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Chapter 1
Introduction to the Volume

Luca Malatesti, John McMillan, and Predrag Šustar

Abstract  This chapter introduces psychopathy and the interrelated issues concern-
ing its use, validity, and status, as investigated in the other chapters in the collection. 
Psychopathy is a condition that is typically characterised as a personality disorder 
with low affectivity, a manipulative and deceptive interpersonal style, and a persis-
tent pattern of antisocial and even criminal behaviour. Measures of psychopathy 
have been extensively applied in different countries, in forensic and other contexts, 
to support treatment, management, prediction of violent recidivism, general evalua-
tion of risk and criminal accountability. These uses, that can have a serious impact 
on the lives of persons, raise different questions concerning the scientific robustness 
of these measures and the disorder status of psychopathy. We highlight the interdis-
ciplinary nature of the investigations needed to address these questions. To delineate 
the general framework guiding the collection, we also delineate briefly how the 
interaction between the scientific study of psychopathy and philosophical insights, 
coming from philosophy of science and philosophy of psychiatry, can contribute to 
answering these questions.

Keywords  Psychopathy · Ethics of diagnosis · Construct validity · Forensic 
applications · Interdisciplinary research

Psychopathy has become a focal point for scientific research over recent years. It is 
a condition that is typically characterised as a personality disorder with low affectiv-
ity, a manipulative and deceptive interpersonal style, and a persistent pattern of 
antisocial and even criminal behaviour. The Psychopathy Checklist Revised by 
Robert Hare (PCL-R) (Hare, 2003), that was elaborated in the seventies and further 
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refined into its current form in the following decades, has shaped the current para-
digm for the scientific study of psychopathy. Thus, although many have offered and 
investigated alternative measures to PCL-R (Fowler & Lilienfeld, 2013), this mea-
sure informs a large number of the studies of behavioural and functional character-
istics that are associated with psychopathy and their cognitive, neurological and 
genetic underpinnings (Patrick, 2018).

Being diagnosed as a psychopath can have a significant impact upon someone’s 
life. In fact, PCL-R, and other measures of psychopathy, have been extensively 
applied in different countries, in forensic and other contexts, to support treatment, 
management, prediction of violent recidivism, general evaluation of risk and crimi-
nal accountability. These applications inform important decisions. In some coun-
tries being diagnosed as a psychopath might be a ground for denying parole, longer 
detainment, and be an aggravating factor in decisions concerning capital punish-
ment (Edens et al., 2018). Similarly, psychopathy can be a relevant consideration in 
child custody cases (Lyon et al., 2016). Psychopathy, perhaps more than other psy-
chiatric conditions, carries significant social stigma (Jurjako et al., 2019).

The impact of being diagnosed as psychopathic has motivated scientific study 
but also debates about the practical applications of this construct. Several research-
ers have thus far investigated how PCL/R and other measures of psychopathy fare, 
in terms of their reliability, when used in practical contexts (Boccaccini et al., 2012). 
Similarly, there are studies that investigate how judges, juries, or other decisional 
makers are affected by the information that a person is diagnosed as a psychopath 
(Edens et al., 2013). In any case, an important focus for research and debate has 
been the capacity of PCL-R or other measures of psychopathy to ground predictions 
of violent recidivism. Worries about this issue have even motivated a document by 
concerned experts in the uses of PCL-R for decisions about capital punishment 
(DeMatteo et al., 2020; cf., Olver et al.,  2020). All these can be classified as worries 
internal to the paradigm of psychopathy studies.

To avert systematic misuses or extrapolation beyond the proper area of applica-
bility of the construct of psychopathy, however, it is very important to frame the 
discussion by considering also more general issues. There are general concerns 
about the construct of psychopathy that can be addressed within philosophy of psy-
chiatry (Fulford et al., 2013). There is, in fact, the problem of the overall plausibility 
of the construct of psychopathy. Answering this question requires also engaging 
with foundational issues in psychiatry that concern the nature and reliability of its 
classificatory practices. In addition, there are open related issues concerning the fact 
that certain values have a role in the formulation of the category of psychopathy. 
Also, the presence and significance of values in psychiatric theory and practice is a 
fundamental issue that has attracted the interest of the philosophers of psychiatry 
(Bolton, 2008; Sadler, 2005). Addressing these general issues renders explicit, clari-
fies, and probes general underlying assumptions that shape thinking and practices in 
research, clinical and forensic settings. We are strongly committed to the idea that 
this kind of explication is conducive to better practices in this specific case of trans-
lation of scientific knowledge.
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The book documents and aims to promote research on these general issues about 
the construct of psychopathy. The volume includes chapters commissioned by dif-
ferent specialists who present leading and, whenever it is relevant, competing posi-
tions. The book is organized into three parts, each covering a range of important 
issues related to psychopathy. The first part, “Diagnosing psychopathy. Practices, 
case studies, and problematic areas”, shows how psychopathy functions within the 
institutional and social practices of some countries. This overview delineates some 
major practical and ethical problems and perplexities that derive from these uses of 
the diagnosis of psychopathy.

The second part, “The plausibility and validity of psychopathy”, offers, besides 
insights on the current diagnosis of psychopathy, functional and behaviour corre-
lates, and certain explanatory hypotheses, more theoretical discussions of psychop-
athy. The plausibility of psychopathy as a construct and the validity of its 
measurements can be investigated within the boundaries of psychiatry and behav-
ioural sciences. Psychometric research and studies about the neural, functional, and 
genetic correlates of psychopathy, as mentioned, abound and are likely to offer fun-
damental insights on these issues. However, theoretical, or philosophical consider-
ations about the nature of personality disorders, psychiatric classification, and the 
reification of psychiatric conditions and disorders are relevant as well. In particular, 
the status of the construct of psychopathy is investigated in relation to the philo-
sophical debate on the nature of scientific classifications.

Finally, the third part, “Psychopathy and values”, discusses how different kinds 
of values are relevant to the construct of psychopathy and what consequences this 
has for the validity of the construct and its status as a medical disorder. Investigating 
the status of psychopathy as a disorder, the preferences and needs that govern the 
use of this construct and how they might be culturally specific, involves addressing 
general philosophical/foundational issues about the concept of mental disorder that 
are at the core of much current philosophy of psychiatry.

We would like to conclude this short introduction with a methodological consid-
eration. The book is addressed to an interdisciplinary readership that, including 
graduate students, consists of behavioural scientists, different mental health practi-
tioners, and philosophers. Our hope is that research on psychopathy and its practical 
significance could profit by the investigation of research hypotheses that focus on 
the issues covered in this book. But this will only be possible if these hypotheses can 
be formulated and investigated by interdisciplinary research groups that will be able 
to converse (or compromise) and agree on the relevant problems and how to address 
them. So far, with very few exceptions, it seems that there has been a lack of com-
munication and collaboration amongst those who investigate psychopathy from 
these different perspectives. For instance, while several philosophical attempts at 
investigating the practical significance of psychopathy have relied on a too selective 
or inadequate reading of the neuropsychological literature (Jalava & Griffiths, 2017, 
this volume), the important conceptual and normative issues raised and debated in 
recent discussions in philosophy of psychiatry have had no significant impact on the 
scientific study of psychopathy.
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