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While a majority of the research on psychopathy has considered it as one construct, 
other studies in the adult literature have focused on possible subtypes or subgroups of 
psychopathy.97 One subgroup is consistent with Cleckley’s original concept of the primary 
psychopath:

[An individual] who displays certain characteristics that are maladaptive and 
pathological (e.g., lack of conscience, irresponsibility, failure to learn from 
experience)—as well as key traits that appear ostensibly adaptive, or at least 
nonpathological (e.g., low anxiety, interpersonal charm, absence of irrational 
thinking).98

Another subgroup also has many of the same maladaptive traits as the primary psy-
chopath. However, this subtype, or secondary psychopath, seems to be more prone to 
exhibit extensive symptoms of psychological turmoil and emotional reactivity. Also, these 
individuals tend to be more reactive, antagonistic, and impulsive; they are also more at 
risk for engaging in self- and other-destructive behavior such as drug use/abuse, suicidal 
ideation/gestures, and interpersonal aggression.99

Various theories have attempted to explain psychopathy. Lykken suggested the low fear-
quotient theory. He maintained that all individuals have an innate propensity to fear 
certain stimuli, such as loss of support, snakes, or strangers. Individuals subsequently 
associate, or condition, fear of stimuli and situations that they have previously experi-
enced with pain or punishment. This is referred to as an innate fear quotient; this fear 
quotient varies from person to person. Primary psychopaths are at the low end of this 
fear-quotient continuum. Further, most of the normal socialization process relies on pun-
ishing antisocial behavior. However, “someone who is relatively fearless will be relatively 
harder to socialize in this way”100 (see Box 7.1).

BOX 7.1

Lykken provided the following example of a child 
who demonstrated fearlessness. The letter was 
written by the mother of a teenage daughter in 
response to an article Lykken wrote for a popular 
magazine:

Your article on fearlessness was very infor-
mative. I was able to identify with many of 
the traits. However, being thirty-six and 
a single parent of three children, I have 
managed to backpack on the “edge” with-
out breaking my neck. I have a 14-year-
old daughter who seems to be almost 
fearless to anything in her environment. 
She jumps out second-story windows. 
When she was in first grade, I came home 
from work one afternoon and found her 
hanging by her fingers from our upstairs 

window. I “calmly” asked her what she 
was doing. She replied that she was “get-
ting refreshed.” Later, she stated that she 
did things like that when she needed a 
lift—that she was bored and it made her 
feel better. Nancy is bright, witty, attrac-
tive, charismatic, and meets people eas-
ily. She tends to choose friends who are 
offbeat, antisocial, and into dope, alcohol, 
etc. During her month’s visit here with me, 
she stole money from my purse, my bank 
card, etc., etc.101

THINK ABOUT IT:

How would you explain the link between this girl’s 
“fearlessness” and her criminal behavior?


