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What is a psychopath anyway?
The term ‘psychopath’ is not always used consistently 
but it roughly equates to the diagnostic category of 
‘antisocial personality disorder’ (APD). APD denotes a 
pattern of antisocial, irresponsible and often criminal 
behaviour. Some writers have tried to distinguish 
between psychopaths and sociopaths but there is no 
reliable distinction and this is probably misleading.

Psychopaths are defined as sharing a number 
of personality characteristics. These are measured 
by a psychometric test called the Psychopathic 
Personality Inventory (PPI). The PPI measures three 
broad characteristics — fearless dominance, self-
centred impulsivity and cold-heartedness. Put simply, 
psychopaths are bold, selfish, impulsive and uncaring.

Not all politicians or leaders share psychopathic 

A psychopath in 
the White House?
It’s now October and we should probably 
face that fact that by November we may 
have a psychopath in the White House. 
But is that as scary as it sounds? Is it even 
unusual? Matt Jarvis considers these 
questions

If you haven’t studied personality and personality 
disorders the term ‘psychopath’ probably calls to 
mind an image of a leering axe-murderer. Actually, 

although many serial killers are psychopaths there are 
other factors underlying some cases of repeated murder 
and most psychopaths do not indulge in recreational 
murder.
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Weblinks to follow up
Read more about psychopaths here:  
www.tinyurl.com/l732g4y
You can have a look at a short version of the PPI 
here: www.tinyurl.com/ktjebh6
Dutton’s study is summarised here:  
www.tinyurl.com/jspr6dl
A Telegraph report on Donald Trump’s PPI:  
www.tinyurl.com/h8alkvx

traits but all these characteristics can be helpful in 
some situations. Heads of state are required to make 
decisions, for example around military action and 
health provision, that will impact greatly on the 
wellbeing of large numbers of people. This requires 
a degree of boldness and self-belief and so it should 
not be a surprise that many politicians score highly on 
psychopathic personality traits.

Dutton’s study
The current interest in politicians and psychopathic 
personality has been stimulated by a study by Oxford 
University’s Kevin Dutton. Dutton asked historians 
and a contemporary political commentator to complete 
the PPI on behalf of current and historical political 
leaders. The PPI does not diagnose one as a psychopath 
but measures eight psychopathic characteristics 
that cluster into the three ‘super-characteristics’ of 
fearless dominance, self-centred impulsivity and cold-
heartedness.
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Both US presidential frontrunners scored 
highly in the PPI test

Scoring US presidential candidates
Interestingly both Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton 
scored in the top 20% of the population for psychopathic 
traits, although Trump scored significantly higher with 
a score of 171. So how psychopathic is that? Well, to 
put it into context Hitler scored 169, Napoleon 153 
and Oliver Cromwell 136. Trump’s score is in shouting 
distance of Idi Amin (176) and Henry VIII (178). To be 
fair to Trump, he did score substantially lower in cold-
heartedness than most of these desperately unpleasant 
people (Hitler scored highest here).

If American voters had wanted to avoid an even 
slightly psychopathic president they should have 
supported Bernie Sanders who scored 129, barely 
higher than Abraham Lincoln and Mahatma Ghandi.
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this article?
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Questions
1 Using the PPI or something similar, assess some 

of the UK’s current political leaders. Are we 
ruled by psychopaths?

2 Assess the validity of Dutton’s method. Can we 
really make sound judgements of other people’s 
personality?
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