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“Deep is the well of the 
past. Should we not call it 
bottomless? … Because 
the deeper we delve and 
the farther we press and 
grope into the underworld 
of the past, the more 
totally unfathomable 
become its … foundations 
… No matter to what 
extravagant lengths we 
may unreel our plump line, 



… it offers us only illusory 
stations and goals, behind 
which, once we reach 
them, we discover new 
stretches of the past 
opening up.”
This opening passage of
Thomas Mann’s
monumental novel, 
“Joseph and his Brothers,” 
describes the problems of
looking back at the past, 
even at the mere 40 years
the International Society of
Dermatopathology has
been in existence. The 
goals, accomplishments, 
disappointments, and 
challenges that 
characterize the history of 
the Society did not begin 
with it. 
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They reach back much 
further, many hundred 
years in which physicians 
tried to come to grips with 
the fact that eruptions of 
the skin are so peculiar 
and special, with lesions of 
the same kind popping up 
at the same sites in 
different patients, 



clearly distinguishable 
from other types of 
eruptions in other 
patients, as if specific 
living entities had taken 
hold of their bodies. And 
yet,



there are so many types of 
eruptions with so many 
cases deviating from the 
stereotypic presentation 
that the idea of any 
specificity is challenged.



If we unreel our plump 
line a little bit farther, we 
find the same challenges 
in biology at large. 



For centuries, species 
were perceived as God-
given entities, 
corresponding to Plato’s 
philosophy of ideas
according to which things
were arranged. 



The idea, or “eidos” was 
the essence and perfect
model of a given species, 
such as a horse. In Plato’s
eyes, 

“eidos”



individual horses did not 
stand in any special
relation to each other but 
were merely expressions
of the same “eidos.” The 
most beautiful horse was 
the best expression of the 
“eidos,” variants being 
imperfect manifestations 
of it, 

“eidos”



whereas other species 
were expressions of a 
different “eidos.”

“eidos”



This concept of species as 
discontinuous classes had 
its roots in geometry. The 
observation that a 
triangle, no matter what 
combination of angles it 
has, remains a triangle, 
discontinuously different 
from a quadrangle or any 
other polygon, became 
the basis of essentialism. 
The presence of the same 
essence was inferred on 
the basis of similarity, “eidos”



species being defined as
“groups of similar 
individuals that are 
different from individuals 
belonging to other 
species.” That concept was 
challenged when, after 
many hundred years, 
serious natural history 
studies were resumed,

Species

Groups of similar 

individuals that are 

different from 

individuals belonging to 

other species



demonstrating that similar 
species can be completely 
unrelated, such as insects 
mimicking sticks or leafs, 



whereas strikingly 
different organisms may 
belong to the same 
species, such as 
caterpillars and butterflies. 
Hence, biological 
classifications cannot rely 
on similarities and 
differences but must also 
take into account other 
factors. 



This was recognized by 
botanist John Ray of 
London who in 1686 gave 
the first biological 
definition of species in 
these words: “No surer
criterion for determining
species has occurred to me
than the distinguishing
features that perpetuate
themselves in propagation
from seed. … one species
never springs from the
seed of another nor vice 
versa.” 

From there, it was only a 
small step

John Ray
1627-1705

No surer criterion for determining

species has occurred to me than the

distinguishing features that perpetuate

themselves in propagation from seed. 

… one species never springs from the

seed of another nor vice versa.

John Ray, 1686



to Buffon’s definition of
species, in his famous
“Histoire naturelle” in 
1749, as “a constant 
succession of similar 
individuals that can 
reproduce together.” 

While some biologists 
struggled with the 
definition and recognition 
of species, others denied 
the legitimacy of that 
concept altogether.

Georges-Louis
Leclerc

de Buffon
1707-1788

A species is a 

constant succession 

of similar individuals 

that can reproduce 

together.

Georges-Louis Leclerc de 

Buffon, 1749



For example, Jean-Baptiste 
Lamarck, the first to 
postulate a gradual 
development of species, 
claimed in 1809 that “all 
classifications are arbitrary 
products of thought; … in 
nature there are only 
individuals.”

All classifications are 

arbitrary products of 

thought; … in nature there 

are only individuals.

Jean-Baptiste de Lamarck, 1809

Jean-Baptiste de Lamarck
1744-1829



The nominalistic view that 
species were “merely 
artificial combinations 
made for convenience”
was also uttered by 
Darwin in his famous 
book, “On the Origin of 
Species,” 

Species … 

are merely

artificial

combinations

made for

convenience.

Charles Darwin, 

1859



and as late as in 1908, 
American botanist Charles 
Edwin Bessey claimed that
“nature produces
individuals and nothing
more … species have no
actual existence in nature
…  [but] have been
invented in order that we
may refer to great
numbers of individuals
collectively.”

Nature produces

individuals and

nothing more … 

species have no

actual existence in 

nature …  [but] have

been invented in 

order that we may

refer to great

numbers of indivi-

duals collectively.

Charles Edwin Bessey, 1908

Charles Edwin Bessey
1845-1915



Eventually, however, it was 
accepted that species are
more than arbitrary
categories. Although they
evolve through series of
varieties that become
reproductively isolated, 
they are separated from
one another by bridgeless
gaps, have internal 
coherence, and, within
limits, continuity through
time, their “eidos” 

“eidos”



being a relatively stable
genetic code. The latter, 
however, does not suffice
to define them. 

genetic code



As biologist Ernst Mayr 
pointed out, “systems
almost always have the
peculiarity that the
characteristics of the
whole cannot … be
deduced from the most
complete knowledge of the
components” because new
characteristics appear at 
higher levels of
organization,

Systems almost always have the peculiarity that the

characteristics of the whole cannot … be deduced from

the most complete knowledge of the components.

Ernst Mayr, 1982

Ernst Mayr
1904-2005



a phenomenon known as
emergence. The genetic
code does not explain all 
properties of the cell, the
individual cell not all 
properties of a tissue, the
tissue not all properties of
an organ, and the organ
not the entire organism
and its behavior. 

Systems almost always have the peculiarity that the

characteristics of the whole cannot … be deduced from

the most complete knowledge of the components.

Ernst Mayr, 1982

Ernst Mayr
1904-2005

Emergence



Already Buffon noted that 
we “must make use of all 
parts of the object which 
we have under 
consideration.” 

We must make use of all parts of the object 

which we have under consideration.

Georges-Louis Leclerc de Buffon, 1749

Georges-Louis
Leclerc

de Buffon
1707-1788



Accordingly, species are
currently defined by
clusters of correlated
variables, including
reproductive isolation with
the capability of
reproducing fertile 
offspring, morphology, 
niche occupation, 
metabolism, and genetics. 
The taxonomic importance
of criteria varies from
species to species, and
there is agreement that a 
combination of criteria is
essential and that the
latter should correlate
with one another.

Georges-Louis
Leclerc

de Buffon
1707-1788

• Reproductive isolation
Capability of reproducing fertile offspring

• Morphology, niche occupation, 

metabolism, genetics

• Variable taxonomic importance of criteria

• Combination of criteria

• Correlation of criteria

We must make use of all parts of the object 

which we have under consideration.

Georges-Louis Leclerc de Buffon, 1749



Let us now return to
dermatopathology where
the same issues were
discussed since the
definition of elementary
lesions by Plenck and
Willan. The latter were
used to recognize
diseases, but they were
also equated with them, 



and a natural relationship
was postulated between
diseases associated chiefly
with macules, or papules, 
or pustules. Rooted in the
tradition of essentialism, 
physicians strived to grasp
the “essence” of diseases. 
Because the latter could
not consist of the
fluctuating elementary
lesions, 



Willan’s classification was 
citicized harshly by
dermatologists like Samuel 
Plumbe who, in his
“Practical Treatise on 
Diseases of the Skin” in 
1824, proposed a 
classification based on 
cause. The cause, 
however, was unknown for
nearly all diseases. 

Samuel Plumbe
1795-1838



Numerous other
classifications followed in 
which authors tried to
arrange skin diseases
according to a single
aspect that was 
considered to be the most
essential one. However, as
in biology at large, the
criteria for the definition
of diseases vary from
species to species. As a 
consequence, all such 
proposals were
unsatisfactory until those
attempts were abandoned

C.H. Fuchs, 1840

F. Hebra,

1845

H. Auspitz, 1881S. Jessner, 1893



and some authors simply
listed diseases in 
alphabetical order, as in 
the major French textbook 
of 1900, “La Pratique
Dermatologique.” Diseases
were thus reduced to
names which furthered
the already prevalent
trend toward nominalism, 
i.e., the belief that
diseases were merely
names without real 
existence in nature. 



For example, Jonathan 
Hutchinson noted that
“names only apply to
certain peculiar forms of
inflammation of the skin … 
which may easily be
intermixed” and in 1896 
concluded a session at the
World Congress of
Dermatology in London 
with the remark, “names
are good servants but poor
masters.”

Names only apply to

certain peculiar forms

of inflammation of the

skin … which may

easily be intermixed ...

Names are good

servants but poor

masters.

Jonathan Hutchinson,

1895/96 

Jonathan Hutchinson

1828-1913



Likewise, Louis Brocq of Paris 
denied any specificity of 
diseases and proposed what 
he called the “théorie de faits
de passage.” In his famous
article on parapsoriasis in 
1902, he argued: “We believe
that there are no gaps
nosologically in the chain of
morbid findings or true
pathologic entities. In botany
and zoology, there are no
empty spaces in the sequence
of organisms. When there is a 
gap today, it has not existed
before, and one finds in 
paleontology the traces of
extinguished species. In the
same way, every pathologic
condition ... is connected with
neighboring affections by a 
series of transitional steps.”

Louis Brocq

1856-1928

We believe that there are no gaps

nosologically in the chain of morbid 

findings or true pathologic entities. 

In botany and zoology, there are no

empty spaces in the sequence of 

organisms. When there is a gap

today, it has not existed before, and

one finds in paleontology the traces

of extinguished species. In the same 

way, every pathologic condition ... 

is connected with neighboring

affections by a series of transitional

steps.

Louis Brocq, 1902



Brocq illustrated his
concept graphically by
connecting skin diseases
through lines and columns
of different thickness that
were said to reflect the
degree of relationship of
reaction patterns to one
another. He referred to
those graphs as the
“nebulas of dermatoses” 
and claimed



that a given patient could
attain any position and
thus suffer, for example, 
from a mixture of eczema, 
mycosis fungoides, and
lichen planus.

That nebulous concept by
Brocq can be explained, in 
part, by the fact that he 
was a clinician only.



The next generation of
dermatologists was also 
conversant with
histopathology, and as
diseases were assessed
more completely, their
distinct nature was 
appreciated and they were
defined at length, 



e.g., in the multi-volume 
textbooks by Jadassohn
and Darier. With more and
more aspects uncovered, 
however, the subject
became more complex
and identification of
entities more difficult. In 
order to amend those
problems,  



the American Society of 
Dermatopathology was 
founded in 1962, and its 
members sought to 
facilitate the identification 
of diseases by 
histopathologic means. 

1962

American

Society of

Dermato-

pathology



In his “Guide to 
Dermatohistopathology” 
in 1969, Hermann Pinkus
arranged diseases
according to
histopathologic similarities
and pointed out that “the 
skin may respond to a 
great variety of agents 
with identical or similar 
alterations. … Our ability 
to diagnose a disease from 
the tissue reaction 
depends on interpretation 
and is influenced by our 
knowledge of clinical 
dermatology.”

The skin may respond to a great 

variety of agents with identical or 

similar alterations. … Our ability to 

diagnose a disease from the tissue 

reaction depends on interpretation 

and is influenced by our knowledge 

of clinical dermatology.

Hermann Pinkus, 1969



Pinkus described several
stereotypic reaction
patterns but made a clear
distinction between the
non-specific pattern and
the specific diagnosis.

The skin may respond to a great 

variety of agents with identical or 

similar alterations. … Our ability to 

diagnose a disease from the tissue 

reaction depends on interpretation 

and is influenced by our knowledge 

of clinical dermatology.

Hermann Pinkus, 1969



The method was 
expanded by Bernard 
Ackerman who, in his
landmark textbook of
1978, “Histologic Diagnosis 
of Inflammatory Skin 
Diseases,” presented a 
consistent classification of
diseases according to a 
single aspect, their
histopathologic
presentation. 



Being too restricted in 
scope, his classification
was not a biologic one but 
merely an identification
scheme, just like the one
by Willan nearly 200 years
before. However, it served
that purpose well,



and the new analytic
approach to
histopathologic diagnosis
was picked up
enthusiastically, e.g., at an 
International Symposium 
in Munich in 1978 that
served but a single
purpose, namely, 
differential diagnosis of
skin diseases based on 
well-defined criteria.



More than 750 
dermatologists and
pathologists participated, 
and they not only learned
a lot but also had a lot of
fun. The smashing success
of the meeting in Munich



prompted another
International Symposium 
to be organized in 
Amsterdam in the
following year, and it was 
there, on June 1th, 1979, 
that the International 
Society of
Dermatopathology was 
founded. 



In an introductory
statement, its first
president, A. Bernard 
Ackerman, explained that
“there seemed to be a 
need for a society where
colleagues from different 
parts of the world could
assemble to exchange
ideas on the subject of
dermatopathology and
engage in good
fellowship.”

There seemed to be a 

need for a society

where colleagues

from different parts

of the world could

assemble to exchange

ideas on the subject

of dermatopathology

and engage in good

fellowship.

A. Bernard Ackerman, 1981



“Good fellowship” was an 
important aspect of the
Society from its outset, 
and in that regard, 
expectations were
fulfilled. In its history of 40 
years, every symposium
was a chance to meet old
friends and find new ones; 
despite occasional clashes
of opinion, the spirit of
collegiality and friendship
always prevailed



and the lunch breaks, gala
dinners, and excursions
were often the best parts
of the symposia. The local
organizers tried to excel
one another



in the splendor of venues
for the meetings, palaces, 
castles, monastaries, and
town halls being common
sites. Participants thus
learned not only
dermatopathology but 
also came to appreciate
the gems each country
had to offer.



In his introductory
remarks, Ackerman also 
noted that, “in the United 
States and Europe, … a 
large cadre of young men
and women trained in 
dermatopathology has
come into being. … But too
many countries are
without even a single
dermatopathologist
schooled in the rudiments
of histologic diagnosis.”

In the United States and 

Europe, … a large cadre

of young men and 

women trained in 

dermatopathology has

come into being. … 

But too many countries 

are without even a single

dermatopathologist

schooled in the

rudiments of histologic

diagnosis.

A. Bernard Ackerman, 1981



In the 1990s, steps were
taken to amend that
problem, including a 
reduced membership fee
and sponsored fellowships
for members of
developing countries and
Regional Clinicopathologic
Colloquia organized by
Daniel Su in cities such as
Cairo, Patna, and New 
Delhi. 

Reykjavik 1995

Cairo 1990/92

New Delhi 1994

Buenos Aires 1994

Ankara1995

Hong Kong 1993
Patna 1992

Regional Clinicopathologic Colloquia

Mexico City 1994

W.P. Daniel Su



The annual colloquia were
held chiefly in Europe 
which remained the left
ventricle of the Society for
many years; of the first 20 
colloquia, only three
convened elsewhere, 
namely, in Charleston, 
New York City, and
Cancún.

Annual Colloquia/Symposia 1979-1999

Charleston 1989

New York City 1992

Cancún 1995



In the last years of the
century, continental
societies in Latin America, 
Europe, and Asia were
founded with support by
the International Society 
of Dermatopathology,

Annual Colloquia/Symposia 1979-1999

Charleston 1989

New York City 1992

Cancún 1995

Latin American Society of

DERMATOPATHOLOGY



and in 2003, the first
International Board 
Examination eligible for
dermatopathologists
around the world was 
offered in Frankfurt, 
Germany, and continues to
be held there annually to
this date.

Annual Colloquia/Symposia 1979-1999

International Board Examination

Latin American Society of

DERMATOPATHOLOGY



Beginning in 1998, annual
Joint Meetings of the
International Society of
Dermatopathology and
the three continental
societies were held in the
United States immediately
preceding the meeting of
the American Academy of
Dermatology. Those
meetings strenghtened
the American wing of the
Society, 

Annual Colloquia/Symposia 1979-1999

Joint Meetings 1998-2019

International Board Examination

Latin American Society of

DERMATOPATHOLOGY



whereas the European one
became weaker because
more and more annual
colloquia convened
outside Europe, 

Annual Colloquia/Symposia 2000-2019

Joint Meetings 1998-2019

International Board Examination

Latin American Society of

DERMATOPATHOLOGY



a trend that will become
even more obvious in the
next years, with only one
of many meetings being
conducted in Europe. This 
may cause problems
because of potential loss
of European 
dermatopathologists, but 
at the same time, it is
evidence that the
International Society of
Dermatopathology has
become truly
international. The Society 
has helped substantially to
amend the problem that, 

Annual Colloquia/Symposia 2020-2023

Joint Meetings 2020-2024

International Board Examination

San Diego 2024

Cagliari 2023

Miami 2023 Dubai 2022

Boston 2022

Singapore 2021

San Francisco 2021

Cape Town 2020

Denver 2020

Latin American Society of

DERMATOPATHOLOGY



in the words of Bernard 
Ackerman in 1981, “many
countries are without even
a single
dermatopathologist
schooled in the rudiments
of histologic diagnosis,”
although a lot remains to
be done, especially in 
Africa. 

… too many

countries are

without even a 

single

dermatopathologist

schooled in the

rudiments of 

histologic

diagnosis.

A. Bernard Ackerman, 1981



According to a survey of
2010, there was still no
dermatopathologist in 
nearly half of African 
countries. 

… too many

countries are

without even a 

single

dermatopathologist

schooled in the

rudiments of 

histologic

diagnosis.

A. Bernard Ackerman, 1981

JAAD 2010;

63: 346-348



The situation, however, 
has been improved, and
earlier this year, the
African Society of
Dermatopathology has
been founded in Kigali, 
Rwanda.

In addition to spread of
competence in 
dermatopathology around
the world,

… too many

countries are

without even a 

single

dermatopathologist

schooled in the

rudiments of 

histologic

diagnosis.

A. Bernard Ackerman, 1981

JAAD 2010;

63: 346-348

2019:
African Society of Dermatopathology
Kigali, Rwanda



the International Society 
of Dermatopathology also 
had other purposes, the
most important of which
were “to establish criteria 
for diagnosis of diseases of 
the skin” and “to develop a 
standard, internationally 
accepted nomenclature for 
diseases of the skin and for 
terms used in 
dermatopathology.” The 
founders of the Society 
were convinced of the
specificity of diseases as
biologic entities that could
be distinguished from one
another and saw it as their
task to establish clearly
defined criteria for that
purpose. 



A typical example of that
attitude is a session at the
13th Colloquium of the
Society in New York City in 
1992 in which the
question was raised: “Are 
the following conditions 
diagnosable with 
specificity and, if so, what 
are they?” In brief, the
attitude was, at core, 
essentialistic, and the
questions were: “What is 
the substance? What is 
matter? What are the 
criteria?” 

13th Colloquium
New York City, June 11-12, 1992



The endeavor to establish
precise criteria for specific
diagnoses required a 
precise use of language
which was a constant
theme in the early issues
of the official journal of
the Society, the American 
Journal of
Dermatopathology, with
sections such as “The 
Language of Medicine” 
and “You Say It, But Do 
You Mean It?” 
Nonetheless, in regard to
precision of language, the
balance sheet after fourty
years is disappointing.



One prominent example is
the term “dysplasia” 
whose vague use was 
already criticized in 1981. 
Originally, it referred to a 
malformation, 



but in 1949, Papanicolaou
adopted it for slightly
atypical cells in cervical
smears examined for
evidence of cancer. He 
explained that “the term
‘dysplasia’ was proposed
to specify such cytologic
changes as would be
suggestive of but not 
conclusive for malignancy.”
In other words, the term
was nothing but a 
synonym for “I don’t
know.” Although not 
defined morphologically, it
was embraced by
pathologists as an astute
method to conceal
uncertainty and came to
be accepted as a 
diagnosis,

The term “dysplasia’ 

was proposed to

specify such cytologic

changes as would be

suggestive of but not 

conclusive for

malignancy.

G.N. Papanicolaou,

Ann Intern Med 1949; 31: 661-674.



the “diagnosis of cervical
dysplasia.” Of course, 
“dysplasia” could not be
distinguished from
incipient carcinoma
because it was carcinoma
in many cases. 

The term “dysplasia’ 

was proposed to

specify such cytologic

changes as would be

suggestive of but not 

conclusive for

malignancy.

G.N. Papanicolaou,

Ann Intern Med 1949; 31: 661-674.



The identity prompted
introduction of a new term, 
“cervical intraepithelial
neoplasia,” that was meant to
replace “the terms ‘cervical
dysplasia’ and ‘cervical
carcinoma in situ’ by a single
diagnostic entity.” Its
proponents emphasized that
“all cases of “dysplasia …, 
irrespective of grade, [belong
to] a spectrum of
intraepithelial change which
begins as a generally well
differentiated neoplasm … and
ends with invasive carcinoma,”
but instead of giving a 
diagnosis in the language of
clinical medicine and
acknowledging uncertainty in 
equivocal cases, they resorted
to yet another non-specific
histopathologic designation.

All cases of “dysplasia” …, 

irrespective of grade, [belong to] a 

spectrum of intraepithelial change

which begins as a generally well

differentiated neoplasm … and 

ends with invasive carcinoma.



The same is true for other
terms introduced
subsequently, such as the
latest invention, 
“squamous intraepithelial
lesion” that is applied
indiscriminately to benign
and malignant lesions, 
from condyloma to in-situ 
carcinoma. 



Regrettably, the language
of gynecopathology has
infected other fields of
pathology, including
dermatopathology, with
term such as
“keratinocytic
intraepidermal neoplasia” 
and “intraepithelial 
melanocytic neoplasia,” 
and in that process, the
very concept of a specific
disease has been
challenged. Evidently, a 
disease is not a living
being, but as a biologic
process, it also has a “life.”



The different stages of
development were a 
constant theme especially
in the early years of the
Society. Those “lives of
lesions” are most evident 
in neoplasms that are, so 
to speak, “reproductively 
isolated” because of being
caused by a clonal
proliferation of cells. 



Often, typical signs of a 
specific neoplasm are
already discernible in tiny
lesions that enlarge
gradually, become nodular, 
ulcerate, and, eventually, 
disseminate. Although
these are manifestations
of one pathologic process
by both, clinical



and histopathologic
criteria, many pathologists
claim that the early stages
are something different 



because of being
“biologically begin,” and
recently the term 
“indolent lesion of 
epithelial origin, or ILDE”
has been proposed “for 
those lesions (currently 
labelled as cancers) and 
their precursors that are 
unlikely to cause harm if 
they are left untreated.” In 
other words, specific
diagnoses are no longer
sought; all that matters is
the most likely outcome.

That attitude, 
diametrically opposed to
the original goals of the
International Society of
Dermatopathology, has
gained wide acceptance.



For example, David Elder 
claimed, in his 
introduction to Lever’s 
“Histopathology of the 
Skin” in 1997, that “the 
most accurate diagnosis is
the one that most closely
correlates with clinical
outcome.” Is that really so? 
I suggest that the most
accurate diagnosis is the
one that accurately
reflects the biologic entity, 
irrespective of outcome.

The most accurate

diagnosis is the one that

most closely correlates

with clinical outcome …

David Elder, 1997 



This is a melanoma, 
whether or not the patient
succumbs to it, 

The most accurate

diagnosis is the one that

most closely correlates

with clinical outcome …

David Elder, 1997 



and this is metastatic
melanoma, even if all 
metatases should regress
spontaneously, as they
sometimes do. 

The most accurate

diagnosis is the one that

most closely correlates

with clinical outcome …

David Elder, 1997 



Recognition of biologic 
entities may not be easy, 
especially at an early 
stage. This is why the 
existence of “intermediate 
lesions” has been 
postulated. Of course, it is 
true that lesions change 
constantly as they 
develop, especially 
melanoma with its marked 
genetic instability. One 
could postulate not one



but dozens of 
“intermediate lesions,” but 
this is not the concept 

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion

Intermediate
Lesion



of a biologic species that 
constitutes one entity, 
irrespective of subsequent 
mutations or changes in 
morphology and 
behaviour. If, at one stage, 
it is difficult to distinguish 
one entity from the other,
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such as the embryos of 
sheep and cows or the 
embryos of melanoma and 
seborrheic keratosis, this 
does not imply an 
intermediate entity. 
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In general, distinction 
between biologic entities 
is possible on the basis of 
a constellation of criteria, 



and the more we can 
assess, the more reliable is 
the result. In that regard, 
we depend on the amount 
of information provided, 
such as an adequate 
biopsy specimen. 
Sometimes, a single clue 
may give away the 
diagnosis,



but often we have to 
collect criteria from other 
resources. There are many 
such criteria, but the most 
telling aspect



is probably the net
phenotypic result, the cow
or sheep as it stands on 
the meadow



or the disease as it is
experienced by the
patient. After all, the most
common diseases have
been described originally
on the basis of clinical 
findings alone. In recent 
years, however, the 
phenotype has been 
neglected, the focus often 
being on the genotype 
alone, and the view has 
found wide acceptance 
that diseases as such have 
no real existence but are 
just words paraphrasing 
changes on a molecular 
level.



In the third issue of
“Dermatopathology: 
Practical and Conceptual,” 
Jonathan Sanders noted 
that “the word ‘disease‘ is
a useful linguistic device, … 
but in the final analysis, it
seems to be little more
than a middleman. Our
focus must be on the
phenomena themselves. … 
It is inevitable that today’s
notion of ‘disease‘ … will 
become extinct.”

The word “disease” is a useful

linguistic device, … but in the

final analysis, it seems to be

little more than a middleman. Our focus

must be on the phenomena themselves

… It is inevitable that today’s notion of

“disease” … will become extinct.

Jonathan Sanders, 2003



As we have seen, similar 
views have been uttered in 
biology at large. They have 
been discarded because of 
the phenomenon of 
emergence. No single 
factor explains the net 
result. 

The word “disease” is a useful

linguistic device, … but in the

final analysis, it seems to be

little more than a middleman. Our focus

must be on the phenomena themselves

… It is inevitable that today’s notion of

“disease” … will become extinct.

Jonathan Sanders, 2003



Therefore, as already 
noted by Buffon, “we must 
make use of all parts of 
the object which we have 
under consideration,” and 
specificity can be inferred 
if there is a constellation 
of correlated criteria 
across several hierarchical 
levels.

We must make use 

of all parts of the 

object which we   

have under 

consideration.

G.-L. Leclerc de Buffon, 

1749



This is what distinguishes a 
disease from a pattern: a 
disease is a process, a 
chain of events at different 
levels, and although the 
skin can react in only a 
limited number of ways at 
each level, the 
combination of patterns at 
different levels explains 
the enormous variety and 
distinctiveness of diseases 
that allows so many 
species to be recognized. If 
not all links in the chain of 
events are known, this 
does not diminuish the 
specificity of the disease. 
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In some diseases, essential 
factors are known at 
basically every level, and 
sometimes findings at a 
single level are enough for 
specific recognition, such 
as demonstration of the 
virus, or a specific immune 
response, or cytologic and 
histopathologic changes, 
or the clinical 
presentation, or the 
characteristic repetitive 
course of infections by 
herpes simplex virus. 
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In other diseases, all that 
is known must be 
integrated for a specific 
diagnosis to be reached, 
e.g., cytologic and 
histopathologic changes, 
clinical presentation, and 
the characteristic course in 
lymphomatoid papulosis. 
Specificity can be inferred 
if there is a constellation 
of correlated criteria 
across several hierarchical 
levels. Correlated criteria 
at only one level are not 
enough,
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as demonstrated by the 
different histopathologic 
types of lymphomatoid
papulosis that may occur 
in combination, and 
without any impact on 
biologic course, in the 
same patient.

In recent years, chances 
for correlation across 
several hierarchical leves
have been enhanced 
significantly by new 
techniques. 
Immunohistochemical and 
molecular findings have 
contributed to better 
characterization of known, 
and definition and 
recognition of previously 
unknown, diseases.
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An example is the 
expanding spectrum of 
lymphomas that has been 
enriched gradually by 
newly recognized entities. 
In the current “WHO 
Classification of Tumours
of Haematopoietic and
Lymphoid Tissues,” the 
editors followed principles 
of classification in biology 
at large. 



They emphasized that “a 
classification should contain 
diseases that are clearly defined, 
clinically distinctive, and non-
overlapping (i.e. mutually
exclusive), and that together
constitute all known entities (i.e. 
are collectively exhaustive). … 
The guiding principle … is the
importance of defining ‘real’
diseases … [Because] the
underlying causes … are often
unknown and may vary, …  the … 
classification incoporates all 
available information –
morphology, immunopheno-
type, genetic features, and
clinical features – to define the
diseases. The relative import-
ance of each of these features
varies by disease …; there is no
single gold standard by which all 
diseases are defined.”

A classification should contain

diseases that are clearly defined,

clinically distinctive, and non-

overlapping (i.e. mutually ex-

clusive), and that together constitute

all known entities (i.e. are

collectively exhaustive). … The

guiding principle … is the

importance of defining ‘real’

diseases … [Because] the

underlying causes … are often

unknown and may vary, … the …

classification incoporates all

available information – morpho-

logy, immunophenotype, genetic

features, and clinical features – to

define the diseases. The relative

importance of each of these features

varies by disease … there is no

single gold standard by which all

diseases are defined.



Regrettably, this attitude is
exceptional, as most
classifications are far less
rigorous. An example is
the current “WHO 
Classification of Skin 
Tumours” in which 
different stages of the 
same entity are assorted 
to different categories, 
categories are not 
mutually exclusive, such as
nodular and pigmented
basal-cell carcinoma (as if
a nodular basal-cell
carcinoma could not be
pigmented), and all kinds
of transitions are allowed,



such as “dysplastic 
naevus” which is said to be
“intermediate between 
common acquired naevi
and radial-growth-phase 
melanoma.” Not 
surprisingly, in the entire 
volume, not a single word 
is wasted on principles of 
classification. 

Those shortcomings reflect
the decreasing emphasis
on recognition of biologic
entities that can be
attributed to a variety of
reasons. 

Dysplastic naevi are intermediate 

between common acquired naevi

and radial-growth-phase 

melanoma.

Elder DE et al., 2018



For one, non-specific 
designations are 
attractive. If no specific 
diagnosis is rendered, 
there can be no 
misdiagnosis, and one 
cannot be sued. 



Proponents of a non-
specific nomenclature 
have emphasized 
repeatedly that “changing
the terminology for some
of the lesions currently
referred to as cancer will 
allow physicians to shift
medicolegal notions.”



Second, 
dermatopathology has
also tasks other than
diagnosis, ranging from
control of excisional
margins to the assessment 
of prognosis. In the past, 
the latter endeavour had 
limited relevancy, but with 
new and effective 
therapies available, it has 
become more important. 



This is even more true for 
specific molecular changes 
that can be determined 
precisely and open up 
avenues for targeted 
treatment. Although 
determination of those 
changes is unrelated to 
the diagnostic process, it 
constitutes an increasingly 
important aspect of 
dermatopathology.



Third, correlation of 
criteria across several 
hierarchical levels is 
burdensome, as it requires 
meticulous collection of 
data and long-term follow-
up of patients. It is much 
more rewarding to apply 
some new techniques on a 
limited problem. That 
attitude not only affects 
research but also the 
management of patients.
Even if situated in the
same city or the same 
building, it is often easier
and quicker to order an 
additional test than to
contact a colleague in 
order to obtain some
additional information.
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All this is coupled with the
increasing pressure under
which physicians perform
their task. Worldwide, 
medical services have
been put under
economical surveillance
and are expected to
refinance themselves; a 
higher throughput of
patients means that less
time can be devoted to
each of them.



This is reflected by
computerized medical
reports that hardly ever
contain an adequate
clinical history or an 
accurate description of
clinical findings and by the
brevity of notes scribbled
on histopathology request
forms. Because hospitals
have been downsized, 
especially the inpatient
sections of dermatology
departments, it is more
difficult to get back to
patients who stay for a few
hours, rather than days or
weeks. 



The highest density of
dermatology departments
with large inpatient
sections is still in Europe, 
and loss of a European 
anchoring of the Society 
may compromise its goal
of close clinicopathologic
correlation.

Zurich

Graz

Munich



Another factor 
diminuishing
clinicopathologic
correlation is a shift in the 
nature of specimens. When
Pinkus published his “Guide 
to Dermatohistopathology,” 
he noted that “the greatest 
difficulty is encountered in 
the field of simple 
inflammation and this, 
unfortunately, includes … 
roughly half of the 
specimens submitted for 
histologic diagnosis.” Today, 
inflammatory dermatoses
are outnumbered vastly by
neoplasms for which
clinicopathologic
correlation is less
illuminating and less
essential. 

The greatest difficulty is 

encountered in the field of 

simple inflammation and this, 

unfortunately, includes … 

roughly half of the specimens 

submitted for histologic 

diagnosis.

Hermann Pinkus, 1969



Naturally, the increasing
share of neoplasms has
been reflected in scientific
programs of the Society, 
and if one compares
programs of recent
Symposia to those in the
1980s, much more time is
devoted to neoplasia and
much less to inflammatory
dermatoses.



The same is true for
articles published in the
American Journal of
Dermatopathology. In the
first ten years, more
articles were devoted to
non-neoplastic conditions
and other subjects than to
neoplasms, but in the last 
ten years, the relationship
has been reversed. 

That development has
been acompanied by a 
shift in the membership
profile. Originally formed
by dermatologists chiefly, 
most members are now
pathologists, 0
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a trend mirrored by
candidates taking the
American Board 
Examination in 
Dermatopathology. Among
the first candidates in 
1974, there were 116 
dermatologists and 89 
pathologists. Meanwhile, 
the number of
pathologists exceeds that
of dermatologists by 4 to
1. The inevitable result is a 
loss in interest and
expertise in clinical
dermatology. The reverse
side of that development

57%
(116)

43%
(89)

80%20%



is declining interest and
expertise in 
dermatohistopathology
among clinical
dermatologists. This, in 
turn, 



is reflected by the quality
of biopsy specimens that
become smaller and
smaller, are often taken
from lesions not 
representative of the
pathologic process, and
are often submitted
without even the most
basic clinical information.



As early as in 1991, 
Bernard Ackerman
addressed that
development in an 
editorial titled, 
“Dermatology awake: 
dermatopathology is in 
peril.”



But there is not only peril. 
Obviously, there are also 
great perspectives
associated with new
techniques, not only
molecular ones, but also 
new methods of
documentation, such as
three-dimensional total-
body photography, and
easier storage of large 
amounts of data to be
ready for analysis when a 
new question arises. In 
order to make use of those
options, 



it is important not to
forget the basic purpose of
dermatopathology and of
this Society, namely, to
define and recognize
diseases. Diseases are
more than a “middleman,” 
and diagnoses are more
than merely words or, as
Lamarck said, “arbitrary 
products of thought.”



Philosopher Karl Popper 
explained the difference
between scientific
attitudes as follows: 
“Methodological 
nominalists … hold that 
the task of science is only 
to describe how things 
behave and suggest that 
this is to be done by freely 
introducing new terms 
whenever necessary, or by 
re-defining old terms 
whenever convenient while 
cheerfully neglecting their 
original meaning. …

Methodological nominalists … hold that 

the task of science is only to describe 

how things behave and suggest that this 

is to be done by freely introducing new 

terms whenever necessary, or by re-

defining old terms whenever convenient 

while cheerfully neglecting their original 

meaning. … Methodological essentialists 

are inclined to formulate scientific 

questions in such terms as ‘what is 

matter’ … and they believe that a 

penetrating answer to such questions, 

revealing the real or essential meaning of 

such terms and thereby the real or true 

nature of the essences denoted by them, 

is at least the necessary prerequisite of 

scientific research, if not its main task.
Karl Popper
1902-1994



Methodological 
essentialists are inclined to 
formulate scientific 
questions in such terms as 
‘what is matter’ … and 
they believe that a 
penetrating answer to 
such questions, revealing 
the real or essential 
meaning of such terms 
and thereby the real or 
true nature of the essences 
denoted by them, is at 
least the necessary 
prerequisite of scientific 
research, if not its main 
task.”
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meaning. … Methodological essentialists 

are inclined to formulate scientific 

questions in such terms as ‘what is 

matter’ … and they believe that a 

penetrating answer to such questions, 

revealing the real or essential meaning of 

such terms and thereby the real or true 

nature of the essences denoted by them, 

is at least the necessary prerequisite of 

scientific research, if not its main task.
Karl Popper
1902-1994



Obviously, it depends on 
the scientific discipline
whether recognition of
species is the main task or
merely a necessary
prerequisite of scientific
research. For many
endavours, ranging from
basic research to
therapeutic trials, it is a 
necessary prerequisite, 
but for dermatopathology, 
as a diagnostic discipline, 
it is clearly the main task. 

Methodological nominalists … hold that 

the task of science is only to describe 

how things behave and suggest that this 

is to be done by freely introducing new 

terms whenever necessary, or by re-

defining old terms whenever convenient 

while cheerfully neglecting their original 

meaning. … Methodological essentialists 

are inclined to formulate scientific 

questions in such terms as ‘what is 

matter’ … and they believe that a 

penetrating answer to such questions, 

revealing the real or essential meaning of 

such terms and thereby the real or true 

nature of the essences denoted by them, 

is at least the necessary prerequisite of 

scientific research, if not its main task.



Recognition of that task
has prompted the
foundation of the
International Society of
Dermatopathology 40 
years ago, and continued
emphasis on it is, I believe, 
a requirement for its
future. 


