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Abstract

The literature on crime narratives has demonstrated the relevance of studying offenders’ personal perspective on crime as a means to gain insight in criminal behaviour. In this exploratory study, we examine the presence of defense mechanisms in crime narratives produced by violent offenders with psychopathic traits. The Defense Mechanism Rating Scale (DMRS) is used to assess defense mechanisms in crime narratives produced by 36 male inmates. The Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) is used to assess psychopathic traits. Statistical analyses demonstrate the increased presence of Obsessional defenses (Intellectualization). The affective and lifestyle traits of psychopathy are positively associated with Rationalization. Our results indicate that psychopathic offenders tend to describe their violent crime in general and abstract terms, represent themselves as rational actors whose behaviour is normal and well-founded given the abnormal or irrational environment. We conclude that the narrative strategies deployed by offenders with psychopathic traits are characterized by defense mechanisms to deal with threats to the self.

Keywords: psychopathy, defense mechanism, Defense Mechanism Rating Scale, crime narrative, psychoanalysis
Psychopathy is a severe personality disorder that consists of interpersonal, affective, and behavioural features. On the interpersonal level, psychopaths are grandiose, arrogant, callous, dominant, superficial, and manipulative. Affectively, they are short-tempered, unable to form strong emotional bonds with others, and lacking in guilt or anxiety. These interpersonal and affective features are associated with a socially-deviant lifestyle characterized by irresponsible, impulsive, rule-breaking behaviour, and a tendency to ignore or violate social conventions and mores (Hare, 2003; Hare & Neumann, 2005). Although once regarded as untreatable and even dangerous to treat (Rice et al., 1992), there is increasing evidence to suggest that treatment programmes can reduce the risk of recidivism in psychopaths on the condition that (1) early drop-out can be prevented (Klein Haneveld et al, 2018) and (2) the treatment targets the reduction of risk factors rather than the modification of psychopathic personality traits (Olver & Wong, 2009). However, the affective features of psychopathy can present an obstacle for professionals to develop a therapeutic relationship with psychopathic offenders. Interacting with people who describe their crimes with a callousness tone, with a lack of remorse and with a failure to accept responsibility can trigger disruptive countertransference reactions such as feelings of moral outrage, therapeutic nihilism, fear, anger, as well as sadistic responses and a sense of specialness (Yakeley, 2010). In this paper, we will investigate narrative strategies in offenders with psychopathic traits when talking about their violent offence.

In the past years, criminologists have become interested in the study of narratives as a source of information about how criminals see themselves, their actions, and the world (Maruna, 2001). From the perspective of narrative theory, human beings make sense of their experiences by constructing stories with themselves as the protagonist (Bruner, 1986). These stories are about “human or humanlike intention and action and the vicissitudes and consequences that mark their course” (Bruner, 1986, p. 13). Rather than being a reflection of reality, narratives focus on the links between events over time and try to provide a sense of temporal continuity and coherence in one’s experiences (bottom-up). They capture people’s own explanations about what they want and how they go about achieving it. This means that narratives organise the complex and often ambiguous world of human intention and action into a meaningful structure.

Narratives always emerge within an interpersonal context: the person who speaks addresses another person or audience and tries to create an effect in the interlocutor. Narrative strategies are defined as “patterned ways of communicating personal meaning through story, including efforts to communicate something specific about the character or essence of the narrator.” (Waldram, 2010, p. 257). Poppi and Verde (in press) point out that the study of narratives of violent offenders has been largely characterized by essentialist and reductionist approaches that focus on the narrative as a diagnostic tool: if violent offenders lie, that’s because they are liars; if violent offenders minimalize their offence, that’s because they have (psychopathic) personality features that prevent them from accepting responsibility. From the perspective of narrative theory, however, narratives are the expression of psychological processes that relate to how people see themselves through the eyes of their interlocutor. In other words, rationalization, denial, minimization, and blaming are narrative strategies through which criminals try to negotiate their identity in dialogue with a specific interlocutor and in reference to a broader moral framework. Research into criminal narratives highlights the value in subjective accounts to understand core beliefs, moral frameworks, and meaning making processes in offenders. The strength of studying criminal narratives does not reside in their concern with the objective truth, but in the perspective they offer on the internal world and in the possibility to identify targets for change in the context of rehabilitation or treatment (Mooij, 2010; Koenraadt et al., 2018).

From a psychoanalytic perspective, narrative strategies have a defensive quality. In the context of a conversation that touches upon complex personal issues, conscious and unconscious concerns about how one presents oneself to the other will be triggered. The investment in a narrative strategy serves a defensive function, as it aims to legitimate and therefore mitigate any painful past experiences and associated negative feelings of guilt, shame, separation, vulnerability, or helplessness. In so doing, the narrative strategy serves to defend the self. This argument assumes the presence of an unconscious dynamic process in which threats to the self create anxiety and this anxiety triggers defence mechanisms against the threats (Freud, 1926). Defense mechanisms are automatic psychological responses to internal and external stressors and conflict (Perry, 2014). They operate partially or wholly out of awareness. Important for this research, these defence mechanisms against anxiety are intersubjective, that is, they come into play in relations between people. More specifically, they operate through speech (Lacan, 2006). This means that studying the linguistic production in violent offenders will give insight into the defense mechanisms they use to deal with threats to the self.

From a psychoanalytic perspective, the psychopathic personality organisation is characterized by borderline functioning with a reliance on defence mechanisms such as projection and splitting, and the defensive construction of a grandiose self that is maintained by continual idealisation of self and behavioural denigration and manipulation of others (Yakeley, 2010). This knowledge is mostly based on clinical experience and there are only a handful of systematic studies on defense mechanisms in psychopathy as measured with the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R Hare, 2003) involving samples of imprisoned offenders. Gacono et al. (1992) used the Rorschach test to investigate defensive functioning in incarcerated offenders and in outpatients with narcissistic or borderline personality disorders. They didn’t find significant differences in defensive functioning between psychopathic (PCL-R score 30 or higher) and non-psychopathic offenders, nor between psychopathic offenders and outpatients with personality disorders. The authors concluded that offenders and outpatients with personality disorders share a common borderline level of organisation characterized by primitive defense mechanisms such as splitting, denial, omnipotence/grandiosity, disavowal, rationalization, aggressive acting out, and projection. Gullhaegen and Nottestad (2011) did a systematic review of eleven published case studies of severely psychopathic offenders (PCL-R score 30 or higher) with the aim of identifying psychic vulnerability and defense mechanisms. In all cases, they found evidence for psychic vulnerability as all of them were raised in severely dysfunctional early relations (e.g. unstable upbringing, attachment disruptions, abuse). In many cases, they found evidence that the psychopathic offender defends against this psychic vulnerability by relying on immature defense mechanisms such as splitting, projection, dissociation, and denial. Gullhaugen and Nottestad (2012) compared 11 incarcerated offenders who are probably psychopathic (score 18 or higher on Psychopathy Checklist: Screening Version) with 35 non-criminal and non-personality disordered individuals from the community. They found that the offenders demonstrated a significantly higher amount of immature defences, as measured through the Defense Style Questionnaire.


The above mentioned studies by Gacono, Gullhaugen and colleagues are depth psychological study into the defense mechanisms that underpin the psychopathic personality disorder. The current study, however, will look at defense mechanisms at a ‘surface level,’ in the sense that we will study defence mechanisms operating as narrative strategies in the context of a standardized assessment interview about crime. This study will not permit to draw conclusions with regard to the psychodynamic structure of psychopathy. Rather, we will study how psychopathic traits are associated with unconscious narrative strategies of self-presentation in dialogue. If we understand better how offenders with psychopathic traits deal with threats to the self in dialogue, we might avoid making essentialist, reductionist statements about this population.


There is scant any research into criminal narratives and psychopathy. Goodlad et al. (2019) investigated criminal narratives in a small sample of male offenders and found that psychopathy was positively (although non-significantly) correlated with what they call ‘the calm professional’ narrative. This narrative is a story in which the protagonist felt calm and safe at the time of the crime because offending was a routine. This finding is consistent with the research literature evidencing the goal-directed and coldblooded nature of violence in psychopaths (Declercq et al., 2012).

Gullhaugen and Sakshaug (2018) did a review of the literature on language use in psychopathy, and they found that psychopaths demonstrate an interest in certain topics (e.g., power and dominance) and a disregard for other topics (e.g. childhood and relationship to other people). They also found contradictions in self-descriptions and reports of criminal behaviours, as well as a concern with explaining why they had committed their offenses. The study of videotapes and interviews with psychopaths has revealed that the narratives of psychopaths contain more negations, contradictory statements, fewer cohesive ties, frequent skipping from topic to topic, and plots that are less likely to be resolved. Willemsen and Verhaeghe (2010) noted the frequent use of retractor (i.e., a word, phrase or clause which detracts from the statement preceding it) when psychopathic prisoners talk about their involvement in crimes. They give an example from the police interrogation of a man with a high level of psychopathy (PCL-R score above 30) who provided the weapon for a murder. After admitting that he procured the weapon, he claimed to be ignorant about the purpose of its use: “I assure you that I never knew that this weapon would be used for the murder. I would never provide a weapon that is to be used for a murder, and even if I did, I would never give a pistol but a revolver: a revolver never jams and doesn't throw out a shell.” In this declaration, the man first presents himself as a righteous man (“I would never do such a thing”) and then presents himself as ruthless professional (“I would provide a weapon that doesn’t get us caught”). According to Willemsen and Verhaeghe (2010) these kinds of linguistic peculiarities in the crime narratives produced by psychopathic offenders are indicative of specific modes of defensive functioning.

In this exploratory study, we investigate defense mechanisms in criminal narratives in a sample of male violent offenders with various levels of psychopathy. In line with the best practices in this field of research, we use the PCL-R, which is generally considered to be the gold standard for the assessment of psychopathic traits. In the data analysis, we combine a categorical perspective (relying on the conventional cut-off score of 30; Hare, 2003) and dimensional perspective (relying on the empirically derived four facets of the PCL-R; Hare, 2003) on psychopathy. Although we consider psychopathy to be a dimensional rather than a categorical concept, the categorical and dimensional approach in the data analysis complement each other. Participants who score 30 or higher on the PCL-R combine high levels of personality traits from all four facets of psychopathy. In that sense, isolating high scorers from low scorers gives insight in how high levels of these (correlated) facets are associated with other variables. We also use a reliable observational measure to assess defense mechanisms. We statistically investigate the following research questions:
1. Which defense mechanisms are most prevalent in crime narratives of offenders with high levels of psychopathic traits?
2. Which defense mechanisms are associated with the interpersonal, affective and behavioural traits of psychopathy in crime narratives?
Method

Participants

Participants were 36 male inmates recruited from the population of two prisons in Flanders (Belgium). The following inclusion criteria were applied: conventional competency in Dutch, no psychotic symptoms, not being on remand, and being declared fully responsible for one’s actions. Of the sample, 16 (44%) were convicted for (attempted) manslaughter or murder, 14 (39%) for a violent crime (robbery, assault or battery), 4 (11%) for a sexual crime (rape), and 2 (6%) for other crimes (drugs and burglary). Inmates participated on a voluntary basis after supplying written informed consent. No incentive was given. The racial and ethnic composition of the sample was 86% Caucasian and 14% North Africans. The mean age of the sample at the time of the interview was 37.3 years (SD = 10.63, range = 20 – 60 years).

Instruments


Psychopathy. Psychopathy was assessed by the author of this paper via ratings on the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R; Hare, 2003). Ratings were based on information gathered from a semi-structured clinical interview and review of file information. The interviewer (author of this paper) is a clinical psychologist who received training in administering and scoring the PCL-R. Factor-analytical studies on the PCL-R indicated that the PCL-R consists of two factor (Interpersonal/Affective and Lifestyle/Antisocial), which can be broken down into four facets (Interpersonal, Affective, Lifestyle, and Antisocial) (Hare & Neumann, 2005). In order to check the interrater reliability, PCL-R ratings made by clinical psychologists working in the prisons were made available to the author at the end of the data collection process. In that way, independent PCL-R ratings for 42% of the participants were obtained. Interrater reliability as determined by the intraclass correlation coefficient (absolute agreement) for a single rating, using a two-way random effects model, was 0.79 for the Interpersonal/Affective Factor, 0.76 for the Lifestyle/Antisocial Factor, and 0.82 for the PCL-R total score. Cronbach’s alpha as an index of internal consistency was good for the Interpersonal Facet (0.81), the Affective Facet (0.78), the Lifestyle Facet (.78), the Antisocial Facet (.69), and the total PCL-R scale (0.83). The mean PCL-R total score was 23.19 (SD = 8.78; range 1 – 36); 13 participants (36%) scored below 20 on the PCL-R, 10 participants (28%) scored equal to or above the cut-off of 30.

Defense mechanisms. The Defense Mechanism Rating Scale 5th edition (DMRS; Perry, 1990) is an observer-rated method that can be applied to written transcriptions of various forms of interviews. The instrument includes a total of 28 defense mechanisms that span the full range of mature and immature defense mechanisms. Each defense is described in the manual along with scoring procedures, examples, and rules for differentiating one defense from another. On top of these 28 defense mechanisms, we also included 6 psychotic defense mechanisms which are not included in the DMRS manual but were developed by Berney et al. (2014) as an addendum to the DMRS. The coders in this study are two postgraduate students in clinical psychology who underwent about 35 hours of training in order to get familiarized with the manual (Perry, 1990) and related documents (Perry, 2000; Perry, 2014), and in order to practice on training transcripts from clinical interviews until they reached a good interrater reliability (intraclass R > .70). The two coders independently rated the presence of defense mechanisms in the transcripts without being aware of the PCL-R scores. Reliability check was conducted on 11 interviews and yielded an Intraclass R = 0.74 on individual defense scores.
Procedure

Participants were interviewed by the author of this paper in the rooms where inmates can meet their lawyer. In that way, a quiet and completely confidential environment could be created. Interviewees were reminded that their participation was completely voluntary and that they could leave the study at any time. It was also emphasized that their responses were confidential and would not be made available to the prison or legal authorities. It was thus explained that their answers could not play any role in any request for parole that they might make or any privileges within the prison. The PCL-R semi-structured interview (Dutch edition by Vertommen et al., 2002) was then conducted, in which the following areas of life are covered: education, professional experience, future plans, finances, health, family, sexuality/relationships, substance use, antisocial behaviour as a child, antisocial behaviour as an adult. As part of the section on antisocial behaviour as an adult, participants were asked to give an honest account of the offence they had committed. In this part of the interview, a number of questions were asked according to a semi-structured format (What offence have you been convicted for? What happened? Do you regret committing the offence? What were the consequences of the offence for the victim? Do you think the conviction will have an impact on your life?). We assume that these questions constitute a threat to the self: as one is asked to talk about norm violations and the harmful consequences of one’s actions, a conflict emerges between the reality of these actions and the wish to see oneself (and be seen) as a morally good and normal person. We expect that this psychic conflict triggers unconscious defense mechanisms that are brought in effect through narrative expression.
 These accounts were transcribed literally and the transcriptions were coded for defense mechanisms by two postgraduate students. The coders independently read through the transcripts, determined where defences are present in the text, and code each defense in the margin of the transcript, noting where the defense begins and ends. A quantitative sheet is then filled out summarizing how often (i.e. raw count) each of the 34 possible defences was observed, and the total instances of all defences. Working with aggregate scores is more reliable than working with individual item scores. For that reason, we summed the instances of individual defense mechanisms together into eight meaningful defense levels which range from mature to immature. Table 1 displays how the individual defense mechanisms are organised as a hierarchy of eight defense levels.

- Insert Table 1 about here -
Statistical Analysis


The first research question was investigated with a MANOVA to examine the overall difference in scores on the eight defense levels between inmates with low, medium, and high levels of psychopathy. Subsequent ANOVAs were used to compare individual defense level scores between the three groups. The second research question was investigated by calculating Pearson correlation coefficients for the eight defense level scores, and PCL-R total and facet scores.
Results

Table 2 contains mean scores and standard deviations for the eight defense level scores and total score. In the total sample, the Mature and Disavowal defenses are most prevalent in the offense narratives: on average, we found 4.69 instances of Mature defenses and 6.31 instances of Disavowal defenses in the participants’ crime narratives. An average of 17.92 instances of any defense mechanism were observed in the crime narratives. On the other hand, no instances of Borderline and Psychotic defenses could be found.
A MANOVA demonstrated that defense level scores are not, but almost, significantly different between inmates with low, medium and high levels of psychopathic traits (Wilks’ λ = .51, F(12, 56) = 1.89, p = .056). Subsequent univariate analyses revealed that the three groups differed significantly on the Obsessional defense level scores. Post hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni correction indicated that the high psychopathic group (PCL-R 30 or higher) uses significantly more Obsessional defenses in comparison to the low psychopathic group (PCL-R below 20).
- Insert Table 2 about here -

Table 3 presents the Pearson correlation coefficients between PCL-R total and facets scores and the DMRS defense level scores. The correlations between PCL-R total scores and the DMRS defense levels are non-significant. We found significant positive correlations between the Affective (facet 2) and the Lifestyle (facet 3) traits of psychopathy and Disavowal defenses. Moreover, we found a significant negative correlation between the Antisocial traits (facet 4) and the Narcissistic defenses.
- Insert Table 3 about here -

Based on the results reported in Table 2 and 3, it seems that the Obsessional and Disavowal defenses tend to be more prevalent in crime narratives produced by violent offenders with many psychopathic traits. In order to look beyond the aggregate defense levels, we calculated the Pearson correlation coefficients for the association between psychopathy and specific Obsessional defenses (Intellectualization, Isolation of affect, Undoing), and Disavowal defenses (Denial, Projection, Rationalization, Autistic fantasy). The results can be found in Table 4.

- Insert Table 4 about here -

Strong and significant correlations were found between Intellectualization and PCL-R total scores and facet scores. We also found strong and significant positive correlations between Rationalization and the affective and lifestyle traits of psychopathy. We found no instances of Projection and Autistic fantasy in the offense narratives, so no correlation coefficients could be calculated.
Conclusion

This study is an exploratory investigation into the presence of defense mechanisms in offense narratives produced by violent offenders with psychopathic traits. Overall, we found many instances of defense mechanisms in the offense narratives of the participants. This finding is consistent with our assumption that talking about their violent crime presents a threat to the self which triggers defence mechanisms. From a narrative theory framework, it has been argued that rationalization, denial, minimization and blaming are not just thinking errors or cognitive distortions, but should be considered as part of a larger narrative strategy through which offenders communicate something salient, enduring, and moral about themselves (Waldram, 2010). This narrative strategy is to some degree an unconscious process serving to protect the offender from threats to the self. As a consequence, the function and the meaning of rationalization, denial, minimization, and blaming should be understood within the broader narrative context (a narrative about a aggressive norm-violation that has triggered a legal response) and within an interpersonal context (in dialogue with another person within a specific setting). 

The implications of the narrative theory framework for offender treatment have been described by Friestad (2012). She points out that treatment should not focus on isolating and correcting thinking errors, but should consider cognitive distortions as “important qualifications to the therapeutic enterprise of expanding and elaborating one’s perception of self and other.” (Friestad, 2012, p. 476) They indicate the commitment of the self to a moral framework. The current study suggests that these rationalizations, denial, minimizations, and blaming are, at least partially, unconscious affective processes related to the protection of the self. In that sense, the defense mechanisms are important tools or resources with which to initiate change in the offenders’ perception of what happened and themselves as moral actors (Koenraadt et al, 2018). 

Furthermore, Friestad (2012) points out that self-narratives shape future behaviour as people act in ways that agree with their narrative identity. Maruna (2001) found that persistent offenders tend to read their life from a condemnation script, in which they identity with a sense of being powerless due to poverty, drug dependence, lack of education or prejudice from society. Crime is presented as an unfortunate but inevitable option in this self-narrative. Defense mechanisms might play a role in sustaining this narrative by warding off any challenges that might question the self-narrative and threaten the self. A similar point has been made by Sykes and Matza (1957) in their study of techniques of neutralization deployed by juvenile delinquents: the young criminals are aware that their behaviour constitutes an infringement of societal norms, values, and obligations, but they ‘correct’ their self-narrative through denial of responsibility, denial of injury, denial of the victim, condemnation of the condemners, and appeal to higher loyalties. In that sense, narrative strategies that rely on defense mechanisms may play a role in the initiation and maintenance of patterns of deviant behaviour.

In relation to psychopathy, we found that offenders with high levels of psychopathic traits rely significantly more on Obsessional defences, and in particular on Intellectualization, in their crime narrative. When we look at specific facets of psychopathy and specific mechanisms of defense, we find that the Interpersonal and Lifestyle facets of psychopathy are positively associated with the presence of Intellectualization, while the Affective and Lifestyle facets of psychopathy are positively associated with the presence of Rationalization as a mechanism of defense.

Intellectualization and Rationalization are not related to being bright or intelligent. In the DMRS manual, Intellectualization is defined in the following terms: “the individual deals with emotional conflicts, or internal or external stressors, by the excessive use of abstract thinking to avoid disturbing feelings.” (Perry, 1990, p. 40). In the context of a crime narrative, this means that the affect, stress, or conflict are expressed in generalized or impersonal terms; the offender will refer to his experience in general terms or in the second or third person. This is an example of an intellectualization drawn from the interview with a psychopathic participant in this study (PCL-R = 36) who committed a murder: “I think it’s normal that they [family of the victim] will not forgive me. That’s obvious. I wouldn’t forgive anyone who shoots my son.” By describing the anger and agony in the victim’s family as ‘normal’ and ‘obvious’, this participant abrogates the specificity of their experience and avoids feeling any empathy with their pain. 

Rationalization is thus defined in the DMRS manual: “the individual deals with emotional conflicts, or internal or external stressors, by devising reassuring or self-serving but incorrect explanations for his or her own or others’ behaviour.” (Perry, 1990, p. 20) Rationalization is less mature a defense mechanism than Intellectualization because it implies a distortion of the facts of a situation and uses excuses and reasons to cover up facts and motives. This is an example of a Rationalization drawn from the interview with a psychopathic participant in this study (PCL-R = 35) who is convicted for attempted murder: “Yes of course, it is unfortunate, but yes, well, if he just hadn’t acted like a monkey, then I wouldn’t have shot him. This doesn’t justify my actions, I fully agree. But this wouldn’t have happened if he hadn't minded other people’s business.” By describing the violent offence as being triggered by the victim, this participant rationalises his behaviour and points out a shared burden of guilt.

The prevalence of Intellectualization and Rationalization in offenders with high levels of psychopathic traits is in line with Goodlad et al’s (2019) finding that psychopathy tended to be associated the ‘calm professional’ narrative in which the offence is justified as a job at which they are expert. The use of Intellectualization and Rationalization creates the impression that the protagonist is a rational actor, that his behaviour is normal and well-founded while the victim and the environment is presented as irrational, illegitimate or dangerous. From a narrative/psychoanalytic theory point of view, the ‘calm professional’ narrative can considered to be a (partially) unconscious narrative strategy to defend against threats to the self. In the context of this study, the participants had no rational reason to try and make a good impression, as all interviews were strictly for research purposes and no information was shared with justice or prison authorities. But still, participants who demonstrate many psychopathic traits were more strongly inclined to present themselves as rational, normal actors during their criminal act than participants with less psychopathic traits. 

This is interesting because it indicates how offenders with high levels of psychopath traits experience their crime and how they negotiate the meaning of this event in relation to an interlocutor. Willemsen and Verhaeghe (2010) have described how psychopathy is characterized by a specific relation to law-breaking: generally speaking, their crime narrative is not so much characterized by an unawareness or indifference towards the rules (amorality), nor by an eagerness to break the rules (immorality), but rather by indignation and accusations aimed at anybody except themselves (victim, victim’s relatives, accomplices, circumstances, police, justice, prison authorities, etc). According to psychoanalyst Antoine Mooij, psychopathy is characterized by a conflict in relation to guilt of action (in contrast to neurosis which is characterized by imagined guilt): “in this case [i.e., in psychopathy] the act itself is not invented [as it is in neurosis] but is real, yet denied by the subject imagining himself not to be the real cause of the act.” (2010, p. 262). Willemsen and Verhaeghe confirm this perspective: “Indeed, the psychopath can admit what he did, but at the same time he is unable to acknowledge the true nature of his act, his intention to do it and the consequences of his act.” (Willemsen & Verhaeghe, 2010, p. 250)

For professionals who interact with offenders with high levels of psychopath traits, it is relevant to be aware of the nature of these defense mechanisms. Intellectualization diminishes the interlocutor’s ability to empathize with the speaker’s experience. Rationalization throws the listener off the track of what the actual experience was. In that sense, both Intellectualization and Rationalization can make it more difficult for professionals to develop a working relation with psychopathic offenders. The specific characteristics of the psychopath’s crime narrative that we found in this study might make it more difficult for professionals to continue listening to, engaging with, and working constructively with psychopathy. The psychopath’s way of speaking might actually inspire the professional to think of him or her as lacking any deeper psychodynamics and to resort to subhuman metaphors (predator, snake, reptile, monster) to ‘explain’ what is so difficult to understand. However, we already mentioned at the beginning of this paper that the conditions for a possible treatment of psychopathy are (1) the prevention of early drop-out and (2) a relaxation of the therapeutic ambition to modify personality traits. If he professional doesn’t find a way to develop a working relationship with the psychopathic offender, any prospect of treatment is lost.

Several limitations of the present study should be noted. First, the sample size of this study is fairly limited. Previous studies on defense mechanisms and psychopathy tended to rely on even smaller samples and case studies. Nevertheless, we suspect that some of our statistical results were not significant because of our small sample. Second, although our study is the first to combine the PCL-R with a validated and reliable observation measure for defense mechanisms, other methods and instruments should be used to cross-validate our findings. Thirdly, we didn’t asses other personality disorders, so we cannot determine how many participants in the non-psychopatic group demonstrated other personality disorders. Fourthly, psychoanalytic assessment usually relies on ambiguous or anxiety-provoking stimuli such as the Rorschach templates and free association. Our reliance on a semi-structured interview format to generate offense narratives might have prevented the emergence of deeper unconscious anxieties and conflicts. This might explain why we didn’t encounter a lot of the borderline and psychotic defense level mechanisms in both psychopathic and non-psychopathic offenders (Gacono et al.,1992; Gullhaegen & Nottestad, 2011 and 2012). However, it is important to point out that this study isn’t a depth psychological study into the defense mechanisms that underpin psychopathic personality disorder. Rather, we studied defence mechanisms at an operational level as narrative strategies used to give meaning to actions and negotiate identity. Fifth, both PCL-R and DMRS were scored on the same interview, which might possibly inflate the associations we found. For example, instances of rationalization may be used to rate the DSMR Rationalization scale as well as the PCL-R item "Failure to accept responsibility for own actions" (Affective facet), which indeed were correlated significantly. Future studies should find ways to independently rate psychopathy and defense mechanisms.
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Table 1

Defense Levels, Individual Defenses and Descriptions Based on Perry (2014) and Berney et al (2014)
	Defense levels

Individual defense mechanisms and descriptions

	Mature

Individual defenses: Affiliation, Altruism, Anticipation, Humor, Self-


assertion, Self-observation, Sublimation, and Suppression.


Description: stressors are perceived without distortion; the need to adapt to 

them is fully appropriated to oneself; the individual attempts to maximize 

the positive expression and gratification of his or her own motives, and 


sources of help are utilized.
Obsessional
Individual defenses: Intellectualization, Isolation of affect, Undoing.


Description: feelings associated with an idea are threatening; the feelings, 

but not the idea itself, are minimized, compartmentalized, and largely kept 

out of awareness.

Other neurotic
Individual defenses: Repression, Dissociation, Reaction formation, 


Displacement.


Description: awareness of an idea is threatening; the idea, but not the 


associated wish, fear, or other feeling, is kept out of awareness.

Narcissistic
Individual defenses: Devaluation, Idealization, Omnipotence.


Description: triggered by stressors that affect one’s self-esteem, such as 


failure, criticism, or disappointment; self-image is temporarily strengthened 

by using image-distorting to dismiss any threatening aspect of the stressor.

Disavowal
Individual defenses: Denial, Projection, Rationalization, Autistic fantasy.


Description: some aspect of external reality or internal experience is 


perceived as unacceptable; this aspect is refused to be acknowledged.

Borderline
Individual defenses: Splitting of other’s images, Splitting of self-images, 


Projective identification.


Description: conflicting representations about self or others are triggered. 

the positive and negative representations are kept separate as ambivalence is 

too distressing; self or other are perceived in absolute terms (all good versus 

all bad).

Action

Individual defenses: Acting out, Hypochondriasis, and Passive-aggression. 

Description: the source of stress or conflict is perceived as being external 

and intolerable, and any internal sources of distress are overlooked; these 

defenses operate through engagement, manipulation, or counter-attack of 


the apparent external source.
Psychotic
Individual defenses: Psychotic denial, Autistic withdrawal, Distortion, 


Delusional projection, Fragmentation, Concretization.


Description: the source of stress or conflicts is overwhelming and leads to a 

pronounced break with and altered perception of external reality.


Table 2
	


Total Sample
PCL-R 0-19
PCL-R 20-29
PCL-R 30-40




n = 36

n = 13

n = 13

n = 10

Defense levels

M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
F

	Mature


4.69 (4.17)
3.62 (4.39)
5.85 (4.56)
4.60 (3.31)
.93

Obsessional

2.56 (2.37)
1.46 (1.98)
2.31 (2.02)
4.30 (2.45)
5.14*

Other neurotic

1.36 (2.27)
1.69 (2.95)
.46 (1.13)
2.10 (2.18)
1.76

Narcissistic

2.11 (3.34)
1.54 (3.33)
1.77 (1.74)
3.30 (4.72)
.89

Disavowal

6.31 (7.44)
3.54 (4.45)
6.69 (8.49)
9.40 (8.42)
1.87

Borderline

0

0

0

0

-

Action


.89 (1.77)
.54 (.97)
.77 (1.36)
1.50 (2.80)
.88

Psychotic

0

0

0

0

-

Total defenses

17.92 (15.66)
12.38 (14.75)
17.85 (14.26)
25.20 (17.02)
2.00


Comparison of Mean Defense Level Scores in Inmates with Low, Medium, and High Levels of Psychopathic Traits

Note. * p ( 0.05.

Table 3
Pearson Correlations Between PCL-R Facet and Total Scores and DMRS Defense Level Scores

	


PCL-R

Facet 1

Facet 2

Facet 3

Facet 4

Defense levels

Total

Interpersonal
Affective
Lifestyle.        Antisocial

	Mature


.18

-.09

.20

.31

.25
Obsessional

.26

.31

.19

.23

-.04
Other neurotic

-.10

.06

.05

-.12

-.19
Narcissistic

-.05

.11

.10

-.07

-.37*
Disavowal

.26

.17

.33*

.33*

.04
Borderline

-

-

-

-

-
Action


.10

.03

.17

.22

-.02
Psychotic

-

-

-

-

-
Total defenses

.20

.14

.29

.27

-.03


Note. * p ( 0.05.
Table 4
Pearson Correlations Between PCL-R Facet and Total Scores and DMRS Obsessional and Disavowal Defense Scores
	


PCL-R

Facet 1

Facet 2

Facet 3

Facet 4

Defenses

Total

Interpersonal
Affective
Lifestyle.        Antisocial

	Obsessional

     Intellectualization
.43**

.37*

.31

.36*

.17

     Isolation of affect
.11

.10

.20

.15

-.02

     Undoing

-.14

.04

-.13

-.11

-.29

Disavowal

     Denial

.04

.11

.09

.02

-.10

     Projection

-

-

-

-

-

     Rationalization
.28

.16

.35*

.36*

.06

     Autistic fantasy
-

-

-

-

-


Note. * p ( 0.05; ** p ( 0.01.

