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Chapter 10
Psychopathy as a Scientific Kind: 
On Usefulness and Underpinnings

Thomas A. C. Reydon

Abstract This chapter examines the status of psychopathy as a scientific kind. I 
argue that the debate on the question whether psychopathy is a scientific kind as it 
is conducted at present (i.e., by asking whether psychopathy is a natural kind), is 
misguided. It relies too much on traditional philosophical views of what natural 
kinds (or: legitimate scientific kinds) are and how such kinds perform epistemic 
roles in the sciences. The paper introduces an alternative approach to the question 
what scientific (or: natural) kinds are. On this alternative approach, the Grounded 
Functionality Account of natural kinds, psychopathy emerges as a “good” scientific 
kind that is best understood as a region on a multidimensional space of behaviors 
rather than as a traditional natural kind.

Keywords Grounded functionality account · Natural kinds · Psychiatric kinds · 
Psychopathy · Scientific kinds

10.1  Introduction

Diagnosing a person as suffering from psychopathy – that is, as “being a psycho-
path” – seems to amount to placing that person into a particular category of people 
that supposedly share certain symptoms (i.e., a set of behavioral traits) as well as a 
common set of causes that underlie those symptoms. In the same way as for classi-
fications in other domains of science and everyday practice, it seems that the group-
ing of people in the category of psychopaths is intended to serve a variety of 
epistemic functions in the biomedical sciences and in clinical practice. Presumably, 
it is used to serve certain functions in juridical settings and everyday contexts too 
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(see, e.g., Malatesti & McMillan, 2014), but for reasons of space I shall ignore 
those here.

Important (but certainly not the only) epistemic functions of scientific classifica-
tions are the making of inferences (knowing the properties that the observed mem-
bers of a kind share allows us to make reliable inferences about as yet unobserved 
members of the kind) and the construction of explanations (knowing that an entity 
is a member of a particular kind explains its behavior). Accordingly, the grouping of 
persons in the category of psychopaths is supposed to allow researchers, clinicians, 
aid workers, and so on to make predictions about how a person falling into the cat-
egory will behave under particular circumstances, as well as how the person’s 
behavior might be changed by means of therapies or other measures (Brazil et al., 
2018). Thus, the category of psychopathy is supposed to serve researchers, clini-
cians, aid workers, and so on as a basis for investigations into the causes of psy-
chopathy and possible ways of intervention.

A set of questions that now arises, is the following: Does the category of psy-
chopathy indeed successfully serve the purposes that it is intended to serve? And if 
it does, how does it succeed? More generally, what makes classifications and the 
kinds that feature in them suitable to perform their epistemic functions, that is, what 
makes some classifications and kind suitable to stand at the focus of scientific inves-
tigations, and others much less so (Brazil et al., 2018)?1 These are questions that 
have a long history of discussion in the philosophy of science, as well as analytic 
philosophy more broadly. A traditional way of approaching these questions is by 
using the philosophical theory of natural kinds as a tool for the analysis of individ-
ual cases and distinguishing “good” scientific kinds – i.e., kinds of things, phenom-
ena, etc. that represent groups in nature – and thus can stand at the focus of scientific 
research – from groupings that are unsuitable for use in scientific research (MacLeod 
& Reydon, 2013; Reydon, 2010a, b). Thus, authors have asked whether kinds of 
entities in physics, chemistry, biology, and the social sciences can be conceived of 
as natural kinds – and, indeed, whether psychiatric kinds such as psychopathy are 
natural kinds (Beebee & Sabbarton-Leary, 2010; Brzović et  al., 2017; Haslam, 
2002a, b; Held, 2017; Kendler et al., 2011; Samuels, 2009; Tsou, 2013, 2016, 2019; 
Varga, 2018; Zachar, 2000, 2015). A guiding assumption in these debates is that 
natural kinds are “good”, “legitimate” or “valid” kinds for the purposes of scientific 
research, while other kinds (such as arbitrarily constructed groupings) are not useful 
for scientific use. Whether or not psychopathy and other psychiatric kinds can be 
counted as natural kinds thus could have profound ramifications for psychiatric 
research and clinical practice.

In what follows, I will explore the question whether psychopathy is a “good” 
scientific kind and – answering this question affirmatively – I will try to clarify how 
psychopathy as a scientific kind is best conceived of. This will entail a perspective 

1 Presumably, classifications and kinds also perform non-epistemic roles, such as practical and 
social roles (e.g., the medical treatment of patients with certain symptoms, or implementing affir-
mative action measures for individuals of particular groups). For reasons of space, however, I shall 
ignore these in the present paper and only look at the most prominent epistemic roles.
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of psychopathy as a kind that is quite different from traditional views of natural 
kinds. I will begin by briefly reviewing the state of the art in the philosophy of kinds 
and classification, and then examine the debate on the question whether kinds in 
psychiatric research and clinical practice, such as psychopathy, can be conceived of 
as natural kinds. I will argue that this debate as conducted at present is misguided, 
and introduce an alternative approach to the question what natural (or, scientific) 
kinds are.2 By way of conclusion, I will suggest an alternative view of how psy-
chopathy – if it cannot be understood as a natural or scientific kind – may still play 
a useful role in research and clinical practice.

10.2  The Philosophy of Kinds and Classification

The philosophical literature on (natural) kinds and classification is vast. Within the 
scope of the present chapter I can only provide a brief sketch of what (for the pur-
poses of this chapter) I consider to be the most relevant aspects of the debate.

Traditionally, natural kinds are thought of as kinds of substances (gold, water, 
etc.) or of entities (material objects, processes, properties, events, behaviors, phe-
nomena, etc.) that exist in nature independently of human classificatory activities, 
or – better formulated – as kinds of things that represent aspects of nature and as 
such have a firm foundation in nature. This natural foundation is supposed to hold 
the kind’s member entities together, keep them separate from members of other 
kinds, explain the characteristic traits of the members of a kind, underpin the pos-
sibility of making generalizations about the members of a natural kind, and so on. 
Because of their natural foundation, natural kinds can stand at the focus of scientific 
investigations, and can be used to perform crucial epistemic roles in the sciences 
such as the ones mentioned in the preceding section. On this view, one of the prin-
cipal aims of science is producing new knowledge about the various natural kinds 
of substances and/or things that exist in the world. As Bird and Tobin (2018) put it 
in their authoritative entry on natural kinds in the Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy:

Scientific disciplines frequently divide the particulars they study into kinds and theorize 
about those kinds. To say that a kind is natural is to say that it corresponds to a grouping 
that reflects the structure of the natural world rather than the interests and actions of human 
beings. We tend to assume that science is often successful in revealing these kinds […]. The 
existence of these real and independent kinds of things is held to justify our scientific infer-
ences and practices.

Unfortunately, the situation is much less simple than the above quotation suggests. 
On the picture suggested by the quotation from Bird & Tobin – which is a wide-
spread picture in the philosophical literature on natural kinds – there is something 

2 I will use the terms ‘natural kind’ and ‘scientific kind’ interchangeably. Whether one chooses to 
talk about scientific kinds or natural kinds, is merely a matter of terminological preference, I think. 
When it comes to this choice, though, nothing hinges on the usage of terms.
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in nature that natural kinds latch onto. That is, natural kinds represent “the structure 
of the natural world” adequately and because science is interested in various aspects 
of this structure, natural kinds are suitable groupings for scientists to investigate. 
But what, exactly, is this presumed “structure of the natural world” that natural 
kinds are supposed to represent? And what about that structure should they repre-
sent – the core elements of that structure, those aspects that we happen to find inter-
esting, or what? Does the world have a structure at all, or does it have no structure, 
or does it have many structures that all could be represented by natural kinds? How 
can we know whether the world has a definite structure, and what that structure 
consists in? These are long-standing metaphysical as well as epistemological ques-
tions that problematize the traditional picture of natural kinds and so far have not 
been conclusively answered.

Available accounts of natural kinds tend to assume that there is one specific 
aspect of the structure of the natural world that natural kinds should represent, but 
authors disagree on what this aspect is. For the longest time, the notion of natural 
kinds was connected to essentialism, i.e., the claim that for every natural kind there 
is a set of intrinsic, deep-level traits – the essence of the kind – that all and only 
members of that kind share, and that explain the observable traits that members of 
the kind typically exhibit. The idea thus was that essences are parts of the world’s 
structure, and natural kinds latch onto those parts. For the various kinds of elemen-
tary particles (the kinds featuring in the Standard Model of particle physics) and 
atoms (the chemical elements featuring in the Periodic System) this picture seems 
to make sense. Consider one of the well-worn examples usually mentioned in the 
literature on natural kinds: gold. All gold atoms have 79 nuclear protons, and only 
gold atoms do, so the intrinsic property of having a nucleus that contains 79 protons 
is both necessary and sufficient for being a gold atom. The property of having a 
nucleus that contains 79 protons performs an explanatory role with respect to the 
typical interactions of gold atoms with other atoms. In this sense, having a nucleus 
that contains 79 protons can be thought of as the essence of the kind gold.

Essentialism has, however, come under fire in the philosophy of science as a 
view that does not fit many of the kinds and classifications that actually feature in 
scientific practice. Consider the biological classification of organisms into species. 
Once a paradigmatic example of a classification into natural kinds, the view that 
biological species are natural kinds characterized by essences in the aforementioned 
sense is very difficult to uphold (Reydon, 2010b, 2012, 2013: 207–208).3 Most 
importantly, there usually is considerable variation among the members of any bio-
logical species, both synchronically and diachronically. Diachronically, due to evo-
lutionary change, the early members of a species will not necessarily resemble late 
members of the same species. Synchronically, there must be variation among the 
members of a species to make future evolution by means of natural selection 

3 For the story of the demise of essentialism in biology, see Ereshefsky (2001: 95–102). For an 
extensive discussion of the notion of natural kinds and its connection to essentialism, as well as an 
argument against essentialism that has strongly influenced the contemporary discussion on natural 
kinds, see Dupré (1993, Chapters 1–3).
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possible. In both cases, variation can occur with respect to any of the organisms’ 
traits, such that no trait or set of traits can be singled out as the species’ essence.

Notwithstanding the demise of essentialism, present-day accounts of natural 
kinds still tend to focus on one aspect of nature that all natural kinds are thought to 
represent. Consider the following examples. One account that is widely applied to 
kinds in the various sciences, Boyd’s Homeostatic Property Cluster account (e.g., 
Boyd, 1991, 1999, 2000), treats all natural kinds as representing homeostatic mech-
anisms in nature that cause stable patterns of similarity between a kind’s members 
to exist and in this way underwrite inferential statements about those kind-typical 
similarities.4 In a similar way, a recent account proposed by Khalidi (2013, 2018) 
treats all natural kinds as representing nodes in the causal network structure of the 
world. And on an account proposed by Slater (2013, 2015), all natural kinds repre-
sent stable patterns in nature that should simply be taken as brute facts of nature. 
This is not to say that there are no causes underlying such patterns, but rather that 
the nature of these causes is irrelevant for accepting a pattern as a natural kind. 
Slater’s point is that if we find a stable pattern of properties that regularly co-occur, 
we can highlight this pattern as a natural kind without knowing more (or anything) 
about what causes the co-occurrence. Moreover, there can be a plurality of such 
underlying causes on Slater’s account. Notwithstanding the differences between 
Boyd’s, Khalidi’s and Slater’s accounts, all treat natural kinds as representing one 
particular aspect of the world. In the contemporary debate, essences came to be 
replaced by homeostatic mechanisms, or by nodes in the world’s causal network, or 
by stable patterns, or by other factors, depending on which account one prefers.

As argued elsewhere (Ereshefsky & Reydon, 2015, forthcoming), this focus on 
one single aspect of nature that is supposed to underwrite all natural kinds (be it 
homeostatic mechanisms, nodes in nature’s causal nexus, stable patterns, or some-
thing else) is problematic. When considering the diverse sciences, we see that sci-
entists can have a variety of aspects of nature in mind when they construct 
classifications. Some classifications may be aimed at supporting inferential state-
ments, other at obtaining stable groups in which every entity under study can be 
uniquely located, others at obtaining groups of organisms that can stand at the focus 
of nature conservation efforts, others at mapping out all the causal factors that play 
a role in a particular domain of phenomena, still others at obtaining groups of peo-
ple that are useful as the basis for therapeutic and social interventions, and so on. 
Sometimes homeostatic mechanisms might be in focus, while in other context 
causal nodes are highlighted, still other areas focus on brute stable patterns, and so 
on. Any adequate account of natural kinds should therefore recognize a plurality of 

4 Boyd’s account has become popular among scientists in various areas of work as well as philoso-
phers of science, and is often seen (but also criticized) as a promising account of kinds in psychol-
ogy and psychiatry (Beebee & Sabbarton-Leary, 2010; Brzović et al., 2017; Held, 2017; Kendler 
et al., 2011; Samuels, 2009). However, Boyd’s account is problematic as an account of natural 
kinds or kinds that successfully feature in the sciences – for reasons of space, I am unable to elabo-
rate this matter here, but for detailed criticism see Ereshefsky and Reydon (2015).
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aspects of nature that natural kinds might latch onto. Available accounts, thus, are 
too monistic and insufficiently attuned to what scientific practice is actually like.

Moreover, lacking direct access to what the natural world is like, we lack founda-
tions for the assumption that the world has any clear-cut general structure (Waters, 
2017, 2019). This makes it doubtful that the kinds that feature in the sciences can be 
interpreted as simply representing unique aspects of the world’s structure. There 
might be many – even innumerably many – structures, or there might be no structure 
at all. As we don’t have any direct access to the world’s inner workings (i.e., we 
cannot straightforwardly see what the world is really like, but have to use mediated 
observations, experiments, inferences, and so on), the assumption that the world has 
a unique structure that natural kinds should latch onto is unwarranted.

For the reasons discussed above, the view according to which “[t]o say that a 
kind is natural is to say that it corresponds to a grouping that reflects the structure 
of the natural world rather than the interests and actions of human beings” (Bird & 
Tobin, 2018) does not seem tenable. We cannot say much about the structure of the 
natural world independently of the interests and actions of human beings, after all. 
Any account of natural kinds should account for those kinds that we use to describe, 
explain, and intervene in the world – i.e., the kinds that feature in the investigations 
of the world that we conduct because of the particular interests that we have.

By way of an alternative account (called the Grounded Functionality Account of 
natural kinds) that takes up the preceding considerations, Ereshefsky and Reydon 
(forthcoming) have suggested that “good” scientific kinds are kinds that further the 
specific epistemic and non-epistemic aims of the particular context in which they 
are used. The “goodness” of scientific kinds thus is a matter of functionality, i.e., of 
how well kinds perform as judged by the specific aims of the research context in 
which they feature. In addition, a kind’s functionality must be explained in terms of 
what it is in the world that the kind represents. That is, a kind must not only be 
functional to count as a “good” scientific kind, but its functionality must also be 
explained by how it is grounded in specific aspects of nature. Both the functionality 
and the grounding of kinds are local matters on this account, and not global matters: 
functionality is assessed only with respect to the specific aims of a particular 
research context, and the explanation of how kinds achieve their functionality is 
given only in terms of the aspects of nature that are in focus of the corresponding 
research context. On the Grounded Functionality Account, natural kinds depend on 
the world as well as on human interests and classificatory activities.

This account follows the view of classification that was formulated more than 
three centuries ago in Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Locke 
observed that there always are two sides to every classification: as Locke put it, 
nature makes entities, phenomena, etc. similar and different, while we group enti-
ties, phenomena, etc. into kinds on the basis of the similarities and differences that 
we are interested in.5 While many available accounts of natural kinds only look at 

5 For discussions of Locke’s view and how it relates to the contemporary debate on kinds, see 
(Reydon, 2010a, 2014, 2016).
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one side (what it is in nature that kinds represent) and as such can be said to think 
of natural kinds as “zooming in” onto aspects of nature, adequate accounts should 
look at both sides and think of kinds as equally being the result of nature and of 
human interests and classificatory activities (what I elsewhere called “co-creation” 
of kinds by nature and by us – Reydon, 2016). More generally (and that is the gist 
of the Grounded Functionality Account), when assessing the question at the begin-
ning of this chapter – what makes some classifications suitable to stand at the focus 
of scientific investigations and others much less so – one has to look at both what a 
classification is for (i.e., the specific epistemic and non-epistemic aims in focus) and 
how the classification achieves what it is for.

10.3  Is Psychopathy a Natural Kind?

In the past 1–2 decades a body of literature has come into existence in which kinds 
of mental disorders are discussed as putative natural kinds. Several authors have 
noted that we have a – possibly innate – tendency to think of diseases and mental 
disorders in essentialist terms and thus as there being a set of deep-level, explana-
tory traits that, must necessarily be exhibited by a person to be classified as suffer-
ing from a particular disease or disorder, and is sufficient to classify the person as a 
sufferer from that disease or disorder (for discussion, see Haslam & Ernst, 2002; 
Adriaens & De Block, 2013). Because of such an essentialist understanding of natu-
ral kinds, a widespread consensus emerged that psychiatric disorders cannot be 
thought of as natural kinds.

For example, Zachar argues that “that it is a mistake to think of psychiatric syn-
dromes as natural kinds, meaning bounded categories that have necessary and suf-
ficient internal conditions for their diagnosis” (Zachar, 2000: 168) and that “this 
kind of essentialistic thinking is scientifically malignant” (Zachar, 2000: 169). 
Zachar – as well as other participants in the debate, such as Haslam (2002a, b) – 
think of natural kinds as grounded in essences (in the sense specified above) and 
reject psychiatric kinds as such natural kinds. Instead, Zachar suggests that they are 
practical kinds, that is, “stable patterns that can be identified with varying levels of 
reliability and validity” (Zachar, 2000: 167). But, as was briefly discussed in Sect. 
10.2, there are many other accounts of what natural kinds are, some of which might 
fit psychiatric kinds better than essentialism. In particular, it is noteworthy that 
Zachar’s notion of practical kinds seems the same as Slater’s notion of natural kinds, 
mentioned above. While Zachar rejects mere stable patterns as natural kinds, Slater 
accepts them and argues that this is precisely what natural kinds are: stable patterns 
in the world. Zachar seems to object to the assumption that there always must be a 
clear-cut set of intrinsic traits underlying a pattern of behavior for it to count as a 
psychiatric natural kind. But the brief discussion in Sect. 10.2 showed that this is too 
strict a view of what natural kinds – or “good” scientific kinds – are. In this sense, 
the debate on psychiatric kinds is misguided.

10 Psychopathy as a Scientific Kind: On Usefulness and Underpinnings
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In later work, Zachar (2015; Kendler et al. 2011) is more positive about Boyd’s 
Homeostatic Property Cluster account of natural kinds, as he conceives it as less 
essentialistic than traditional views.6 But he criticizes Boyd’s account for not 
acknowledging the role of social factors in the construction of psychiatric kinds. As 
he put it:

Natural kind concepts are supposed to represent what exists independent of our classifica-
tions, but in application, concepts for disorders become subject to our goals and interests. 
The clinical goals of practitioners and patients, the various scientific goals of researchers, 
philosophical theories about the nature of disorders, the priorities of health service admin-
istrators and social policy analysts, and commercial interests, for better or worse, have all 
played a role in how constructs for psychiatric disorders are developed. […] The homeo-
static property cluster model […] says little about the role of background assumptions and 
goals in selecting “good” classifications. […] Such is the inspiration behind the claim that 
psychiatric disorders are practical kinds. (Zachar, 2015: 289).

I agree with Zachar that the Homeostatic Property Cluster does not have social fac-
tors, such as clinical goals and priorities of health service administrators, in view 
when it comes to accounting for how kinds and classifications are constructed. The 
aim in view in Boyd’s account is purely epistemic (i.e., the making of inferences). 
But I have quoted Zachar at length, because this quotation is illustrative of a further 
important aspect of the debate. Besides essentialism Zachar also assumes that natu-
ral kinds represent “what exists independent of our classifications” (Zachar, 2015: 
289), thus expressing something similar to Bird & Tobin’s view of natural kinds 
representing “the structure of the world”, quoted above.

Zachar argues – correctly, I think – that psychiatric kinds do not necessarily rep-
resent nature as it is independently of human interests and classificatory activities, 
but to an important extent represent the interests of researchers, clinicians, health 
service administrators, and other parties with a vested interest in mental health. 
Indeed, as Hacking famously argued (e.g., Hacking, 1993, 1995, 1999, 2007) kinds 
in the human sciences (including psychiatric and psychological kinds and catego-
ries) to a considerable extent are products of social construction. What Hacking 
called “human kinds” are kinds of people, who are being grouped together by sci-
entists into a kind because they exhibit the same scientifically interesting behaviors, 
characteristics, dispositions, etc. (Hacking, 1995: 351–352)  – kinds like child 
abuser, genius, obese person, or unemployed person. Human kinds thus are intended 
as “good” scientific kinds, i.e., as kinds “about which we would like to have system-
atic, general, and accurate knowledge; generalizations sufficiently strong that they 
seem like laws about people” (Hacking, 1995: 352).

Hacking pointed to two important differences between human kinds and natural 
kinds. First, in contrast to the entities studied in the natural sciences the entities that 
the human/social sciences study (i.e., individual humans) may become aware that 

6 Zachar also proposed an account of psychiatric kinds as “moral-medical kinds” (Zachar & Potter, 
2010) in response to Charland’s (2004) suggestion that many personality disorders are moral dis-
orders rather than medical disorders, that is, moral categories that are to be conceived of in a dif-
ferent way than the (natural) kinds that stand at the focus of biomedical science.
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scientists classify them in a particular manner. Consequently, they may become 
motivated to alter their behavior or their characteristics and, in so doing, may bring 
it about that what scientists thought they knew to generally hold about members of 
the kind no longer holds. Thus, in contrast to the natural sciences, classifications in 
the human/social sciences may induce changes in the properties of the classified 
entities in such ways that useful scientific generalizations over the kinds will not be 
possible. Hacking calls such feedback effects between classifications and the classi-
fied subject matter “looping effects”. Second, “[t]he chief difference between natu-
ral and human kinds is that the human kinds often make sense only within a certain 
social context” (Hacking, 1995: 362). Hacking argued that the kinds of people stud-
ied in the human/social sciences are not simply “given”, but are kinds that are con-
structed at some point in human history in response to changes in the cultural 
context. The kind homosexual, for example, “as a kind of person came into being 
only late in the nineteenth century as homosexual behavior became an object of 
scientific scrutiny” (Hacking, 1995: 354). Thus, it is not the case that this kind was 
discovered by social scientists in the late-nineteenth century  – as, for example, 
sodium was discovered earlier that century. Rather, according to Hacking, the kind 
was created at a particular time and in a specific cultural context as a result of a 
particular human behavior becoming socially and scientifically interesting. 
Moreover, the criteria for being a member of the kind may change with the interests 
of society and science, leading to changes in kind membership and even to kinds 
ceasing to be recognized.7

Such dependence of kinds on human interests makes it questionable, on 
Hacking’s view, whether the natural grounding of such kinds is sufficiently strong 
and the kinds themselves sufficiently stable to perform its epistemic roles. At least, 
for Hacking it was sufficient reason to think that kinds in the human sciences do not 
live up to the expectations of “good” scientific kinds (and Zachar seems to agree on 
this point). But the assumption that natural kinds represent the world as it is inde-
pendently of human interests, is much too strict. As I pointed out in Sect. 10.2, 
accounts of natural kinds exist that explicitly take natural kinds to represent human 
interests as well as aspects of the world (Ereshefsky & Reydon, 2015, forthcoming; 
Reydon, 2014, 2016). Moreover, this way of thinking about natural kinds has been 
present in philosophy for over 300 years. Zachar’s conclusion that psychiatric kinds 
are not natural kinds because they are affected by our goals and interests, thus, is 
mistaken.8

But I believe that there is another reason why claims like the ones made by 
Zachar  – and the debate on whether psychiatric kinds are natural kinds more 

7 Hysteria is a prominent example of a kind that made sense within a particular context, but ceased 
to be recognized at a later time.
8 I also believe that Zachar’s claim, that Boyd’s account does not acknowledge the role of human 
interests and goals in the construction of classifications, is mistaken. In his work, Boyd explicitly 
refers to Locke’s views on kinds and presents his work as a continuation of Locke’s ideas and 
philosophers tend to understand Boyd’s account as allowing human interests to play a part in clas-
sifications (e.g., Beebee & Sabbarton-Leary, 2010).
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generally – are mistaken. The debate focuses on available philosophical accounts of 
what natural kinds are, and then asks whether psychiatric kinds fit those accounts. 
(And, as I argued, the debate does not include the whole spectrum of available 
accounts, but considers only essentialism and the Homeostatic Property Cluster 
account, and finds that psychiatric kinds do not fit those accounts.) Participants in 
the debate often come to a negative conclusion that psychiatric kinds in general, or 
at least one or several important psychiatric kinds, cannot be thought of as natural 
kinds (e.g., Brzović et  al., 2017; Haslam, 2002a, b; Varga, 2018; Zachar, 2000, 
2015).9 Some authors, such as Zachar (discussed above) introduce other ways of 
thinking about psychiatric kinds. But what is gained by such arguments? The origi-
nal question that at the beginning of this chapter I highlighted as standing at the 
heart of the philosophical debate on natural kinds – what makes some classifications 
suitable to stand at the focus of scientific investigations (and others much less so) – 
remains unanswered. Zachar’s claim that psychiatric kinds are practical kinds takes 
psychiatric kinds out of the natural kinds fold, but does not explain why psychiatric 
kinds are successfully used in scientific research, clinical practice, and other con-
texts. The focus on what philosophers have written about the concept of natural 
kinds thus has led the debate astray, away from the question that the debate should 
have been about.

Taking available philosophical accounts and asking whether the case of psy-
chopathy fits any of these accounts amounts to putting the cart before the horse, I 
suggest. So, in what follows I want to refocus the debate on its proper question: how 
can the successful use of psychiatric kinds be explained?10 In so doing, I will also 
focus on the psychiatric kind of psychopathy, as so far I have said little about 
that kind.

Note first that traditional views of natural kinds, such as voiced by Bird and 
Tobin (2018), indeed do not fit the case of psychopathy. The kind psychopathy is not 
simply found in the world. We find individual human beings, each with a specific set 
of traits and behaviors and with a considerable variety between individuals, and 
some of those individuals we group together into the category of psychopaths on the 
basis of certain traits that are considered to be characteristic. In his influential 
account of case studies, The Mask of Sanity, Cleckley ((1976); see also Thomas- 
Peter, 1992: Table 1) listed 16 traits as characteristic of psychopaths, and contempo-
rary definitions typically are variations on Cleckley’s list. An article aimed at a 
general audience, for example, says:

9 But see Tsou (2013, 2016, 2019) for a more positive view of psychiatric kinds as natural kinds.
10 Assuming that psychopathy and other psychiatric kinds that feature in classificatory systems 
such as ICD-10 and DSM-5 are successfully used in the sciences, that is. I will not question that 
assumption at this point in the paper, but will discuss it further below. Here, it should be noted that 
several authors have shed doubt on the usefulness assumption, highlighting the problem that such 
kinds might not useful precisely because they do not capture unified sets of causal factors, mecha-
nisms, etc., that underwrite re-occurring clusters of phenomena. For discussion, see Insel and 
Cuthbert (2015), Brazil et al. (2018) or Jurjako et al. (2019).

T. A. C. Reydon



179

psychopathy consists of a specific set of personality traits and behaviors. Superficially 
charming, […] self-centered, dishonest and undependable, and at times they engage in irre-
sponsible behavior for no apparent reason other than the sheer fun of it. Largely devoid of 
guilt, empathy and love […]. Psychopaths routinely offer excuses for their reckless and 
often outrageous actions, placing blame on others instead. They rarely learn from their 
mistakes or benefit from negative feedback, and they have difficulty inhibiting their 
impulses (Lilienfeld & Arkowitz, 2007/2008: 90).

At present, we have a situation in which different definitions encompass different 
lists of characteristic traits (see, e.g., MacKenzie, 2014; Brzović et al., 2017: 192ff.). 
At the phenomenological level, that is, the level of observable behavioral traits 
thought characteristic of members of the kind psychopath, there is profound dis-
agreement with respect to the question which set of traits can be taken to delimit 
the kind.

This disagreement is deepened by a long-standing debate on the causal basis of 
the set of behavioral traits characteristic of psychopaths. In the “Hare vs. Blackburn” 
debate (discussed in detail by Thomas-Peter, 1992), for example, one side proposed 
a classification of psychopaths into “primary psychopaths” (characterized by low 
levels of anxiety and thought to be strongly genetically based) and “secondary psy-
chopaths” (characterized by high levels of anxiety and thought to be strongly envi-
ronmentally based) on the basis of clear differences in behavior,11 while the other 
side in the debate argued that secondary psychopaths should not be classified as 
psychopaths at all, because the two kinds of behavior were due to different underly-
ing causes. The debate ensued in different conceptualizations of psychopathy, which 
Thomas-Peter (1992: 339) identifies as a North American and a European concep-
tualization. But the debates are not limited to these two conceptualizations. In a 
recent inventory of the debates, Lilienfeld et  al. (2015) highlighted that authors 
disagree on the questions which behavioral traits should be included in the set of 
characteristic traits, whether psychopathy is a unidimensional or multidimensional 
condition, whether adaptive traits (traits that generally benefit their bearers, such as 
boldness) are part of the condition, whether antisocial behaviors constitute an inte-
gral part of the condition or merely are consequences of it, and whether the correla-
tions between behavioral symptoms is sufficient to understand psychopathy as a 
syndrome. As the authors point out, it is not clear whether psychopathy is a unified 
category or encompasses a plurality of quite distinct behavioral phenomena, how 
sharply delimited the category is or can be made, and what exactly psychopathy is 
(Lilienfeld et  al., 2015). The authors’ diagnosis is severe: “If researchers cannot 
agree on whether psychopathy is one condition or several, or on whether the traits 
that some researchers view as essential to the condition are even relevant to it, the 
field is bound to be in intellectual disarray.” (Lilienfeld et al., 2015: 594). If this 

11 “[T]he inappropriate behavior of the primary psychopath is presumed to be a consequence of 
some intrinsic deficit that hampers self-regulation and normal adjustment, whereas secondary psy-
chopathy is viewed as an indirect consequence of inadequate intelligence, psychotic thinking, 
excessive neurotic anxiety, unusual sex drive, or other attributes that increase a person’s vulnerabil-
ity to chronic misbehavior” (Newman et al., 2005: 319).
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diagnosis is correct, it may be doubted whether psychopathy is a “good” scientific 
kind at all, i.e., a kind that can be used fruitfully in research and clinical contexts. 
Under such circumstances, asking whether psychopathy can be thought of as a natu-
ral kind is moot.

The problem with respect to the kind ‘psychopath’ as a “good” scientific kind 
(or, even, a natural kind), then, can be summarized as follows. First, there exists 
persistent unclarity regarding the question which behavioral traits are characteristic 
of the members of the kind ‘psychopath’. At the level of the phenomena, thus, there 
is a debate whether ‘psychopathy’ denotes a stable pattern of behavioral traits at all. 
Second, there exists persistent unclarity regarding the question how the kind is 
grounded, i.e., which deep-level traits, causal factors, mechanisms, or other factors 
are responsible for the regular co-occurrence of the aforementioned characteristic 
traits. Some participants in the debate hold that, while ‘psychopathy’ does denote a 
stable pattern of behavioral traits, there is no common grounding for all instances, 
such that psychopathy cannot be seen as a natural kind but should be thought of as 
a mere practical kind (Zachar, discussed above). Third, and connected to the second 
point, there exists persistent unclarity regarding the question to what extent the kind 
‘psychopath’ is grounded in nature (i.e., to what extent factors in nature play a role 
in supporting the kind, be it one factor for all instances or a diversity of factors) and 
to what extent it is grounded in the interests of researchers, clinicians, health admin-
istrators, and others. As we have seen in the above discussion, for authors such as 
Zachar, the partial grounding of psychiatric kinds in human interests reinforces the 
view of such kinds as practical – but not natural – kinds.

But if these considerations are right, what does this imply for the use of ‘psy-
chopathy’ as a technical term in mental health research and clinical practice? The 
term continues to be widely used and even if the debate ends in the determination 
that psychopathy cannot be conceived of as a natural kind, its roles in research and 
clinical practice still must be explained. To conclude, I will now turn to this issue.

10.4  Psychopathy as a Behavioral Variant Rather 
Than a Kind

To what extent can we judge whether psychiatric kinds, such as psychopathy, are 
“good” scientific kinds? The philosophy of kinds and classification, briefly dis-
cussed above, can provide us with tools to accommodate this debate. Recall from 
Sect. 10.2 that a diverse spectrum of accounts of natural kinds is available in the 
philosophical literature. Most of these focus on the first and/or second issues men-
tioned in the previous paragraph, i.e., the properties that are thought to be character-
istic of a kind’s member entities at the phenomenal level and/or the deep-level 
properties or causal factors that cause the regular co-occurrence of those character-
istic properties. That is, most available accounts of natural kinds focus on what it is 
in nature that kinds represent, either at the level of empirically accessible 
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phenomena, or at the level of what underlies these phenomena, or both.12 What is 
much less in focus is the question what a classification is for – in what ways kinds 
are successfully used in scientific practice and other contexts of practice, and (sub-
sequently) what underwrites their success.

I want to suggest that it is not a fruitful approach to ask (1) what aspects of nature 
a kind represents without first considering (2) what it was intended to represent and 
why researchers, clinicians, and so on, in the first place chose to focus on those 
aspects of the world rather than on other aspects. The Grounded Functionality 
Account of kinds, mentioned above, inverts the order of questions (1) and (2) and 
begins with question (2). It begins by asking how well a kind or classification per-
forms in light of the specific aims for which it was developed, and only then moves 
on to asking how the kind’s functionality can be explained in terms of what it is in 
the world that the kind represents. Taking this perspective on the case of psychopa-
thy or psychiatric kinds more generally leads us to focus on the questions for what 
aims the kind psychopathy was devised, whether it performs successfully in 
research, clinical practice and elsewhere, and if it does perform successfully, what 
underpins its success. I suggest that in this way the Grounded Functionality Account 
of kinds provides tools with which the debate can be reoriented in a more fruitful 
direction.

When asking whether psychopathy is a “good” scientific kind, then, the first 
question that presents itself is whether the kinds furthers the aims of that classifica-
tory context within which it is used. An interesting aspect of the debate that was 
examined in the previous section is that it is conducted against the background of 
the assumption that psychopathy is a functional kind. That is, it is a kind that per-
forms at least some role in scientific research and clinical practice. This assumption 
seems right: a quick search in Google Scholar yields a plethora of research publica-
tions that center around the kind psychopathy. But statements like the one from 
Lilienfeld et al. (2015), quoted above, suggest otherwise. The disagreement among 
researchers and clinicians about questions whether ‘psychopathy’ denotes one con-
dition or multiple, which behavioral traits should be counted as part of the set of 
characteristic behaviors of psychopaths, and what psychopathy ultimately is, sug-
gests that it may be doubted whether psychopathy is a useful scientific kind at all. It 
is odd that the debate that was reviewed briefly in the preceding section largely 
passes by the question for what the kind term ‘psychopathy’ is used, and lets itself 
be bogged down by the dichotomy between kinds that represent the world as it is 
independently of us (natural kinds, on traditional views of what natural kinds are) 

12 In a recent paper, for example, Brzović et al. (2017) argued that there is insufficient evidence to 
assume that psychopathy is associated with a stable behavioral pattern (i.e., a stable set of behav-
ioral traits that is seen in most psychopaths) and that there is insufficient evidence to assume that 
the kind psychopathy is supported by a stable set of underlying mechanisms or causal factors. 
Thus, the authors conclude, psychopathy cannot be understood as a natural kind  – neither on 
Boyd’s Homeostatic Property Cluster account nor on Slater’s account, which (alluding to Boyd) 
he called the Stable Property Cluster account.
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and kinds that in part represent human interests (kinds that on traditional views can-
not be thought of as natural kinds).

On the Grounded Functionality Account of scientific kinds this is the wrong way 
to approach the issue – first one has to clarify what a kind does or what it is used for 
within a particular context of practice, and then one can ask in what way it is con-
nected to nature such that its grounding in nature supports what it does or what it is 
used for. The first questions to answer, then are what, exactly, the function(s) of the 
kind psychopathy is/are in the particular contexts of research and clinical practice in 
which it is used, how the kind relates to other kinds that feature in the same contexts, 
whether the kind’s functions can be realized in a better way by subdividing the kind 
into multiple kinds or removing a subgroup from the kind, and so on. The meta-
physical question regarding the grounding of the kind’s functions in aspects of 
nature comes up second in line in the course of exploring these questions.

Consider Zachar’s claim that psychopathy and other psychiatric kinds are not 
natural kinds but practical kinds. Zachar argues that psychiatric kinds are not gener-
ally well-grounded in deeper features of the world but nonetheless perform well in 
practice as stable patterns of behavior that we find in the world. Hence, such kinds 
are practical kinds. As Zachar writes: “Concepts for psychiatric disorders are con-
stituted by discoveries and decisions. There is an interaction between what the 
world produces and what we find useful to notice.” (Zachar, 2015: 289). That is 
surely right, but this holds for all kinds in the sciences (Reydon, 2016). There are no 
kinds in the sciences that represent the world as it is independently of human 
interests!

Kinds are always embedded in contexts of practice – they are always embedded 
in a context that is affected by decisions about which theoretical perspective should 
be used to understand the world and on which aspects of the world focus should be 
placed. Kinds always are both theory- and practice-laden.13 Thus, the question 
whether psychiatric kinds are natural kinds or practical kinds is a red herring. 
Zachar’s (2015) question whether psychiatric disorders are natural kinds made by 
the world or practical kinds made by us, is a non-starter. All kinds that are success-
fully used in research and clinical practice are practical kinds in Zachar’s sense – 
they are stable patterns of recurrent properties (as in the case of kinds of elementary 
particles and the chemical elements) or behaviors (as in the case of kinds in animal 
ethology and kinds the sciences of human behavior), patterns of descent (such as 
biological species), patterns of stages (for example, kinds of physical, chemical, and 
biological processes), and so on, that we highlight because they are of interest in the 

13 A minority of contemporary accounts of natural kinds acknowledge this, including Boyd’s 
Homeostatic Property Cluster account and the Grounded Functionality Account. A crucial differ-
ence between the Homeostatic Property Cluster account and the Grounded Functionality Account, 
though, is that the former only acknowledges epistemic interests as guiding classification, while 
the latter acknowledges both epistemic and non-epistemic interests as guiding classification. 
Another crucial difference is that the Homeostatic Property Cluster account makes a priori 
assumptions regarding how kinds are grounded in the world (namely, by homeostatic mecha-
nisms), whereas the Grounded Functionality Account makes no such assumptions and allows for a 
plurality of ways of grounding.
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context of our efforts to understand the world and intervene in it. But they cannot be 
merely stable patterns, because their successful use in scientific research and prac-
tices of application must be a matter of how the kinds are connected to the world (or, 
of what aspects of the world they represent).

To give a quick example, the grouping of fruits and vegetables in supermarkets 
(where fruits such as tomatoes and cucumbers are usually grouped with the vegeta-
bles) is a stable pattern in the context of a particular practice. But the pattern is 
exclusively grounded in our decisions regarding what goes well with what on your 
plate – it is wholly ungrounded in nature, as there is nothing in nature that makes 
tomatoes belong to the vegetables. This is where theories of natural kinds come into 
play – they are supposed to enable us to distinguish between stable patterns that are 
grounded in the world and those that are not grounded in the world. This means that 
nothing is gained by Zachar’s proposal to think of psychiatric kinds as practical 
kinds rather than natural kinds: if they indeed are useful kinds in research and clini-
cal practice, one cannot be content by the observation that they are stable patterns, 
but must move beyond that observation to explain what might underwrite their use-
fulness. Practical kinds, too, must have a metaphysical basis in the world – if they 
don’t, they are as arbitrary as the common grouping of tomatoes and cucumbers 
with the vegetables. But while for the latter grouping its arbitrariness does not mat-
ter much, psychiatric kinds are aimed at understanding the causality behind certain 
patterns of behavior, and at interventions that change those behaviors. For psychiat-
ric kinds, then, arbitrariness is not acceptable.

Given the debate about the functionality of ‘psychopathy’ as a kind term in psy-
chiatric and behavioral research, as well as clinical practice, at present it is not pos-
sible to answer the question whether psychopathy is a “good” scientific kind. But 
we might achieve a little more clarity on this issue by looking at how the kind might 
be grounded in the world. Note that, while defending a view of psychiatric kinds as 
stable patterns (i.e., practical kinds), Zachar (2000: 173) leaves open the option that 
psychopathy is a maladaptive variant in the human population, rather than a dys-
function of the brain. Interestingly, in a recent paper Jurjako et al. (2019) argued that 
psychopathy might be an adaptive variant in the human population.14 In the same 
way as Zachar, Jurjako observes that “psychopathic traits present a constant and 
stabile variation in human personality” (Jurjako, 2019: 12), or, in Zachar’s terms, 
constitute a stable pattern. But while Zachar suspects that the pattern constitutes a 
maladaptive constellation of behavioral traits (and thus a constellation that does not 
need to be explained), Jurjako conjectures that it can be explained as a consequence 
of evolution by means of natural selection, that is, as a set of traits that is adaptive 
in relation to a particular social niche. As he writes,

the peculiar activation patterns of amygdala and related neural circuitry in psychopaths can 
be seen as adaptations to an environment where it pays off to engage in the antisocial life-
style that is sustained by the balancing selection [i.e., selection where the fitness of a phe-
notype depends on the frequencies of other phenotypes in the population – clarification 
added]. […] this life strategy can be beneficial in environments where life expectancy is 

14 For authors who made this suggestion earlier, see Mealey (1995) and Lalumière et al. (2008).
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lower and thus it pays more to invest in reproductive efforts […]. Since the amygdala’s role 
in psychopathy might be to enable such a life strategy, we do not have grounds for claiming 
that it is malfunctioning, even if it is correlated with reduced longevity. […] psychopathic 
traits instantiate an adaptive life strategy that is maintained by frequency-dependent selec-
tion. I maintain that until this hypothesis is proven false we should be reluctant in judging 
that psychopathic traits present harmful dysfunctions (Jurjako, 2019: 19).

In both Zachar’s and Jurjako’s account, then, psychopathy represents a behavioral 
variant, i.e., a particular area in the space of possible human behaviors. Contrary to 
how behaviors are often defined in evolutionary game theoretic models (in which, 
for example, two discrete behaviors such as “hawk” and “dove” are present in a 
population and after a number of rounds a stable pattern of behaviors emerges – 
Maynard Smith, 1982: 10ff.; Jurjako, 2019), human behaviors constitute a continu-
ous many-dimensional space. In either case – whether psychopathy is an adaptive 
variant that is kept in the population due to natural selection, or a maladaptive vari-
ant that remains in the population due to other causes –, ‘psychopathy’ can be con-
ceived of as denoting a non-strictly delimited area in the behavioral state space, 
where some people may occupy a position squarely within that area while others are 
located somewhere in the diffuse (and probably quite extensive) boundary area. 
This view would do justice to the fact that psychopathy is not a yes-or-no matter, but 
comes in degrees.

What does this mean for the question that we started out with, namely whether 
psychopathy is a “good” scientific kind (or a natural kind, even)? I want to suggest 
that the view of psychopathy as a behavioral variant can provide a clue to its func-
tion in contexts of research and clinical practice without it being relevant whether or 
not it can be counted as a natural kind on any of the traditional philosophical 
accounts of natural kinds. What the term ‘psychopathy’ does, I suggest, is to locate 
individual persons somewhere on a continuum of behaviors. Saying that someone is 
a psychopath does not put that person into a scientific kind or category, but rather 
locates that person somewhere in the space of distribution of behavioral traits. This 
is an important function for purposes of scientific research as well as clinical inter-
vention (as well as in other contexts, such as attributions of moral responsibility in 
criminal trials – see Malatesti & McMillan, 2014), and we have seen two sugges-
tions as to how that function may be supported by the world (as an adaptive variant 
kept in the population by natural selection, or as a maladaptive variant that may 
remain in the population as an evolutionary stable strategy).

What this leads to is a view of psychopathy not as a kind of people or a kind of 
behavior, characterized by a set of behaviors that are typical for psychopaths, but of 
psychopathy as a region on a multidimensional space of behaviors. Saying that a 
person is a psychopath, on this view, amounts to locating that person at a particular 
point within that region.
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10.5  Conclusion

The conclusion of the considerations presented in this chapter must be: yes, psy-
chopathy is a good scientific kind. Proponents of the Grounded Functionality 
Account would acknowledge it as a natural kind (but, as highlighted in footnote 2, it 
is merely a terminological matter whether one uses ‘natural kind’ or ‘scientific 
kind’). But on (by far) most accounts of natural kinds, psychopathy would not count 
as a natural kind, as psychopathy does not fit their views of what natural kinds are.

Indeed, psychopathy as a grouping does not seem particularly useful as the basis 
of inferential statements (i.e., generalizations about the traits that all, or at least the 
large majority of, psychopaths exhibit) or as the basis of scientific explanations and 
as such it does not seem to perform the epistemic function that is commonly attrib-
uted to natural kinds in the philosophical literature. But there are many other func-
tions besides supporting inferences, epistemic ones as well as non-epistemic ones, 
that kind terms perform in the sciences (Ereshefsky & Reydon, 2015, forthcoming). 
Focusing too much on just one epistemic role entails missing much of how kind 
terms function in actual scientific practice, clinical practice, and elsewhere.

In this chapter, I hope to have shown why asking whether psychopathy is a natu-
ral kind is the wrong question, at least when the question is approached using most 
of the available philosophical theories of natural kinds. We should ask what the 
grouping that the term denotes is good for, and whether its role is grounded in the 
world. Approaching the matter in this way avoids getting stuck on the question 
whether psychopathy represents a grouping in the world as it is independently of 
human interests and classificatory activities and allows us to focus on the questions 
that really matter.
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