
Reflections on race, personality, 

and crime

This rejoinder critiques DeLisi’s (2017) examination of the relationship between race, 

personality, and crime. The article challenges the use of personality disorders as an explana-

tion for racial disparities in criminal involvement, arguing that these disorders are not 

inherently linked to race. The authors stress the need to consider environmental and social 

factors over genetic or personality-based explanations.

Antisocial personality and psychopathic personality disorders are defined by distinct 

patterns of behavior and traits. DeLisi posits that these disorders are disproportionately 

present among racial/ethnic groups, particularly African Americans, to explain disparities 

in crime rates. However, the authors argue that DeLisi’s conclusions are flawed due to his 

conflation of antisocial behavior with these disorders and his disregard for the significant 

role of environmental influences.

Reject Genetic Explanations: Focus 

on environmental and social factors 

rather than genetic or personality-based 

explanations for racial disparities in 

crime.

Contextual Diagnosis: Personality 

disorder diagnoses should consider 

cultural and environmental contexts to 

avoid biased conclusions.

Address Structural Inequities: Policy-

makers should target structural inequities, 

such as community disadvantage and 

systemic racism, that contribute to higher 

rates of antisocial behaviors and crime 

among minority groups.

The article asserts that racial disparities in crime are not rooted in inherent personality 

differences but are more accurately explained by environmental and social contexts. It 

calls for a nuanced understanding of the intersection between race, environment, and 

personality, urging researchers and policymakers to move away from reductive explana-

tions that rely on personality disorders as a proxy for criminality.

Need for Further Research: The 

authors emphasize that the existing 

research on the relationship between 

race, personality disorders, and crime is 

inconclusive and requires more in-depth 

investigation to clarify these associations.

Distinction Between Disorders: The 

article stresses the importance of differ-

entiating between antisocial behavior, 

antisocial personality disorder (APD), 

and psychopathic personality disorder. 

The conflation of these terms can lead to 

misunderstandings about their respective 

diagnostic criteria and implications for 

criminal behavior.

Lack of Genetic Evidence: The authors 

argue that there are no genetic compo-

nents associated with personality disor-

ders and that these disorders are distrib-

uted equally across racial and ethnic 

groups. They suggest that disparities 

observed in the criminal justice system 

may be more related to social class and 

historical contexts rather than genetic 

factors.

Environmental Influences: The article 

highlights the significant role of environ-

mental factors, such as community 

disadvantage and exposure to violence, 

in the development of personality 

disorders and their association with 

criminal behavior. These factors should 

be prioritized over racialized differences 

in personality disorders.

Critique of Existing Literature: The 

authors critique previous studies for 

using flawed methodologies that do not 

adequately support claims linking racial 

differences in personality disorders to 

crime. They argue that many studies 

overlook the impact of environmental 

influences on both personality develop-

ment and criminal behavior
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DIFFERENTIATION OF 

DISORDERS

EQUIVOCATION WITH 

CRIMINAL 

INVOLVEMENT

Antisocial personality 

disorder (APD) and 

psychopathy are distinct, 

with psychopathy 

including personality traits 

like callousness and 

remorselessness, while 

APD is more behaviorally 

oriented. DeLisi’s failure to 

differentiate these 

disorders undermines the 

validity of using them to 

explain racial disparities in 

crime.

Not all individuals with 

psychopathic traits engage 

in criminal behavior. Many, 

including professionals like 

doctors and lawyers, do not 

have criminal records, 

suggesting that psychopathy 

does not inherently lead to 

crime.

ENVIRONMENTAL 

INFLUENCES

Environmental factors, such 

as community disadvantage 

and exposure to violence, are 

significant predictors of 

violent offending and 

personality disorders. DeLisi's 

analysis underestimates these 

influences, which often 

correlate with race due to 

systemic inequalities.

ROLE OF 

COMMUNITY

DISADVANTAGE

Disadvantaged communities, 

which disproportionately 

house minority populations, 

contribute significantly to the 

development of antisocial 

behaviors and personality 

disorders. Factors like poverty, 

lack of educational opportu-

nities, and exposure to 

violence are critical in 

understanding criminal 

involvement.

CONSTRUCTED 

NATURE OF 

DEVIANCE

Definitions of deviance and 

crime are socially constructed 

and influenced by cultural 

and racial biases. The 

prevailing definitions often 

reflect the dominant group's 

norms and marginalize 

non-conforming behaviors 

from minority groups.
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