and Babiak the ‘truth’ about psychopathy 

is found in fiction, just as it had been for Lombroso and the born criminal; where fact, 

involving the objective and verifiable, is conflated with ‘fantasy’, the subjective and 

elusive, leading to uncertainty.  

 

Some of the problems with Hare’s conceptualisation of the psychopath have been noted 

by analysing the ratings scale of his checklist, the PCL-R. It is widely used and many 

claimed that it is the most empirically validated scale for measuring psychopathy. 

“Currently,” wrote Stephan Wong (2000), who had been a colleague of Hare, “the best 

validated diagnostic instrument for psychopathy is the PCL-R”.443 In the attempt to 

clarify diagnostic reliability, many including Hare had criticised the DSM as having 

sacrificed construct validity. He attempted to distinguish psychopathy from antisocial 

personality disorder, which he claimed focused primarily on antisocial behaviour rather 

than personality traits. However, the PCL-R has also been criticised for the two factor 

model lacking covariance across the lifestyle and personality factors and for equating 

psychopathy with anti-social and criminal behaviour rather than as a personality 

disorder, since criminal behaviour and anti-social lifestyle is heavily weighed. 

 

In 2007 a paper was accepted for publication by a peer reviewed journal which criticized 

the PCL-R for the loading on antisocial behaviour. The paper by Jennifer Skeem and 

David J. Cooke, “Is criminal behavior a central component of psychopathy? Conceptual 

directions for resolving the debate” (2010). The authors had argued that Hare’s checklist 

promotes an over-diagnosis of psychopathy and constructs it as a violent variant of anti-

social personality. Hare responded with the threat of legal action which delayed the 

publication of the critique for three years.444 When the paper was finally published it in 

the journal Psychological Assessment Hare was allowed to write a rebuttal and he 

                                                           
442  Hare relates to the news reports, and calls on others to do so, as confirmation of his subject, he 

even points to the depictions in movies. 
443 Stephan Wong, “Psychopathic Offenders,” Violence Crime and Mentally Disordered Offenders 

(Sheilagh Hodgins and Rüdiger Müller-Isberner eds.) (2000), p.92.  
444  Benedict Carey, “Legal Fight Delays Paper on Psychopathy Scale 3 Years.” The New York Times, 

11 June 2010. 
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claimed his work was misrepresented.  

 

Hare and Neumann (2010) accepted that criminal behaviour is not central to 

psychopathy but antisocial behaviour is, broadly defined. In conclusion, they add: 

 

Academic debates depend on each side presenting evidence and arguments in a 

fair and unbiased manner, reviewing the literature, noting contrary viewpoints and 

findings, and attempting to persuade others through reasoned and studied 

appraisal of competing positions and supporting evidence. Given space 

limitations, we necessarily focused on only some of the many unfounded 

statements and assertions made about our work and the PCL–R, with only brief 

comments on more salient issues. We trust that readers will compare the Skeem 

and Cooke (2010) statements about our work and that of others with the 

published record.445 

 

Since Hare has been researching psychopathy for over half a century and is “the most 

productive and significant player among psychopathic researchers”, according to 

Lykken (1999), and given that his PCL-R is widely used, the published recorded may be 

unbalanced. But even in his reply with Neumann I do not believe they have added any 

conceptual clarification in this debate. Antisocial behaviour can be so ‘broadly defined’ 

as to render it descriptively meaningless or return psychopathy to antisocial personality 

disorder, which Hare claims are not the same.  

 

Indeed, it has been the very vagueness in the writing on psychopathy by Hare and 

others which makes it unjustifiable. As Perring and others have noted, his work is 

philosophically weak. I would argue that there has been a widespread philosophical 

weakness in the multidisciplinary approach to psychopathy and psychiatry. A significant 

problem is with the lack of philosophical or critical reflection in dealing with many of the 

notions and concepts developed by psychiatrists and psychologists, where assumptions 

                                                           
445  Robert D Hare and Craig S. Neumann. “The Role of Antisociality in the Psychopathy Construct: 
Comment on Skeem and Cooke,” Psychological Assessment (2010), p.452. 
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are taken as actualities and descriptive utility is taken as categorical validity. It is a 

problem compounded by philosophers who, in turn, adopt these and utilize them for 

their own ends.   

 

Skeem and Cooke noted the relation with antisocial and criminal behaviour with the 

PCL-R and that the PCL-R many become equated with the actual concept of 

psychopathy. However, they did not question the validity of psychopathy, even though 

they did accept that it was ill defined. Still, they did not claim criminality was an aspect 

of psychopathy but that it was a central aspect psychopathy as constructed by the PCL-

R. But other problems have been noted with the PCL-R as a measurement for 

psychopathy, such as rating reliability, with differences in conflictual and adversarial 

legal conditions.446 It has been noted in cases where the scale has been used by both 

defence and prosecution experts the scores have been markedly different, this does 

reveal a range of interpretive outcomes for the PCL-R.447  

 

The usefulness of applying the scale to women has also been criticized, as has the 

relation to risk or recidivism assessment.448 Skeem and Cooke had further claimed that 

psychopathy could become conflated with Hare’s PCL-R and that this will impede 

research into the actual concept of psychopathy. But while it is one of the most 

commonly used instruments in psychopathy research other measurements are used in 

research as well, contributing to the problem of consistency. There are also problems in 

the conceptualization of personality traits and factor modelling which have been 

discussed in a previous chapter which applies not only to the PCL-R factors but other 

                                                           
446    The study by Daniel C. Murrie, et al. reveal there may even be an unconscious bias rather than a 

deliberate conscious one. Daniel C. Murrie, et al. “Are Forensic Experts Biased by the Side That 
Retained Them?” Psychological Science 24.10 (2013): 1889–1897. 

447    Some jurisdictions require the use of an assessment scale in cases of violent assaults and in 
some areas the PCL-R is favoured. But while this is a problem that goes beyond the scale and even 
psychiatry, where adversarial legal counsel use contradictory or divergent expert testimony, it does 
reveal a range of interpretive outcomes for the PCL-R. 

448  Candice L. Odgers, N. Dickon Reppucci, and Marlene M. Moretti. “Nipping Psychopathy in the 
Bud: An Examination of the Convergent, Predictive, and Theoretical Utility of the PCL-YV among 
Adolescent Girls.” Behavioral Sciences & the Law (2005). Tonia L. Nicholls, et al. “Psychopathy in 
Women: A Review of Its Clinical Usefulness for Assessing Risk for Aggression and Criminality.” 
Behavioral Sciences & the Law (2005). 
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measurement scales applied to psychopathy, some of which use the FFM.  

 

Skeem and Cooke were also concerned that criminality would be equated with the 

personality. But this had been part of the critique of early psychiatry where some 

psychiatrists considered crime as a symptom indicating mental illness. Again, what 

should be stressed is that most of the research and studies into psychopathy have been 

conducted among prison populations, so it is difficult to see how the construct and 

measurement such as the PCL-R does not correspond to antisocial behaviour reflecting 

criminality since this was the selection from which it was developed.  

 

There are also attendant issues of whether the selected groupings in these settings are 

measured solely for the construct of psychopathy, with the possibility that other 

undiagnosed mental issues could be misrepresented, and other problems can be 

conflated with various measurements and constructs of psychopathy. Substance 

abusers deserve particular attention as does sub-cultural membership. I think these are 

valid methodological concerns with the studies given the high rate of incarceration 

among those with mental health problems and substance abusers and that the adverse 

conditions of the prison environment are also given a contributing factor to developing a 

mental disorder as well as somatization or desensitization. 

 

Willem Martens (2008), an EC appointed advisor in psychiatry, challenges a number of 

assertions of Hare’s regarding those diagnosed psychopaths, such as the claim of non-

treatability. But, in essence, he rejects the category and the usefulness off the PCL-R: 

 

It was concluded that, a) this checklist is a not a reliable tool, b) the conclusions 

that are linked to these PCL-R scores with regard to the treatability of 

psychopaths are incorrect, harmful and unethical, c) can easily be misused in 

legal systems and forensic psychiatric settings to dispose of problematic 

psychopaths, and d) the diagnostic category psychopathy should be rejected 
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firmly because some items are subjective, vague, judgmental and practically 

unmeasurable, and the term psychopathy itself seems to be judgmental.449  

 

Cary Federman et al question the usefulness: “And yet it is not clear in what way the 

classification “psychopath” adds to our knowledge of the meaning of violence or the 

origins of deviance.”450 I do not think that it is particularly valid or useful but I would also 

point out that at worse it is damaging and misleading. 

 

As Cary Federman et al (2009) note: 

 

Yet one does not need to rely on Foucault to arrive at the idea that the medical 

and psychological understanding of psychopathy itself is an empty vessel, a 

characterization of behaviors without stable symptoms, a disease without a 

cause, and a sociomedical and linguistic construction that pays its respect to the 

governing powers of the politics of science. As McCord and McCord have written, 

“for 150 years, science has known of the psychopath’s existence; for at least 140 

years, scientists have quarrelled over the definition of this disorder” (2; see also 

Birnbaum; Levy; Lipton; Sutherland 1950b; Werlinder; Wooton).451  

 

However, the scientific status of psychopathy as a valid category of personality disorder 

with an underlying biological dysfunction will continue to be promoted through bodies 

such as the Society for the Scientific Study of Psychopathy, a professional non-profit 

organization, with membership comprising of most all the notable psychopathy 

researchers. In 2005, the society named their lifetime achievement award after Robert 

Hare and he was the inaugural recipient of the R.D. Hare Lifetime Achievement Award.  

 

But the society does not equate psychopathy with violence, serial killing, psychosis, 

                                                           
449  Willem Martens, “The Problem with Robert Hare’s Psychopathy Checklist: Incorrect Conclusions, 

High Risk of Misuse, and Lack of Reliability.” Medicine and Law (2008), p.449. 
450  Cary Federman, Dave Holmes, and Jean Daniel Jacob. “Deconstructing the Psychopath: A 

Critical Discursive Analysis.” Cultural Critique (2009), p.39. 
451  ibid, pp.39-40. 
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mental illness in general, or with antisocial personality disorder. They claim it is a 

misunderstood condition, with traits and features relating to a personality disorder. 

Again, they offer it as a vague description, which resembles the ‘manipulative conman’, 

who may or may not be physically aggressive. Their description is also remarkably 

similar to the DSM description for antisocial personality disorder even though they claim 

it is not the same.452 Hare had also claimed that they were distinctly different but Cary 

Federman et al also note: “For Hare, a psychopath is also not a person suffering from 

antisocialpersonality disorder (ASPD), though the symptoms are virtually identical.”453 

Such conceptual confusion should undermine confidence in the scientific authority of 

the society and its members. 

 

Given the very nature of the concerns of the society and that membership requires a 

doctoral degree, research in the field and peer-reviewed publications, psychopathy, as a 

condition with underlying biological dysfunction leading to behaviour contravening moral 

normativity, will continue to be promoted. Still, are we to assume that psychopathy is so 

justifiable and long standing as a psychiatric disorder, encouraged and constructed in 

early biological psychiatry, then later by Cleckley, Hare and others, that it deserves to go 

unquestioned and freely accepted?  

 

In Hare’s account of his research into psychopathy in Without Conscience (1999) we 

can see some the assumptions which have contributed to the myth of psychopathy. At 

26, having received his MA in psychology he got a job as the only psychologist at the 

British Columbia penitentiary, with “no practical work experience as a psychologist and 

                                                           
452  “A constellation of traits that comprises affective features, interpersonal features, as well as 

impulsive and antisocial behaviors. The affective features include lack of guilt, empathy, and deep 
emotional attachments to others; the interpersonal features include narcissism and superficial charm; 
and the impulsive and antisocial behaviors include dishonesty, manipulativeness, and reckless risk-
taking. Although psychopathy is a risk factor for physical aggression, it is by no means synonymous 
with it. In contrast to individuals with psychotic disorders, most psychopaths are in touch with reality 
and seemingly rational. Psychopathic individuals are found at elevated rates in prisons and jails, but 
can be found in community settings as well.” “Welcome to SSSP - Society for the Scientific Study of 
Psychopathy.” http://www.psychopathysociety.org/en/ 

453   Cary Federman, Dave Holmes, and Jean Daniel Jacob, “Deconstructing the Psychopath: A 
Critical Discursive Analysis,” Cultural Critique (2009), p.49. 
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no particular interest in clinical psychology or criminological issues.”454 He states that 

the maximum security facility was “housing only the kinds of inmates I had only heard 

about through the media.”455 He doesn’t distinguish between type or form of media but it 

is clear that he had no personal experience with criminal or antisocial individuals. 

 

The first client he meets as psychologist in the institution was with a manipulative 

inmate who played him. Hare states that ‘Ray’ was capable of doing this to more 

experienced people than himself.456 It was only after leaving the prison to pursue his 

PhD that he “encountered for the first time literature on psychopathy.”457 Later, at British 

Columbia University, Hare encounters ‘Ray’ again who was claiming that he had been 

his assistant at the penitentiary. This case of a manipulative con man who attempted to 

“override reality” fascinated him. Yet what seems to be at issue is Hare’s framing of this 

and other experiences in terms of psychopathy. The notion that people do not act 

prosocially, or honestly, or care about others seems explicable for him due to the 

personality disorder of psychopathy. This is so for a multitude of other cases he uses. 

But this has been the state of affairs for many others besides Hare, leading to a flawed 

psychiatric category given as antisocial personality disorder or psychopathy. A prototype 

created against the expectations of idealized social and moral norms. 

 

The problem is that it is not only a contestable construct it is also damaging. In his 

introduction to Without Conscience he gives a number of examples garnered from the 

news media to illustrate his case for psychopathy. Some are sexual serial killers such as 

Ted Bundy and John Wayne Gacy, others are motivationally distinct in terms of values. 

In this grouping of sensational cases, which he gives as evidence supporting the 

concept of psychopathy, there are some questionable additions in this list. These were 

Jeffrey R. MacDonald, Constantine Paspalakis and Deidre Hunt. 

 

The latter couple had initially been sentenced to death for murder and attempted 

                                                           
454  Robert Hare, Without Conscience (1999), p.9. 
455  ibid, p.9. 
456  In my view he states this to dispel any notions that he was naïve in his lack of experience. 
457  Robert Hare, Without Conscience (1999), p.14. 
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murder. But the man’s name was Konstantinos Fotopoulos, not Constantine Paspalakis. 

Paspalakis was the maiden name of Konstantinos Fotopoulos’ wife Lisa, whom he and 

Hunt had attempted to murder. While this may be and aspect of poor editing the 

problem of identifying these people as psychopaths without detailed analysis, 

examination or interview goes deeper. Deidre Hunt was tortured and bullied by Kosta, 

which was part of the credible evidence given by defence, which was accepted by the 

state’s attorney, but this is not taken into account by Hare in making his pronouncement 

on her, nor are the mitigating circumstances of her life history, which included mental 

illness.458 Kosta himself was, by most accounts, unarguably a very bad individual.  

 

More disconcerting is Hare’s inclusion in his list of psychopaths is Jeffrey R. MacDonald 

who remains in prison to this day after over three decades protesting his innocence, 

with a substantial amount of evidence and support for his claims of innocence of the 

crimes for which he was convicted, which was the brutal murder of his family. I would 

point out that the label of psychopath will make any attempt to exonerate difficult to say 

the least.459 I would also call this unethical behaviour, an ad hominen with severe 

consequences.  

 

                                                           
458  Hunt pleaded guilty and was initially sentenced to death in 1990. She was allowed to withdraw 

her guilty plea and stood trial again in 1998 where she was sentenced to life in prison. The following is 
a statement from her 2000 appeal case: “She also presented testimony, based upon her childhood 
experiences and her relationship with Fotopoulos, that she suffered from post-traumatic stress 
disorder and battered woman syndrome. Hunt's experts testified that Fotopoulos inflicted ritualistic 
torture on Hunt by cutting her with razors, sucking her blood, throwing knifes, burning her with 
cigarettes and an iron, poking her with needles, and threatening her with a gun. One expert testified 
that as a result of her mental illness, Hunt did not understand the consequences of her actions and 
she believed she had no alternative but to obey Fotopoulos. Finally, Hunt published admissions made 
by the State in the Fotopoulos trial. In particular, Hunt published statements by State Attorney John 
Tanner describing Fotopoulos' relationship with Hunt as a “significant beginning of a pattern of 
intimidation and terror inflicted on the witness to terrorize her and break down her will ultimately and 
obtain complete control of her, ultimately resulting in her carrying out the various crimes.”” District 
Court of Appeal of Florida, Fifth District. Deidre M. Hunt v. State of Florida (2000).  

459  Errol Morris researched the case for 20 years leading to a book, A Wilderness of Error (2012), 
which makes the case that MacDonald was innocent. Joe McGinniss’ true-crime novel about the 
killings, Fatal Vision, was written with the help of MacDonald in the belief that it would support his 
account. But, in the end, it McGinniss portrayed MacDonald as a sociopath and he was sued by 
MacDonald after publication. The publisher settled with MacDonald out of court, after the judge called 
the author a “conman.” This in turn became a story about journalistic ethics, with Janet Malcolm writing 
the book The Journalist and the Murderer. Nevertheless, McGinniss’ book was made into a film of the 
same title, which contributed to the myth of the psychopath. 
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Over the last number of years Hare's work in particular has moved to the consideration 

of psychopathy in the corporate world. Snakes in Suits: When Psychopaths Go to Work 

(2006), was written with Paul Babiack. Hare and Babiack were interviewed for Fraud 

magazine in 2008 and talked about how the characteristics of psychopathy could aid 

success of an individual in the corporate world. In 2008 John Seabrook interviewed 

Robert Hare for The New Yorker magazine. Seabrook wrote:  

 

Hare rejects the notion that a distinction ought to be made between a violent 

psychopath, like Ted Bundy, and a nonviolent one who commits financial crimes. 

Both, he said, are willing to do whatever it takes. He went on, "Can you say Ted 

Bundy caused more disaster than the guys at Enron?  How many destroyed lives 

and suicides followed as a result of so many people losing their savings?"460   

 

Again, there is no evidence of any detailed examination or that there was a clinical 

presentation of the subjects before diagnosis is made by Hare, it is done simply on the 

basis that he assumes they are. One might also ask which guys at Enron are 

psychopaths, all of them or just a few? And what does such a diagnosis contribute to 

our understanding of the crimes of either Bundy or Enron?  

 

The recognition of the narratives as being distinct allows for a pragmatic analysis. A 

distinction between the two examples given by Hare would be the emotive or 

motivational dimension, which can be tacitly understood from even the most informal 

consideration. The corporate world, as with the political, can be understood as 

systemically operating on Machiavellian and economic principles of rational amoralism. 

Here fraudulent business practices are commonplace when transparency and regulation 

is weak. Why should it be otherwise? Because humans are moral and psychopaths are 

not? 

 

                                                           
460 John Seabrook, "Reporter at Large Suffering Souls", The New Yorker (2008).  This is something 

Hare has repeated to other reporters, Jon Ronson, in his book The Psychopath Test (2011), recounts 
a conversation in which Hare made similar pronouncements. 
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Ted Bundy's crimes have a narrative that is aggressively sexualized, he was deeply 

hostile and sadistic on a personal level to a particular type of victim, for reasons that can 

only be speculated but one consideration that could be offered in understanding his 

narrative identity, which requires more space than I can give it here. But shame and 

anger is often present in the narrative of such crimes. In many cases of serial murder 

shame-anger is a significant motivation. Anger is often a component of the most violent 

crimes and it is often evident in the acts of serial killers and mass killers where object-

fixation is directed towards a 'type'. Anger provides the potential for asserting control 

and certainty, giving a vital self-directed sense of empowerment, and in this the emotion 

of anger and act of aggression can even provide pleasure.  

 

The control manifested over another as the object-fixation of anger also provides 

evidence of the erotic nature of power. Serial killers as opposed to other categories of 

multiple murderers are often sadists and there is a predominance of strangulation as the 

method of murder among serial killers, including Ted Bundy and, while he often 

strangled his victims, he bludgeoned others. Strangulation is a slow method of killing 

which requires an intense and sustained physiological involvement until the victim 

expires and the act of murder itself can become the source of sexual arousal and 

pleasure, which was an admission in many cases by the killers themselves.  

 

Bundy can be described as a serial killer and a sexual sadist with extreme paraphilic 

tendencies including necrophilia. This is a description of behaviour, a description 

reflecting some of his motivational orientation. In such a way Bundy can be 

distinguished from the amoral rationalism that attends financial and economic predation. 

This is also to say that the designation of psychopath adds nothing in particular by way 

of explanation. Some understanding could be gained by attending to Bundy’s case 

history and examining his narrative identity while accepting complexity and uncertainty. 

 

As with most sexual serial killers, Bundy was sole participant in the commission of his 

actions, while corporate crimes such as the Enron fraud generally require a very high 

level of complicity, not only throughout the company itself but in collusion with other 
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companies, institutions and interests. This is not to say that corporate fraud cannot be 

perpetrated by an individual but white collar crime is committed in the course of 

employment with the gain and motivation identifiably financial in nature and, in part, a 

consequence of greed.461 

 

In the case of Enron, at the time of the scandal, Jeffery Skilling was the CEO, he had 

consciously organized the evaluation of and incentives for his employees on principles 

based on social Darwinism.462 In effect he created a particular competitive culture within 

the company. But social Darwinism has been noted to have a correspondence with 

neoliberalism as an economic ideology and also with imperialism and militarism. I would 

argue that this engenders Machiavellianism. There is cooperation for interest 

maximization, corruption and collusive business practices. In the case of Enron, Arthur 

Andersen, the auditors of Enron and one of the largest accounting firms at the time, was 

also deeply involved in the criminality, and the firm was indicted on criminal charges.463 

For those involved in the criminogenic culture of corporate fraud such behaviour 

flourished amid deregulation and the systemic nature buffered participants against the 

fear of consequences and may have increased their hubris. 

 

Edwin Sutherland (1940), the criminologist who coined the term white-collar crime, 

wrote: 

  

White-collar criminality is found in every occupation, as can be discovered readily 

in casual conversation with a representative of an occupation by asking him, 

"What crooked practices are found in your occupation?” 

White-collar criminality in business is expressed most frequently in the 

form of misrepresentation in financial statements of corporations, manipulation in 

the stock exchange, commercial bribery, bribery of public officials directly or 

                                                           
461  The DSM sought to distinguish APD from criminal behaviour undertaken for gain on the grounds 

of the maladaptive and inflexible personality features. 
462  Many have noted that Jeffery Skilling’s favourite book was Richard Dawkins’ The Selfish Gene 

(1979). 
463 Although initially found guilty of obstruction of justice, leading to the loss of their license to audit 

public companies, the guilty verdict was overturned in a 2005 supreme court ruling.  
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indirectly in order to secure favorable contracts and legislation, misrepresentation 

in advertising and salesmanship, embezzlement and mis-application of funds, 

short weights and measures and misgrading of commodities, tax frauds, 

misapplication of funds in receiverships and bankruptcies. These are what Al 

Capone called "the legitimate rackets." These and many others are found in 

abundance in the business world.464  

 

For those who participate and collude in corporate fraud the large incentives for 

wrongdoing were complemented by the complexity and collusive nature by which such 

wrongdoing can be committed.   

 

Fraudulent accounting practices became more widespread when regulation and 

auditing of companies were severely compromised following high-powered lobbying, 

this was coupled with the conflicted interest of accounting firms and the pursuit of 

lucrative profits and bonuses. Those whom they were auditing were also their patrons. 

The investigation of Arthur Andersen brought many other auditing scandals to light. 

Indeed, Enron wasn't even their biggest client to fail. When the fraud at Worldcom was 

uncovered by internal auditors and investigated the company filed for bankruptcy in 

2002. It surpassed Enron as the largest bankruptcy in America and remained so until 

the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008.  

 

Many of the other large accounting firms have since been implicated in accounting 

scandals, reflecting a particular widespread failure to satisfactorily audit clients, also 

their patrons, in relation to the economic crisis of 2008. These companies continue to 

practice and audit without sanction or oversight reform. But the auditing and rating 

agencies have control over the valuation of buyers and sellers in the securities market. 

Calls for reform following the Enron scandal and the collapse of Arthur Andersen, "the 

89-year-old accounting firm once known as the gold standard of integrity in auditing", 

led to many inquiries and investigations but comprehensive legislative reform was not 

                                                           
464  Edwin Sutherland, “White-Collar Criminality,” American Sociological Review (1940), pp.2-3. 
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enacted.465 In fact the opposite was the case with deregulation effectively 

decriminalizing what was once considered fraud.   

 

It may well be questioned why those best capable to deal with such problems have 

been silenced or ignored. Most worryingly was the warning given by the F.B.I. back in 

2004 that there was an epidemic of mortgage fraud. With the 'War on Terror' many in 

the F.B.I. were redirected away from white collar crime to terrorism, weakening their 

ability to deal with the burgeoning wave of fraud. William K. Black (2013) claims that the 

Bush administration could have dealt with it if it had acted with a minimum level of 

competence. But, given that many of those involved in the Bush era had been retained 

and promoted by the Obama administration, there is little wonder that no substantial 

investigations or reform has taken place. The revolving door policy between the public 

and private institutions in employing personnel has ensured the continuance of personal 

and political benefit, favouritism, conflict of interest and corruption in tainting the 

objective regulation for the public good.   

 

A continual policy of market deregulation combined with the conflict of interest of 

auditing firms ensured that similar problems would eventually contribute to a global 

financial crisis. Many were aware of the potential more than a decade before. 

F.I.A.S.C.O. (1997), written by Frank Partnoy about his experiences as derivatives 

analyst for investment banking firm Morgan Stanley, revealed a corporate culture of 

greed, ruthlessness and predation.466 He had warned that the derivatives were the 

ticking "timebombs" of investment banking.467 Derivatives were supposed to be a way to 

                                                           
465 According to a PBS Frontline investigation into the failure of regulation and auditing: “The 

meteoric rise and stunning collapse of Enron caused many to question why the corporate oversight 
system that was supposed to protect investors failed to sound any alarms about the company's 
dubious finances. But Enron and Arthur Andersen turn out to be merely the tip of the iceberg.  In the 
1990s, more than 700 U.S. companies were forced to correct misleading financial statements as a 
result of accounting failures, lapses, or outright fraud. Together with Enron -- the largest corporate 
bankruptcy in U.S. history -- these failures have cost investors an estimated $200 billion.” "Bigger 
Than Enron," PBS Frontline. 

466  Partnoy is now George E. Barrett Professor of Law and Finance at the University of San Diego 
School of Law.   

467 The level of investment in derivatives continued to grow at an astronomical rate even though the 
potential for destruction had been realized and actualized by a number of banks, hedge funds and 
financial crises throughout the 1990's. Coupled with this is the influence of credit rating agencies which 
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hedge risk but the risk wasn't always clear since the complexity of these financial 

products meant that they were poorly understood by many and open to manipulation 

and abuse. These would be used to cover up to hide the mortgage fraud that was taking 

place systemically and lead to the economic collapse of 2008. 

 

Black sees the outcome as a result of the neoliberal economic ideology.  He cites 

Easterbrook and Fischel (1996) on corporate law from an economic perspective as 

offering: "A rule against fraud is neither necessary nor particularly important ingredient 

of securities market."468 Black associates such economic ideology as having a class 

correspondence but also as providing the sanctioning of political contributions as 

something other than fraud.469 I would argue that this follows from social Darwinism and 

the aristocratic ethical tradition, which Machiavelli had reconfigured and of which 

Nietzsche is a successor. 

 

For Sutherland white collar criminality involved an induction into a more generally 

defined system of norms, behaviours and incentives that are corrupt but he also 

stressed that the inventive criminals need to be recognized. His assessment of white 

collar crime and the class dimension still remains problematic for criminal justice in 

terms he describes decades ago:  

 

                                                           
allocates the rate of risk of derivatives, these agencies have proven to be as corrupt as many of the 
auditing companies and investment banks without active government oversight and regulation.    

468 William K. Black, The Best Way To Rob a Bank Is To Own it (2013), p.278. Frank H. Easterbrook, 
Daniel R. Fischel, The Economic Structure of Corporate Law (1996), p.283. Black points to fraud 
denial as an important factor, where it had become an aspect of antiregulatory policy and fraud denial 
was even a role taken on by the Federal Reserve Bank. 

469 William K. Black is Associate Professor of Economics and Law at the University of Missouri-
Kansas City School of Law. He was a former executive director of the Institute for Fraud Prevention 
and was a senior regulator for the Federal Home Loan Board which uncovered widespread corruption 
during the Savings and Loan crisis of the 1980's, where deregulation opened up the system to abuse.  
Revelations from the investigation included high profile politicians who were given campaign 
contributions from one association chairman, Charles Keating, in an attempt to secure some immunity 
from regulation. The politicians were five senators: John Glenn, John McCain, Alan Cranston, Dennis 
DeConcini and Donald W. Riegle. As a result of the Savings and Loan crisis hundreds of bankers were 
jailed. Yet no such outcome resulted from the 2008 global credit crisis, either in America or elsewhere, 
with the exception of Iceland. 
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The crimes of the upper class either result in no official action at all, or result in 

suits for damages in civil courts, or are handled by inspectors, and by 

administrative boards or commissions, with penal sanctions in the form of 

warnings, orders to cease and desist, occasionally the loss of a license, and only 

in extreme cases by fines or prison sentences. Thus, the white-collar criminals 

are segregated administratively from other criminals, and largely as a 

consequence of this are not regarded as real criminals by themselves, the 

general public, or the criminologists.470 

 

Poverty can have a causal effect in the criminalization of the individual while wealth can 

buffer against it and this is important to note. Sutherland, as others have subsequently 

done, also pointed to the class bias and the social influence of the white collar criminals 

which often lead to a failure to convict.  

 

Embodied in institutional forms corruption has eroded public and individual trust, 

encouraging the very traits which lead to such destructive consequences. The collusion 

and cooperation of economic and political agents has created policies encouraging the 

privatization of profit coupled with wealth consolidation, tax avoidance and the public 

absorption of private corporate debt are fostering this. The trickle-down effect is an 

inevitable spread of antisocial tendencies and aggressive individualism based on self-

definition and extrinsic worth. The extensive nature of the problem not only constitutes a 

socio-economic crisis but a moral crisis. 

 

What is implicit in this differential treatment is the often unacknowledged diversification 

of underlying values. The socially acknowledged good is not purely moral, despite a 

frequently moralistic self-understanding. Instead, the good is equated with wealth, 

status and personal ambition which can conflict with the moral in a universal or intrinsic 

sense. The problem is compounded by the culturally dominant form of economic 

individualism, where an aggressive self-interested model of human nature is promoted. 

For Machiavelli, the moral of the story was power and glory. As such, the problem of 

                                                           
470  Edwin Sutherland, “White-Collar Criminality.” American Sociological Review (1940), pp.2-3. 
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greed may be more deeply rooted in human nature and society than many would care 

to deal with. But I would contend that the psychopath provides nothing more than a 

simplistic and reductionist explanation which is at best diverting from the reality of the 

Machiavellian world, it misleading and, at worse, the consequences are destructive, 

where more complex systemic issues give way to the diagnosis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   



Conclusion 

284 
 

Conclusion 

 

With the DSM-III American psychiatry moved away from the psychoanalytically 

influenced approach to mental disorders and sought to establish reliability of diagnosis 

and regain scientific credibility and authority. It adopted a neo-Kraepelinian approach to 

mental illness which classified disorders through observable symptoms. While it 

attempted to remain atheorethical as to the cause of disorders it did try to define mental 

disorders and claimed that they were the result of an internal dysfunction. As had been 

the case with Kraepelin’s initial position, there was an implicit belief that biological 

explanations would be found. The architects of the DSM-III hoped that the new 

classification would stimulate research which would lead to the identification of the 

cause of disorders. The initial optimism has now dissipated with the recognition that 

there are serious flaws with the assumptions on which it was based.  

 

The categorical approach of the DSM-III was overinclusive according to its critics. Some 

saw psychiatry as a form of social control, which medicalized deviant behaviour and 

normal variation with an increasing scope. However, this overinclusiveness benefitted 

psychiatry, and other institutions, in terms of power and authority but led to a 

fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of normality and psychiatric diagnosis. 

Implicit in the DSM is that normal biological functioning is conceived as the absence of 

behavioural and social dysfunction, this represents a normativity that is idealized as 

virtuous. In other words, those who are normal function virtuously, the individual is self-

controlled, rational, prosocial and makes good choices to flourish in the good life.  

 

A historical analysis of psychiatry shows similar problems in early biological accounts of 

behaviour which transgressed social and moral norms and how such considerations 

medicalized deviant behaviour and normal variation but also led to inhuman 

consequences in some cases. Such ideas developed out of the Enlightenment, where 

the belief in the progress of civilization was not only applied to scientific and 

technological advancements but was also applied to human nature and morality. 

Biological theories such as theories of degeneracy tied moral behaviour to biology, with 
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the explanation for bad behaviour given as biological degeneracy.  

 

Kraepelin called insanity of degeneracy constitutional psychopathy and psychopathic 

states were the morbid personalities. The psychopathic personalities covered a wide 

spectrum of social deviants, including drifters, drunkards, prostitutes, homosexuals, 

delinquents, the work-shy and many who would fall within the contemporary DSM 

diagnoses of antisocial personality disorder and other personality disorders. Some 

definitions which had come under the rubric of psychopathy as social and sexual 

deviance were challenged and removed, such as homosexuality, while others, such as 

the paraphilias, were given separate categorizations. But, while psychopathy has 

undergone significant alteration and refinement in its use and definition, psychopathy 

has continued to be a confused concept for psychiatry. The current psychiatric 

manifestation of psychopathy is given as synonymous with antisocial personality 

disorder according to the DSM.   

 

Personality is often defined in terms of consistency and stability of traits over time. 

Psychopathy has been defined as antisocial personality disorder with traits such as 

impulsivity, irresponsibility and aggression, combined with emotional and empathic 

deficiencies, callousness, and marked by a disregard for others and the violation of their 

rights. Emotions which constitute conscience such as guilt, remorse are believed to be 

deficient in the psychopathic experience. Many studies have been carried out on people 

who have been diagnosed as psychopaths. Physiological and neurological correlates 

were sought in empirical testing and this has led to many accepting that there are 

neurophysiological correlates which are suggestive of a causal biological dysfunction. 

But there are also multiple descriptions and hypotheses as to the explanation for the 

disorder, with a wide range of structures and processes implicated. 

 

There is a lack of uniformity in the empirical evidence and descriptions to corroborate 

any such claims that psychopathy constitutes a specific disorder with underlying 

dysfunction, and it is at odds with the widespread recognition that the classification of 

mental disorders do not represent clear and distinct kinds in any essentialist way. The 
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classification is not ‘nature carved at the joints’. There is not sufficient conformity or 

homogeneity in either the empirical evidence from the studies or descriptions of to 

justify the psychopathy as a scientifically valid clinical disorder. Regardless of any 

claims to the contrary, which are often offered tentatively, there is no specific bio-

physiological evidence to identify psychopathy as particular biological dysfunction. 

 

Yet these studies and descriptions have often been used by philosophers as supporting 

evidence for theories attempting to explicate how morality is processed and what 

mechanisms may be involved in moral motivation and behaviour. However, what is 

often revealed in their discussions is less about the nature of psychopaths specifically 

and morality in general but more about the biases of the theorists which frequently use 

evidence and descriptions unquestioningly, emphasising particular traits or types in their 

discussion. Where knowledge from another discipline is adopted without a critical 

examination of the fundamental assumptions on which it is based there is a tendency 

toward the creation of a prototype which conforms to the parameters of the enquiry. 

 

Evidence from clinical studies are used as support for arguments of moral psychology 

yet the terms of reference suffer from lack of clarity and distinction. When types are 

identified the problems with categorical and prototypical analysis are not generally 

recognized. The issue is not only one of dimensional or distinct types or subtypes of a 

primary or secondary form but that even in the case of each there is the problem of 

prototypical analysis and the trait selection bias to consider. There are also the many of 

the criticisms of trait theory to contend with, such situationism, the problems with the 

structure and analysis of factors, the semantic problem and reliance on interpretation.  

 

Just as with earlier theories of moral degeneracy, psychopathy as a biological 

abnormality allows morality to be retained as a definable aspect of humanity and a core 

feature motivating behaviour. Yet morality may not be as central a motivational force in 

socialization as these theorists claim. Humanity as a term defining a collective is one 

thing but it is also used to ascribe moral qualities to that collective which is neither self-

evident nor evidentially normative, and as such it is a misnomer, encouraging the 
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hypocrisy that attends notions of morality. I have argued that people are not moral in 

any intrinsically biological or essentialist sense and there is no evidence to support this 

notion. What should also be taken into consideration is the multiplicity of moralities or 

values rather than accepting any normative or universal account. Most accounts of 

morality have a totalizing effect and do not allow for a multiplicity of moralities or values, 

even though the conflictual positions and incommensurability would seem to confirm 

this. There is a pervasive belief in moral objectivity which does not fit the evidence.  

 

Neither rationalism nor sentiment provides any adequate justification for believing that 

humans are innately moral, since the opposite can be stated from both positions. Some 

believe that some form of interactionism can overcome this problem, such as 

Aristotelian virtue ethics, but, at best, this described as form of social conditioning and 

what counts as virtues and vices can equally be disputed. Many interactionist and 

rationalist accounts of morality do employ prudential or practical reason as the basis for 

moral evaluation. For Aristotle and Kant, it was this faculty which allowed moral 

principles to be understood. For Kant, the attempts to provide a universal morality by 

principle sought overcome the concerns with variation of personality dimensions. But 

the question remains whether the end of practical reasoning is indeed directed towards 

morality.  

 

Machiavelli thought not; for him practical intelligence was in recognizing the difference 

between what ought to be the case, which included the moral good, and what is the 

case, the reality of situations, and not just how they appear. It can be given in terms of 

strategic orientation and subjective evaluation. Machiavellianism acknowledged political 

success required will-to-power in a system of nature as war. He identified power and 

glory as motivating human behaviour rather than moral goodness, history provided the 

evidence. Machiavelli had emphasised the dark side of human nature, he challenged 

the humanist assumptions of morality and proved influential on many philosophers 

including Bacon, Hobbes and Nietzsche.  

 

Machiavelli’s account of human nature was deeply pessimistic, human nature was 
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unchanging, people were aggressively self-interested, selfish and untrustworthy. It was 

an attempt to take into account the distinction between appearance and reality in 

respect to morality and human nature. His recognition of the problems of normativity in 

conflating the ideal and the real, and the ought and the is, the conflict of moralities, the 

incommensurability of values, are lessons, among many others, which continues to be 

ignored by many theorists. Yet it was necessary to understand these lessons in order to 

be able to understand the rules and in to order to succeed and avoid exploitation. It 

would be a mistake to believe in the goodness of people and one that would lead to 

destruction or ruin, to acknowledge this was to be better able to defend against being 

exploited and abused. 

 

Much of what has been represented as psychopathy need not be medicalized if human 

nature is understood from a Machiavellian perspective, one which encourages suspicion 

of intent and the instrumental behaviour of those whom we do not trust intimately. Unlike 

Aristotelianism, where behaviour is the outward manifestation of intent, critical 

evaluation must apply a hermeneutics of trust, suspicion and demystification to 

negotiate an understanding of behaviour. This also applies to authorial intent and 

validity. Indeed, this has now become an overtly contemporary concern in western 

culture. 

 

All human sciences have implicit assumptions of human nature underpinning their 

discipline and this is also true of psychiatry. Philosophically this consideration of human 

nature as intrinsically moral has a correspondence with Aristotelian virtue ethics and 

scientism. Psychiatry, and other institutions and multiple agents, benefit from the giving 

human nature as essentially virtuous, since this extended the range of what could be 

medicalized as distress and discontent, or controlled, while at the same time it also had 

the effect of reinforcing the status quo, absolving responsibility for problems of living 

which contributed to mental distress. Psychiatry was developed as a discipline to help 

alleviate human suffering from mental illness, and continues to do so, it has also been 

exploited for personal and institutional gain by many agents. 
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I have argued that the construct of antisocial personality disorder or psychopathy is the 

antithesis to the virtuous normativity implicit in the biological model of mental illness. 

Again, this is a construct which has been widely exploited scientifically, popularly and 

philosophically. But the validity and assumptions on which it is based are highly 

contestable, as are the empirical studies, descriptions and measures. Indeed, traits 

such as aggression were not even given as a significant component in early 

descriptions.  

 

While the model of mental disorders as biological dysfunction implied virtuously ethical 

behaviour as normative and pathologized aggressive behaviour and normal variation. 

Psychoanalysis recognized aggression as a central motivational force in human 

behaviour. Many other disciplines utilize the self-interested model of human nature, it 

has become the dominant model in many areas of management science and in 

application affects political and socio-economic outcomes. Critics have viewed these 

approaches as destructive of morality and the common good. However, rather than 

accepting the reductionist or essentialist notions of the virtuous normativity of humanity, 

which is also vastly exploitable, it would seem more prudent to recognize and accept 

that we live in a Machiavellian world and apply his lessons to critically evaluate 

normative claims and make distinctions between appearances and reality.  
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