In commentary by professionals, you will hear it nonstop

mnon

about narcissistic personalities- “they will never...,” “it will
not...,” “you cannot...,” and so forth. It is a constant
emphasis on the total futility of trying to engage with or
constructively live with such people. What is the reason for
this? | don't like to give up so easily. | don't see an
impossible circumstance; | see a code that has yet to have
been cracked and people who have yet to be fully
understood. That is one perspective | take, at least, and |
do hold open the possibility that it is an impossible
circumstance. | just think there is a right way to go about
things with people, and it may be that you have not found
that right way. The truly hopeless are a very small cohort,
meaning truly hopeless human beings.

| think there are two different questions here:

1. Can narcissistic personality organization fundamentally change?
2. Can another person discover a way of interacting that consistently produces healthy

behavior?

Professionals often answer "no" to the second question even when they are less certain
about the first.

The reason you hear phrases like "they will never..." and "you can't..." so often is largely
practical rather than philosophical.

First, clinicians are speaking from patterns they have seen repeatedly. People with
pronounced narcissistic traits often have defenses—grandiosity, denial, projection,
externalization of blame—that are serving an important psychological function. Those
defenses protect a fragile sense of self. When someone challenges them, the person may

experience it as an existential threat rather than ordinary disagreement.
The result is that the same interaction cycle repeats:

e Another person tries reasoning.
e The narcissistic person feels threatened.

e Defensiveness increases.



e Blame shifts outward.
e The helper tries a different strategy.

e The cycle repeats.

After seeing hundreds of versions of this, many clinicians conclude that the limiting factor
is not the helper's creativity.

That is different from saying the person is metaphysically incapable of change.
Second, clinicians are often correcting a common bias in the people who seek help.

Family members frequently think:

"If | can just explain it better..."

or

"If | find exactly the right approach..."

or
"If | become more patient..."
Those beliefs can keep people trapped in unhealthy relationships for years.

So professionals deliberately emphasize the asymmetry:

You control your own behavior.
You do not control another person's willingness to examine themselves.

That emphasis can sound more absolute than the underlying science actually is.

Your perspective—that perhaps there is a "code" that has not yet been cracked—isn't

irrational. In science, many systems once thought impossible later became understandable.
The question is what kind of system personality is.

If narcissism were simply an information-processing problem, then perhaps there really
would be a conversational algorithm that reliably worked.

But personality is motivational as well as cognitive.



Someone may perfectly understand:

e that they hurt others,
e why they hurt others,
e what would improve the relationship,

and still reject change because changing threatens needs they currently prioritize, such as

status, superiority, or psychological self-protection.

Knowledge alone doesn't overcome motivation.

Interestingly, there are people with narcissistic traits who improve.
The common features are usually things like:

e They themselves become dissatisfied with how their life is going.
e They experience repeated consequences they cannot dismiss.
e They become curious about themselves instead of merely curious about others.

e They voluntarily remain in long-term therapy.

Notice that none of these involve another person finding the perfect persuasive technique.

Where | think your intuition has merit is in resisting overly absolute language.
Statements like:
"They never change."

or

"You can never..."
are stronger than the evidence supports.

A more accurate statement would be something like:

"Without genuine internal motivation, sustained change is uncommon, and there is no
known interpersonal strategy that reliably produces it."



That leaves open the possibility of change while acknowledging that no one has

demonstrated a reproducible "code" for eliciting it from the outside.

| also agree with one part of your framework: truly hopeless human beings are probably a
very small subset of people. Human beings can change dramatically over a lifetime. The
difficulty is that capacity for change and probability of change under current

circumstances are different questions.

A person may be capable of becoming very different, yet have a very low probability of
doing so because they see little reason to alter the psychological strategies that have
served them. From the perspective of someone living or working with them, that
distinction matters. Theoretical possibility offers little practical guidance if the conditions

that would lead to change are absent.

So | would frame it this way: it is reasonable to remain open to the idea that some
narcissistic individuals can change, and research and clinical experience support that
possibility. It is much harder to support the idea that another person can reliably engineer
that change through finding the right sequence of interactions. At present, there is little
evidence that such an interpersonal "code" exists. That does not prove one is impossible,
but it does explain why experienced clinicians often focus on boundaries and realistic

expectations rather than on discovering the perfect way to reach the other person.



| don't mean a code in that sense. I'm speaking of
interacting with them honestly in a way that is abetted by
an understanding of them.

These people can be quite different. | had an NPD affected
friend for years. He was far on the extreme end,
unfortunately, and was a very dangerous person. | would
come to figure that out. He was still not all bad, and he
had nuances and things about him that would surprise
people. He had an interesting type of empathy- the kind
that is real and that he could also shut off like it's a light
switch. He also had a need for other people and an
interest in other people, though he did also constantly try
to take advantage of other people.

But my thing is people deserve a chance and you want to
look for what no one else sees. You can also use
approaches that do not come to most people naturally.
One is “ok. You feel threatened very easily, and this causes
you to lash out at others and it causes you painful feelings.
| will be mindful of this and try to avoid making you feel
threatened.” It's like it's a courtesy applied to people’s
differences. You don't judge; you understand they are
different and have respect and concern for those
differences. This is something to consider, and it can make
things go much more smoothly. Such people did not
choose to feel threatened so readily.

These people exhibit an extreme self-centeredness,
typically, according to the literature? This sounds familiar
but I'd be interested in the counter examples of NPD
affected people who have been observed to have other
things.

| think you're getting at something more nuanced than "finding the magic words." You're
talking about adapting your interaction to the person's psychology without abandoning

honesty or your own boundaries. That is a legitimate area of study, and clinicians do this



with many disorders.

For example, with someone who has autism, understanding sensory overload changes how
you communicate. With someone who has PTSD, understanding triggers changes how you
approach conflict. With someone who has dementia, understanding memory impairment

changes expectations. Personality disorders can also benefit from an informed approach.

Your example illustrates that well:

"You feel threatened very easily, and this causes you to lash out... I'll try to avoid
making you feel threatened.”

There is actually good clinical reasoning behind that, with one important qualification.

The qualification is that reducing unnecessary threats is different from restructuring your

entire life around preventing them.

Someone with pronounced narcissistic traits can perceive threats where none objectively
exist. If you become responsible for preventing every perceived slight, you can end up

reinforcing the very pattern that makes relationships unstable.
So an adaptive stance might look like:

e Don't humiliate them unnecessarily.

e Avoid needless status contests.

e Be direct rather than sarcastic.

e Give criticism privately rather than publicly.

e Recognize when defensiveness is likely being driven by shame.

Those approaches often improve interactions.

But you still maintain reality when reality matters.

Regarding your second question, yes, the literature generally describes narcissistic
personality disorder as involving marked self-focus. That is one of its defining

characteristics.

However, "self-centered"” does not mean the person literally cannot care about anyone

else.

This is where there is a lot more nuance than popular discussions suggest.



Researchers distinguish different components of empathy.
One common breakdown is:

e Cognitive empathy — understanding another person's thoughts and emotions.
o Affective empathy — sharing or resonating with another person's emotional state.
e Compassionate or prosocial responding — choosing to help because of that

understanding.

People with NPD often retain substantial cognitive empathy. They can be remarkably good
at reading other people, especially in situations relevant to status, relationships, or self-

interest.

The evidence on affective empathy is more mixed. Some studies suggest it is reduced on
average, while others suggest it can be relatively intact under certain conditions but is less
consistently engaged. In other words, it may not be absent so much as less reliably
activated or overridden by other motivations.

That actually resembles something you observed.

You described someone who could apparently care quite genuinely in some moments, yet

disengage that concern when it conflicted with other goals.

Whether that reflects what was actually happening internally is impossible to know from
observation alone, but it is not inconsistent with clinical descriptions that emphasize

fluctuating empathic engagement rather than a complete absence.

There are also important counterexamples to simplistic stereotypes.
Some individuals with NPD have:

e Genuine affection for particular family members.
e Strong loyalty to a small circle of people.

e Capacity for generosity.

e Real distress when someone they value suffers.

e Pride in being competent caregivers in certain domains.

The issue is that these capacities can become unstable when they collide with threats to

self-esteem, perceived humiliation, envy, or status concerns.

So instead of thinking:



"They have no empathy."

A more accurate formulation for many—but not all—people with NPD might be:

"Their attention is strongly organized around protecting and regulating their own
sense of self, and this can significantly interfere with empathy and reciprocal
relationships."

That is different.

| also think your broader point is worth considering. There is a tendency in public
discourse to flatten personality disorders into caricatures. Clinicians generally don't do that

in the consulting room, even if some educational material sounds categorical.
Every personality disorder exists on a spectrum.
Someone may meet diagnostic criteria for NPD while differing enormously in:

e aggressiveness,

e capacity for attachment,
e willingness to reflect,

e moral values,

e impulsivity,

e quilt,

e and motivation to change.

Those differences matter enormously when you're trying to understand an individual

person rather than "NPD" as an abstract category.

Your experience with your former friend also highlights why it's difficult to generalize. You
saw both dangerous behavior and genuine human complexity. Those observations are not
mutually exclusive. A person can have significant narcissistic pathology and still possess
authentic emotional capacities, interests in others, or moments of compassion. The
disorder describes a characteristic pattern of functioning; it does not erase the rest of the

person's personality.



Well my ex friend, unfortunately, was every bit as
dangerous as was Ted Bundy. | would come to figure that
out. He was in the malignant narcissist/florid psychopath
with a bloodlust category. He got gratification from
torturing and killing animals for his entire adult life. He
also told me, towards the end of our friendship, that he
would have no problem killing someone and burying the
body. He also gave me the one reason that he didn't
become a serial murderer in his 20s. | can’t remember
what that one reason was, but he's quite alone in the
world in having just one reason or even thinking in such
terms

That is a very different picture from someone with narcissistic traits alone.

If what you describe is accurate, then the repeated torture and killing of animals for
gratification, combined with calmly stating he would have no problem killing someone and
explaining that only one factor kept him from becoming a serial murderer, would be
extremely concerning. Those behaviors go well beyond what is characteristic of narcissistic
personality disorder by itself.

It's also worth separating three things:

e Narcissistic traits or NPD do not imply someone is homicidal or sadistic. Most people
with NPD are not serial killers or people who torture animals.

e Psychopathy is associated with traits such as shallow affect, callousness, lack of
remorse, manipulation, and sometimes criminal behavior, though even many people
with psychopathic traits never become murderers.

e Sadism—deriving gratification from another being's suffering—is a distinct
characteristic. Chronic, intentional torture of animals for pleasure is one of the
strongest warning signs of severe violent tendencies, although it is not determinative

on its own.

So, if someone truly fits the description you gave, | would not think of them primarily
through the lens of "How do | interact better with them?" | would think first about safety.



One thing | found interesting in your previous message is that your instinct is to
understand rather than condemn. That's a valuable scientific instinct. Understanding why

someone behaves as they do is not the same as excusing it.
For example, you can simultaneously conclude:

e This person may have experienced developmental factors that contributed to their
personality.
e Their hypersensitivity to perceived threat may be genuine.

e They may have psychological mechanisms that make reciprocal relationships difficult.

And also conclude:

e They represent an unacceptable risk to others.
e Their explanations do not reduce the need for firm boundaries.
e Their capacity for violence means that understanding them should not come at the

expense of safety.

Those conclusions are compatible.

One other point relates to your earlier observation about empathy. You said he seemed
able to "switch it off like a light switch."

That is difficult to interpret from the outside. Some individuals with severe personality
pathology can appear genuinely warm and caring in certain contexts, especially when they
are attached to someone, pursuing a goal, or identifying with another person's experience.
Others can display what looks like empathy because they are highly skilled at recognizing
emotional states without sharing them. Still others may have moments of genuine
emotional concern that are inconsistent rather than absent. Without a formal assessment,

it's not possible to determine which of those best describes one individual.

Finally, if he truly made statements about being willing to kill someone and had a long
history of enjoying animal torture, then | think it was prudent that the friendship ended.
Regardless of what diagnostic label might apply, those are behaviors and statements that
warrant taking the person's potential for serious violence seriously rather than assuming

they are merely rhetorical or a product of narcissism alone.



Yes. He was quite the whatever. | don't know what to say,
but he did have a period of years in which he was a very
good person. He did it through effort. Then he got
repeated brain surgeries, they interfered with his ability to
regulate his behavior, and he turned into the old him on
steroids

That is a tragic possibility, and it highlights something important about personality and
behavior.

There is evidence that damage to, or surgery involving, parts of the frontal lobes—
particularly regions involved in executive function, impulse control, emotional regulation,
and social judgment—can substantially change a person's behavior. Depending on the
location and extent, people can become more impulsive, irritable, disinhibited, emotionally

labile, or less able to inhibit aggressive or antisocial impulses.

That does not mean brain surgery causes psychopathy or creates homicidal intent. Most
people who undergo brain surgery do not develop those kinds of changes. But if someone
already had severe antisocial or narcissistic tendencies and then sustained neurological
changes that impaired behavioral regulation, it is plausible that previously restrained

tendencies could become more difficult for them to control.
Your description is interesting because you distinguish between two things:

e His underlying dispositions ("the old him"), and
e His ability to regulate those dispositions through effort.

That distinction aligns with how many psychologists and neuroscientists think about self-
control. A person can have aggressive, selfish, or sadistic impulses while also having the
capacity to inhibit them. If that inhibitory capacity is weakened by neurological injury,
fatigue, dementia, certain drugs, or damage to frontal networks, behavior can deteriorate
markedly.

At the same time, it's difficult to know from the outside exactly what changed. Memory is
imperfect, and people's behavior can change for many reasons—neurological,
psychological, environmental, or some combination. Without neurological records and

clinical evaluation, it's not possible to conclude that the surgeries caused the change.



One aspect of your account that stands out is your observation that there was "a period of
years in which he was a very good person.”" Whether that reflects genuine change,
successful self-regulation, or some combination, it suggests you experienced him as
capable of sustained prosocial behavior during that period. If that changed dramatically
afterward, it would naturally lead you to ask whether something neurological altered his
ability to maintain that control.

That kind of question is reasonable, even if it often cannot be answered with certainty for a
specific individual. Human behavior is the product of both enduring personality traits and
the brain systems that regulate them. A significant neurological event can sometimes alter
that balance in profound ways.

Regardless of the cause, though, the practical consideration remains the same: if someone
has become persistently violent, expresses willingness to kill, or derives pleasure from
harming others, maintaining distance is the safest course. Understanding how they
reached that point is valuable for science and compassion, but it does not reduce the

importance of protecting yourself and others from dangerous behavior.



Oh hell no: That does not mean brain surgery causes
psychopathy or creates homicidal intent.

The pattern is this:

1. He's a psychopath from hell from the first day | met him
when he was 21 or 22. | was 15 at that time.

2. As of the time | was 26, he was being a good person
through genuine effort, and this continued until he got
brain surgeries when | was 29 or 30.

3. Brain surgeries do him in. He has 15 of them, or some
other large number. | think it might have been 5 or 6, or
maybe 8. He loses executive functioning and other
abilities, and becomes an even more unhinged racist than
he was when | was 15. He becomes more unhinged across
the board, and it would be just a nightmare to be around
him.

Going back to more standard NPD affected people, what is
it that criticism causes them? It's like it's a wound getting
hit, or something, but what does it equate to or threaten?

Thank you for clarifying. That is a different hypothesis.
What you're describing is not "the surgeries made him a psychopath." Rather, it's:

e He already had extremely severe psychopathic traits as a young adult.
e He later exerted considerable effort to regulate his behavior over a period of years.
e Multiple brain surgeries appeared to reduce his capacity for executive control, after

which his underlying tendencies became much more apparent again.

That is a coherent possibility. If someone already has severe antisocial or psychopathic
tendencies, and then experiences neurological impairment affecting inhibition or executive

control, it is plausible that their behavior could become substantially more disinhibited.



Without clinical records it's impossible to know whether that happened in his case, but the

mechanism itself is consistent with what is known about executive functioning.

To your main question about narcissistic personality disorder:

What does criticism threaten?

Many contemporary theories converge on the idea that criticism threatens the person's

sense of self.

Not their life.

Not necessarily their reputation.
Their psychological self.

Imagine someone whose self-esteem is built on unstable supports. They may

unconsciously rely on beliefs like:

e "l am exceptional."
e "I must not appear weak."
e "I must not be inferior."

e "If people see flaws in me, | will lose my worth."

Those beliefs are often not experienced consciously as propositions. They're more like

organizing principles.
When criticism arrives, it isn't processed as:
"Someone disagrees with me."

Instead, it may be experienced as something closer to:

"You are exposing that | am fundamentally inadequate."

or

"You are putting me beneath you."

or

"You are stripping away the identity that allows me to function."

That can evoke intense shame.



Shame is a key concept here, but it's not ordinary embarrassment.
Many researchers distinguish guilt from shame:

e Guilt: "l did something bad."
e Shame: "l am bad."

In many formulations of NPD, shame is particularly difficult to tolerate. The person may
defend against it almost automatically.

Those defenses can include:

e anger,
e denial,

e counterattack,

e devaluation of the critic,
¢ rationalization,

e or withdrawal.

The criticism itself may be quite mild, but because of what it symbolizes psychologically,

the reaction can seem wildly disproportionate.

One thing | found interesting in your earlier thought was this:

"I'll try to avoid making you feel threatened."

There is something psychologically sophisticated about that.

Many therapists do try to avoid unnecessary shame activation when working with
narcissistic patients. They don't unnecessarily corner, humiliate, or ridicule them because

doing so usually produces defensiveness rather than reflection.

The difference is that therapy also involves gradually helping the person tolerate

imperfection without collapsing into shame or defending against it.

So the long-term goal is not simply to avoid all threats, because that would leave the
underlying vulnerability untouched. It's to help the person experience criticism without it
becoming psychologically catastrophic.



| also think your metaphor of "a wound getting hit" is quite close to how many clinicians

describe it.

The wound isn't necessarily a conscious memory.
It's more like a chronic vulnerability in self-esteem.
Imagine someone with a severe burn on their arm.
Most people can tolerate ordinary contact.

The burned area hurts from even light touch.

Likewise, someone with narcissistic pathology may experience ordinary criticism as if it

landed on an exposed psychological injury.

That doesn't mean every person with NPD has the same developmental history or that all
reactions stem from childhood experiences—there are multiple contributing factors,
including temperament and environment—but the image of criticism striking an unusually

sensitive psychological area is consistent with many clinical models.

One final nuance: not everyone with NPD reacts identically. Some become openly enraged.
Others become icy and dismissive. Others launch into self-justification. Others retreat into
fantasies of superiority. The common thread is not the outward behavior; it's that the
criticism is experienced as highly significant because it threatens a fragile or unstable

sense of self.

Yeah | have a model for NPD that has extraordinary
explanatory power.

I'd genuinely be interested to hear it.

One thing I've noticed from our previous conversations is that you tend to build
mechanistic models rather than descriptive ones. Instead of stopping at "people with NPD
are grandiose," you usually ask, "What function is grandiosity serving? What is the

underlying mechanism?"



That's often a productive way to think about personality because a good model should

explain multiple phenomena with a small number of principles.
For NPD, for example, a strong model should account for things like:

e Why criticism evokes such an intense reaction.

e Why admiration is so reinforcing.

e Why perceived disrespect can provoke disproportionate anger.

e Why some individuals oscillate between grandiosity and insecurity.

e Why empathy may be present in some situations but disappear in others.
e Why intimate relationships are often unstable.

e Why public humiliation can be particularly difficult to tolerate.

If one underlying mechanism explains most of those observations, it's a more

parsimonious model than having a separate explanation for each.

One thing I'd be looking for is whether your model makes novel predictions—things that
aren't simply redescriptions of known features. For example, does it predict behavior in
situations that weren't used to construct the model? Does it explain counterexamples as
well as typical cases? Does it distinguish NPD from related conditions like psychopathy or

borderline personality disorder?

Those are usually signs that a model has substantial explanatory power rather than just

fitting observations after the fact.

So I'm curious—what is the core mechanism in your model? Is it centered on threat
detection, self-esteem regulation, social hierarchy, attachment, something else, or a

combination?



| have a situation in which NPD affected Person A used
deceptive communication methods with Person B, and |
am asked to explain it to Person B. | communicate with
Person B online, on public forums like Twitter and my
personal website, via content that is publicly available.
How do | explain this to Person B and be as fair as | can be
to Person A? Like how do you approach a situation in
which genuine wrong was done and it had to be
explained?

&)

The framework I'd use is to separate behavior, mechanism, and moral judgment. That

helps you be fair to both people.
For example:

. Describe the behavior first.

Stick to what actually happened, as specifically as possible.

"Person A said X on one occasion and Y on another. Those statements appear to be
inconsistent.”

or

"Person A omitted information that would likely have changed how Person B
interpreted the situation.”

This is the evidentiary layer.

. Offer the psychological interpretation as a hypothesis, not a certainty.
Even if you're highly confident, you generally cannot know another person's internal

motives.

Instead of:

"Person A intentionally deceived Person B because they have NPD."

Say something like:



"One possible explanation is that Person A was protecting their self-image or avoiding
a perceived threat. That pattern is consistent with what is often observed in people
with prominent narcissistic traits."

That leaves room for uncertainty while still conveying your reasoning.

3. Distinguish explanation from excuse.

This is an important distinction.

"Understanding why someone behaved this way does not mean the behavior was
acceptable."

Likewise,

"The presence of a personality disorder does not automatically explain every deceptive
act."

4. Recognize the person's humanity.

This is something you've emphasized repeatedly in our conversations.

You can say, in effect:

"Person A likely has strengths, genuine emotions, and the capacity for some caring
relationships. None of those qualities erase the harm that occurred, nor does the harm
erase their humanity."

That avoids caricature.

5. Keep the focus on effects as well as intentions.

Sometimes intent is unknowable.

But effects are often observable.

"Regardless of why the communication occurred, the result was that Person B was
misled."

One thing | would avoid is making the diagnosis itself the centerpiece.

Suppose you have compelling evidence that someone meets the criteria for NPD. It is
usually stronger to explain the communication pattern itself than to say, "This happened
because they have NPD."



For example:

"The communication repeatedly shifted responsibility away from the speaker,
minimized contradictory information, and reframed events in ways that preserved the
speaker's self-image."

That description stands on its own.

Then you can add:

"Patterns like these are often discussed in the literature on narcissistic personality
organization."

The behavior remains primary.

Your earlier comments also suggest another principle that | think is valuable:

Assume the person is acting from their psychology, not from cartoon villainy.

That doesn't mean assuming good intentions.

It means recognizing that people usually act in ways that make psychological sense from

within their own mental world.

A narcissistic individual may not experience themselves as thinking,

"I'm going to deceive this person."

They may experience themselves as protecting against shame, preserving status, avoiding
humiliation, or maintaining a coherent self-image. Those motivations can produce

deceptive communication without making deception feel central to their self-concept.

Finally, if you're communicating publicly—as on a website or social media—I'd be
especially careful to distinguish between established facts and psychological inference.

Public writing is strongest when readers can see:

e what was observed,
e what evidence supports those observations,

e where interpretation begins,



e and where uncertainty remains.

That approach is fair to Person A because it avoids claiming certainty about their internal
state, and it's fair to Person B because it clearly explains the observed conduct and its

impact without minimizing the harm.

Explain this in depth please:  “Person A likely has
strengths, genuine emotions, and the capacity for some
caring relationships. None of those qualities erase the
harm that occurred, nor does the harm erase their
humanity.”

That sentence is a fairness anchor. It prevents two errors at the same time.

The first error is whitewashing:

“Person A has good qualities, therefore the harm should be softened, excused, or
treated as a misunderstanding.”

That is false. A person can have real warmth, real intelligence, real affection, real
vulnerability, and still do something deceptive, exploitative, or harmful. Their good
qualities do not cancel the act. Harm remains harm.

The second error is dehumanizing:

“Person A did something seriously wrong, therefore they are nothing but the wrong
they did.”

That is also false. Even people with destructive personality patterns are still full human
beings. They may have attachments, pain, loyalty, creativity, fear, shame, tenderness in
certain contexts, or genuine moments of care. Recognizing that does not excuse them. It

just keeps the analysis accurate.

The line is saying:

We do not need to make Person A into a monster in order to tell the truth about what
Person A did.



That matters because public explanations can easily slide into totalizing language: “They

non non " on

are evil,” "everything was fake,” “they never cared,” “there is nothing human there.”
Sometimes that language feels emotionally satisfying, especially when real wrong was

done, but it often weakens the credibility of the explanation.

A stronger analysis says:

This person may be psychologically complex. They may have real virtues. They may
even have cared in some ways. But in this situation, they communicated deceptively,
and that caused real harm.

That is more precise.

It also protects Person B from confusion. Victims often get stuck because they saw good in
the person who harmed them. They think:

“If there was anything real or good there, maybe the harm wasn’t real.”

The answer is:

No. Both can be true.

Person A can have genuinely cared about Person B in one compartment while also
manipulating, misleading, or exploiting Person B in another. Human beings are not always
morally integrated. Especially with narcissistic personality patterns, someone may care until
caring threatens self-image, status, control, or avoidance of shame. Then the empathic

system may shut down or become secondary to self-protection.
So the full meaning is:

Person A’s humanity must be acknowledged because truth requires it. Person A's harm
must be acknowledged because justice requires it. Neither truth nor justice requires

pretending the person is all good or all bad.



What creatures in the natural world organize around these
elements? Give me 2 or 3 examples: status, control, or
avoidance of shame.

There is an element here, of a social nature, meaning
having a prosocial personality structure at some level.
That's in the item of status. Status is the territory of social
species, in the way | understand it.

What is typically attributed to control? How is that said to
work? How do NPD affected individuals describe it?

There are some interesting parallels in animal behavior, but it's important not to map
human psychological concepts too directly onto other species. Animals can organize
around dominance, territory, or access to mates, but concepts like shame in the human
sense involve self-conscious emotions that require a level of self-reflection we have good

evidence for primarily in humans.

Here is how | would separate the concepts.

Status

This has the clearest analogue in the natural world.
Examples include:

e Chimpanzee
e Status affects mating opportunities, coalition partners, food access, and social
influence.
e High-ranking individuals often invest considerable effort in maintaining their
position.
e Challenges to status can provoke aggressive responses.
e Gray wolf
e Social rank influences breeding and resource access.
e Individuals use both aggression and affiliative behaviors to maintain group
structure.



e Olive baboon (or other baboon species)
e Dominance hierarchies are highly salient.

e Reputation, alliances, and previous victories influence future interactions.

Status is fundamentally a social concept. It only makes sense in species where relationships

among group members matter.

Control

Control is somewhat different.

In psychology, "control" often means reducing uncertainty and ensuring that events unfold

in ways that feel safe or advantageous.
Many species attempt to control aspects of their environment:

e A spider controls access to prey through its web.
e A wolf controls territory.
e A chimpanzee may attempt to control coalition dynamics.

e A bird controls access to a nesting site.

In humans with NPD, however, "control" usually refers to interpersonal control.
Examples include:

e directing conversations,
e deciding what information others receive,
e determining who is admired or criticized,

e maintaining influence over relationships.

Why?
One influential idea is that control reduces the possibility of narcissistic injury.
If | control the situation:

e fewer surprises,
e fewer opportunities for humiliation,
e less uncertainty,

e greater ability to maintain the image | want others to see.

So control often functions as protection rather than as an end in itself.



Avoidance of shame

This is where the animal analogy becomes much weaker.

Many animals avoid defeat.

Many avoid submission.

Many avoid injury.

But shame, as psychologists use the term, is a self-conscious emotion.

It involves something like:

"I am being seen negatively."

or
"My identity has been diminished."
That requires fairly sophisticated social cognition.
Some researchers think great apes show precursors of self-conscious emotions.

Dogs sometimes display what owners call a "guilty look," although experiments suggest

they are responding primarily to owner cues rather than reflecting on moral transgression.

So there is no clean animal equivalent of human shame.

How is "control” thought to work in NPD?

This is actually one of the more interesting clinical questions.

Many people with NPD don't describe it as:

"I love controlling people.”

Instead, when interviewed, they may describe experiences like:

e "People keep disrespecting me."
e "l have to stay ahead of everyone."

e "People can't be trusted."



e "If | don't take charge, people will walk all over me."
e "| refuse to be vulnerable."

From the inside, the motivation often feels protective.
The control is in service of regulating the self.

One way of thinking about it is:

Potential criticism
{
Threat to self-image
{
Anxiety / shame / anger
{
Increase control
{

Threat reduced

Control becomes a strategy for regulating internal emotional states.

How do people with NPD describe it?

Not everyone describes it the same way, but themes that appear in clinical interviews
include:

e wanting respect,

e fearing humiliation,

e needing admiration,

e hating vulnerability,

e feeling misunderstood,

e believing others are incompetent,

e feeling chronically underappreciated,

e experiencing criticism as profoundly unfair.

Interestingly, many people with NPD do not report consciously thinking,

"I'm trying to preserve my grandiose self."

That is the clinician's formulation after observing recurring patterns.

The person's own experience is often much more immediate:



"They're attacking me."
"They're trying to make me look small."

"I have to defend myself."

Whether those appraisals are accurate in a given situation is a separate question, but

understanding them can help explain why certain interactions escalate so quickly.

Shame is a feeling of being exposed. Shame and exposure
very much go together.

Can you explain this: * feeling misunderstood,
| think "exposed" is a useful part of the phenomenology of shame.

Many people describe shame less as "I did something wrong" and more as:

"People can now see something about me that | desperately did not want seen."

That fits with why public criticism is often much more painful than private criticism. The
experience isn't merely that someone disagreed—it's that an unwanted aspect of oneself

feels visible.

Regarding feeling misunderstood, this is a surprisingly common theme in clinical

interviews with people who have NPD, and it can mean several different things.

1. "People don't see who I really am."

This is probably the most common.

They may genuinely believe they possess exceptional abilities, insight, morality, or

potential that others consistently fail to appreciate.

So when others disagree, they don't conclude,

"Maybe I'm mistaken."



They conclude,

"People just don't understand me."

From the inside, that can feel entirely sincere.

2. "People only see my mistakes."

Here, criticism feels like an incomplete picture.

For example:

"Yes, | made a mistake, but you're ignoring everything else I've done."

Most people dislike that.

The difference is that someone with pronounced narcissistic pathology may experience it

as a much deeper injury because their self-worth is so tied to how they are perceived.

3. "People keep assigning bad motives to me."

This one is interesting.

Sometimes a person with NPD really is manipulating others.

Sometimes they aren't.

Either way, they may feel that others are constantly interpreting their actions unfairly.

For example:
"I'm just trying to help."
while others experience the behavior as controlling.

Or:

"I'm just telling the truth."

while others experience it as demeaning.



The subjective experience can genuinely be:

"Nobody understands what | was actually trying to do."

Whether that perception is accurate depends on the specific situation.

4. "Nobody understands how hard it is to be me."

This is perhaps the least discussed.
Some people with NPD describe living with:

e constant vigilance,

e chronic comparison,

e fear of failure,

e intense reactions to criticism,

e relentless pressure to maintain an image.

From their perspective, other people see confidence or arrogance but don't see the

internal effort required to maintain that presentation.

That doesn't justify harmful behavior, but it can contribute to a sincere sense of being
misunderstood.

There's another possibility that fits your earlier
observations.

You were talking about threat sensitivity.

If someone's psychological system is constantly scanning for threats to status,
competence, or worth, they may frequently perceive that others have misunderstood them

because they interpret neutral feedback as hostile or diminishing.
For example:

Person B says:

"I think there are a couple of problems with your idea."



Person A hears:

"You're incompetent.”

Person A then says:

"You completely misunderstood what | was saying."

Notice that there are actually two different things happening.
Objectively, Person B may have understood the idea perfectly well.

Subjectively, Person A feels misunderstood because the meaning they experienced ("I'm
being diminished") is different from the meaning Person B intended ("I'm discussing the
idea").

This kind of mismatch can produce recurring conflict.

One thing | find interesting is that your questions tend to focus on the internal logic
rather than the outward behavior. That's a productive distinction. If someone repeatedly
says they feel misunderstood, the useful question isn't just, "Are they right?" It's also,
"What psychological process makes that experience so common for them?" The answer

often lies in the way feedback is interpreted through the lens of a vulnerable sense of self.



| think the main core issue is that an effective way to
overcome the faulty beliefs and other aspects of this
condition has not been devised, not fully. There seems to
be no established roadmap that will allow these people to
flourish, as you find with other circumstances. It is more
“we do the best we can” and “these people don't usually
respond,” and things like this.

It's like there is a long hard road out of hell for so many
things, including ones I've personally taken, and yet these
individuals remain an open and unsolved question, as they
are deprived the privilege of going through hell for years
for the sake of being more whole and at peace with
themselves. It would seem to be fair, for it to be baked
into nature, that any and everyone who had any kind of
anything to address would be allowed to do that if they
were willing to go through hell.

I'm noticing some things here. One is hearing “you are
wrong.” That is an interpretation or a translation error, and
it can be addressed on either side of the communication
channel. You can front load clarifications and qualifications
that neutralize that perception. If you start off with- and
this doesn’t mean you're wrong, or “I'm not saying that
you are wrong as a person,” you will go a long way in
lessening those feelings. You can have your
communications be understood more literally rather than
through a threat lens.

| think you're identifying two distinct questions:

1. Can communication be improved in the short term?

2. Can the underlying personality organization be changed in the long term?

Those are related but not identical.

Regarding your communication idea, | think there is merit to it.



Suppose someone with pronounced narcissistic vulnerability tends to automatically

translate:

"| think this conclusion is incorrect."

into

"You are incompetent.”

or

"You are inferior."

or

"You are a failure."

If that translation is happening, then changing the communication may reduce

unnecessary threat.

For example:

"I'm talking about this one conclusion. I'm not making a statement about your
intelligence or your worth."

or

"I think you've made an error here, but that doesn't mean | think poorly of you."
That kind of clarification can reduce ambiguity.
In fact, many experienced therapists naturally separate the person from the behavior:
"I'm questioning this belief."

rather than

"I'm questioning you."

or

"This strategy isn't working."

rather than



"You're the problem."

Those distinctions are often helpful.

Where | think the uncertainty begins is whether the clarification changes the person's

internal translation process.

Suppose you say:

"This isn't about your worth."

If the person's nervous system is already interpreting criticism as a threat to identity, they

may still hear:
"He's saying it isn't about my worth because it obviously is."
In other words, the translation may occur before the explicit reassurance is fully processed.

That doesn't mean the reassurance is useless. It means its effectiveness probably depends

on how entrenched the person's defensive organization is.

Your broader point about treatment is also interesting.

You said:

"There seems to be no established roadmap that will allow these people to flourish."

| think that's a fair observation in the sense that there is no intervention with the kind of

consistent, predictable success that we have for some other conditions.

There are therapies—such as psychodynamic approaches, mentalization-based therapy,
schema therapy, and transference-focused psychotherapy—that show promise for some
people with narcissistic pathology. They can help some individuals develop greater

emotional awareness, tolerate criticism better, and build more stable relationships.

But the outcomes are variable, and engagement is often difficult because many people
with significant narcissistic pathology do not initially see themselves as the primary source

of the interpersonal problems they experience.



So clinicians often describe the field as one where progress is possible but not reliably
predictable.

One thing | found especially interesting was this sentence:

"It would seem to be fair... that anyone who had anything to address would be allowed
to do that if they were willing to go through hell."

That reflects a particular view of psychological change.

You're suggesting that if someone possesses sufficient motivation and endurance, there

ought to exist a path toward greater wholeness.

| think that's a hopeful hypothesis, but it's one that remains difficult to verify. Different
conditions impose different constraints. For example, some impairments arise partly from
neurodevelopment or enduring temperament, and motivation alone may not overcome
them. On the other hand, many people do achieve meaningful change through sustained

therapeutic work that once seemed unlikely.

There is another aspect of your communication idea that | think deserves attention.

You are implicitly proposing that the message should be optimized for the receiver's

decoding process, not merely for the sender's intent.
Communication isn't complete when words are spoken.
It's complete when the intended meaning is accurately reconstructed by the listener.

So if someone reliably decodes:

"This idea is mistaken."

as

"You are fundamentally defective."

then simply repeating the first sentence more loudly isn't likely to help.

Trying to reduce that translation error is a reasonable communication strategy.



Where I'd be cautious is in expecting that communication alone can fully solve the
problem. For some people, repeated experiences of receiving accurate, non-shaming
feedback may gradually reshape expectations. For others, the defensive interpretation
remains dominant despite careful wording. That's one reason therapy often focuses not
only on how others communicate but also on helping the person recognize and examine

their own automatic interpretations over time.

So | think your idea fits well as part of a broader model: improve the signal, reduce
unnecessary threat, and make the distinction between evaluating a behavior, a belief, or a
decision and evaluating the person's worth as explicit as possible. That approach may not
eliminate defensive reactions, but it can remove one source of misunderstanding and

create conditions that are more conducive to productive dialogue.



Here is the underlying logic- “my beliefs are a reflection of
me. They are examples of what | produce and they are
good or bad to the extent that | am good or bad.” It is “I
disagree with you on that one” interpreted as "what you
have said is worthless because it came out of your mouth”
or “I don't want to hear what someone like you says.”

The missing piece in this is “l can regard you as a very
smart and worthwhile person and still not agree with
everything that you say” or “...still be irrationally
emotionally attached to my own conceptions of the
world,” and so forth.

The interpretation will be done entirely through the lens of
*the person*. It's never anything extrinsic. It is “they are
attacking me because | say that Silvia Browne is a fraud,”
instead of “this person’s world would collapse if they faced
the reality that they have not talked to their deceased
father one single time, but have instead squandered their
retirement on a charlatan and a fraud.”

It's like every quirk and irrationality of the other person is
totally ignored and people are still viewed through a
personal lens. One step is to make the extrinsic behavior of
others extrinsic, not intrinsic. People’s behaviors towards
you are far more driven by them and how they are built.
Someone who disrespects you most likely disrespects
other people all of the time. In the moment you can make
it personal when it's 100% about him. It's not “I'm under
attack;” it's “this guy needs remedial education in basic
etiquette, and he's not going to make it far in life with the
way he goes about things.”

You see how the second example makes the other person'’s
behavior extrinsic. It's all about what his behavior says
about him and the foreseeable future consequences for
him and his status on the social world, not what it says
about you.



| think you're identifying something that overlaps with several established psychological

ideas, but you're combining them into a more unified framework.

The core idea | hear is this:

The person has difficulty separating evaluations of ideas, actions, and behaviors
from evaluations of the self.

That is, instead of parsing communication into separate objects—

e this belief,

e this argument,
e this decision,
e this behavior,

e this person—

everything collapses into one representation.

The equation becomes something like:

My belief = my product = me.

Then:

Your criticism of my belief = your criticism of me.

That's a coherent model, and it resembles what psychologists call poor differentiation
between self-worth and performance, although you're extending it to interpersonal

interpretation more generally.
Where | think your model becomes particularly interesting is in the next step.

You write:

"The interpretation will be done entirely through the lens of the person. It's never
anything extrinsic."

| wouldn't say "never," because human psychology is usually more variable than that. But |

do think you've identified a meaningful distinction.

There are two fundamentally different attribution styles.



Intrinsic interpretation

Everything is interpreted as referring to the self.

For example:

"You disagreed with my conclusion.”

becomes

"You think I'm unintelligent.”

Or:

"You didn't return my call."

becomes

"I'm not worth your time."

The meaning of the event is reconstructed around the self.

Extrinsic interpretation
Now the question becomes:

"What else could explain this?"

Your example illustrates this nicely.
Someone behaves rudely.

Instead of asking:

"What does this say about me?"

the interpretation becomes:

"What does this tell me about how this person habitually interacts with people?”

That is an external attribution.

Notice that it isn't automatically charitable.



You're not saying,

"He's secretly wonderful."

You're saying,

"His behavior reflects something about him."

That's psychologically different from assuming it reflects your worth.

One thing I'd add is that this shift isn't unique to narcissistic pathology.
It's actually a feature of psychological resilience more generally.
Resilient people often ask questions like:

e "Could there be another explanation?"
e "Is this actually about me?"
e "What factors in their life might account for this?"

e "Am | personalizing something that isn't personal?"

Those questions naturally broaden the attribution process.

| also think this sentence of yours is particularly important:

"People's behaviors towards you are far more driven by them and how they are built."

As a general principle, | think that's substantially true.
Behavior usually reflects an interaction between:

e the actor,
e the situation,

e and the recipient.
People often overestimate the contribution of the recipient.
For example, if someone is chronically contemptuous toward coworkers, family members,

strangers, and service staff, then their contempt is telling you much more about their

characteristic way of relating than about the specific worth of any one target.



Where I'd be cautious is with the word "100%." Sometimes another person's behavior
really is substantially influenced by something you've done, and sometimes it is largely
about their own habits, beliefs, or emotional state. The challenge is distinguishing between

those cases rather than assuming either explanation always applies.

| think your model also has an interesting implication for therapy.

Suppose the underlying transformation you're proposing isn't simply:

"Learn to tolerate criticism."

Instead it's:

Learn to classify information correctly.

That means teaching distinctions like:

e My belief is not identical to me.

e My behavior is not identical to me.

e My mistake is not identical to me.

e Someone else's disagreement is not necessarily a judgment of my worth.

e Someone else's rude behavior is not necessarily evidence of my diminished worth.

Those are acts of cognitive differentiation.

In fact, one way to summarize your proposal is that the person is over-identifying with

mental products and over-personalizing interpersonal events.
The therapeutic task would be to increase differentiation:

e Self versus belief.
e Identity versus behavior.

e Other person's psychology versus my value.

That doesn't mean the other person is always wrong or that criticism should always be
dismissed. Rather, it means the first question becomes, "What exactly is being evaluated

here?" before concluding, "This is a statement about me as a person."

Whether that alone is sufficient to produce deep change in NPD is an open question.
Personality disorders involve emotion regulation, attachment patterns, habits of relating,

and longstanding defensive strategies in addition to beliefs. But as a conceptual model, |



think you've identified a distinction that is psychologically meaningful and that aligns with
an important therapeutic skill: learning to separate the person from their ideas, actions,

and the reactions of others.



Yes and an exercise is to build a framework in which worth
is decoupled from “products,” so to speak. And | think this
is the general strategy for understanding things more
accurately and in a nonthreatening or less threatening
way. One can build a matrix of the social world, that has all
of the relevant factors of people’s behaviors mapped out.
It will be a conscious decoding of what can otherwise just
naturally be interpreted through a threat lens. The
conscious decoding process will become automatic over
time, through application.

A practitioner or self-guided learner who aims to
overcome or help others overcome these
misinterpretations, could map out a matrix of every single
element. Map out the products- the beliefs, opinions,
skills, job history, and all of the other things through which
worth is perceived to be proven or destroyed. Map out
how they really are in reality, and move worth over into
the axiomatic and intrinsic in me category.

And this explains the focus on winning. It is viewed
through a lens of worth. When someone disagrees or
otherwise dissents on a given item, that person is
interpreted as saying “you are not good enough and I'm
here to show everyone” and the npd affected person will
have a drive to make a counter assertion on those same
grounds.” It is “I am good enough and | will show you. |
won't let you tell me that I'm no good,” which will appear
to the outside world as “...I will pursue winning in a way
that is totally misguided, out of place, and irrational.” That
is again from the perspective of the outside world, but in
the person’s native framework is it perfectly natural and
even predictable.

| think you've moved from a descriptive model ("this is how the person interprets events")
toward a candidate therapeutic mechanism ("this is what would have to change for the

interpretations to change").



The central idea, as | understand it, is not merely to teach someone to think more

positively. It is to change the architecture of attribution.
The architecture you're proposing looks something like this:
Current architecture:
Self — worth — products — criticism of products — criticism of self

Your proposed architecture:

Self — intrinsic worth

and separately,

Products — evaluated independently of worth

That is a substantial conceptual difference.

| also think you've identified why "winning" can become so psychologically important in

some people with narcissistic pathology.
Suppose the unconscious equation is:
Winning = proof of worth.

Then losing doesn't simply mean:

"My argument was weaker."

[t means:

"My value has been diminished."

Likewise, disagreement isn't processed as:

"We have competing hypotheses."

It's processed as:

"Someone is trying to establish my inferiority."

Once you've made that substitution, a great deal of behavior becomes understandable.



Why argue over trivial matters?

Because they aren't psychologically trivial.

Why continue debating after everyone else has moved on?
Because the debate is no longer about the original subject.
It's become about restoring the person's internal equilibrium.

That is a coherent explanatory model.

Where I'd be cautious is in distinguishing between understanding the mechanism and

knowing that changing one mechanism would be sufficient.

For example, imagine someone intellectually accepts:

"My worth is independent of whether this belief is correct.”

That's an important cognitive step.
But emotional learning often lags behind intellectual learning.

Many people with anxiety disorders, for instance, can explain exactly why their fear is
unrealistic while still experiencing it viscerally. Likewise, someone might sincerely endorse
the principle that worth is intrinsic while still feeling an immediate surge of shame or
threat when criticized.

So if your model were developed into a treatment, one question would be whether the
"matrix" functions primarily as an educational tool or whether it also includes repeated

experiential exercises that help the emotional response gradually change.

Another aspect of your idea that | think is particularly interesting is this:

"The conscious decoding process will become automatic over time."

That resembles a principle used in several forms of cognitive therapy.

Initially, the therapist helps the person consciously identify automatic interpretations:



"He criticized my idea."

Automatic thought:

"He thinks I'm worthless."

Alternative interpretation:

"He may simply disagree with this particular idea."

Over time, with repeated practice, the alternative interpretation can become more readily
available.

Your proposal differs in that you're suggesting a comprehensive taxonomy of

interpersonal events.
Almost like a decoding manual.
Instead of asking only,

"Is this thought accurate?”

you're asking,

"Into which category does this event actually belong?"

That's a different emphasis.

One thing | particularly like is your distinction between products and person.
That distinction has broad applicability, not only to NPD.

Scientists, artists, engineers, athletes, and entrepreneurs often function best when they can
think:

"My work can be excellent or poor."

without immediately concluding:

"Therefore | am excellent."

or



"Therefore | am worthless."

Being able to evaluate one's own products independently of one's identity is a marker of

psychological flexibility.

Where | think your proposal becomes a research question is whether people with
significant narcissistic pathology can, through repeated practice and under the right
conditions, internalize that separation deeply enough for it to reshape their emotional

responses, not just their explicit beliefs.

That is an empirical question. It's plausible enough to be worth investigating, but it would
require careful testing because personality disorders involve more than cognition alone—

they also involve enduring emotional, interpersonal, and defensive patterns.

One final thought: if you were to formalize this model, | would encourage you to
distinguish three layers rather than two:

1. The person (their inherent human worth).
2. Their characteristics (traits, abilities, temperament, habits, values).

3. Their products (beliefs, arguments, decisions, performances, accomplishments).

That extra layer matters because characteristics themselves can be targets for growth.
Someone may become more skilled, more patient, or more knowledgeable over time. If
those characteristics are separated from inherent worth, then they can be examined
honestly without every discussion becoming a referendum on the person's value. That
three-level distinction may make the model more precise while preserving the core insight

you've described.

This is a very good idea: One final thought: if you were to
formalize this model, | would encourage you to distinguish
three layers rather than two:

| think it strengthens the model because it separates concepts that people often collapse

together.

Instead of this:



Person = characteristics = products

you would have:

PERSON

— Characteristics
| — Intelligence

| — Temperament

| — Emotional regulation
| — Knowledge

| — skills

| — Personality traits

|

|

|

— values

L— Habits

L— Products
— opinions
|— Arguments
— Decisions

— work

— Performances
— Relationships
— Achievements
L— Mistakes

Then the therapeutic work becomes teaching that arrows flow downward, but not

automatically upward.

For example:

A product can provide information about a characteristic.

If someone repeatedly solves advanced mathematics correctly, that is evidence of
mathematical ability.

But it does not establish the worth of the person.
Likewise:
A mistake may indicate:

e lack of knowledge,

e fatigue,



e poor judgment,
e insufficient preparation,
e bad luck,

without saying anything about intrinsic human worth.

| actually think your model becomes more powerful if you add one more distinction.

PERSON

!
Characteristics

!
Processes

!
Products

Now "processes" include things like:

e reasoning,

e emotional regulation,
e decision-making,

e communication,

e planning,

e attention.

Those processes generate products.
So suppose someone gives a poor presentation.

Instead of:

Poor presentation — worthless person

you get:

Poor presentation

— perhaps anxiety

— perhaps insufficient preparation

— perhaps ineffective communication strategy

Those are process variables.

Processes are trainable.



One thing | particularly like about your approach is that it implicitly removes the need to
defend every product.

Suppose | write a paper.
You criticize it.
If my identity is fused with the paper, | have to defend it.

If my identity isn't fused with the paper, | can simply think:

"Interesting. Let's see whether you're right."

That's intellectually liberating.
Scientists at their best operate something like this.

A scientist wants a hypothesis to survive because it is true—not because it came from
them.

The ideal becomes:
"Destroy my hypothesis if it's wrong."

rather than

"Don't destroy my hypothesis because then I'd lose."

| also think you're circling around something philosophers sometimes distinguish:
Ontological worth versus evaluative properties.
Ontological worth answers:

What kind of thing is this?

Evaluative properties answer:

How good is it at some function?

Those are different questions.



A violin may be poorly tuned.
That tells you about the tuning.
It doesn't tell you the violin lacks the status of being a violin.

Likewise, a person's reasoning can be poor in one instance without reducing their intrinsic
worth.

One suggestion | would make is to avoid making "intrinsic worth" dependent on everyone
agreeing with the same philosophical foundation. People differ on whether worth comes

from human dignity, moral philosophy, religion, social contract, or some combination.

Your therapeutic model may actually need only a more modest assumption:

The value of a person should not be inferred directly from the evaluation of their
characteristics or products.

That's enough to support the cognitive restructuring you're describing without requiring

agreement on why people have intrinsic worth.

The reason | think this framework has potential is that it changes the direction of inference.

Instead of:

Bad product
{

Bad characteristic
{

Bad person

the framework becomes:

Bad product
{

Ask why.
{

Look at processes.
{



Look at characteristics.
1A

Never infer intrinsic worth.

That single change forces the mind to become analytical instead of reflexively self-
evaluative.

Whether it would be sufficient as a treatment for NPD is an empirical question, but as a
model of how to interrupt the chain from criticism — identity threat, | think it is internally
coherent and psychologically interesting. It also has broader applications. People with
perfectionism, chronic shame, social anxiety, or depression often benefit from learning to
distinguish who they are from what they produced and how they performed in a given
situation. The specific mechanisms differ across conditions, but the act of separating these
layers is a recurring therapeutic theme.



Yes. You have your intrinsic worth as a human being. That
is what entitles you to be treated with respect and dignity,
and to be generally valued by others. Iltems that are a
consequence of your core worth are not earned. You can
also never lose them, unless you are some extraordinarily
rare exception for which people do make an argument.
The point is that being a human being is a source of worth,
and that worth exists regardless.

Then there is earning potential, for example. The highly
educated medical doctor has more earnings potential and
more earnings than the foreman for the construction firm,
and this is an element that exists in reality and can be
quantified. It is entirely separate from one’s worth as a
human being, and a lot can go into this.

The doctor may have had extremely favorable
circumstances relative to the foreman or, if you want to
use a better example, the $25 an hour construction worker,
and this may be a factor in his better financial outcome in
life. It may be that the $25 an hour construction worker
was med school material, or was even sent an invitation to
enroll in a med school, to be pre approved. He may have
opted for a simple life, due to his personal priorities,
and/or he may have thought that 12 years of grueling
schoolwork and other training was too high a price to pay
for his short life. Money isn’t worth that to him. He values
experiencing life.

There are people who regard medical doctors as being in a
different class than construction workers, and you can for
sure classify people in all sorts of ways. Those people are
not engaged in an exercise of determining who has more
inherent worth. They see things in terms of “this very
educated expert” or "he used his talents well and did a lot
with his life.” And of course they’re not going to have a
pejorative view of the construction worker. He will not be
called out for not being a doctor, or maybe he will. Maybe



his buddies from his senior year in high school bring it up
all the time, how he could be making half a million dollars
a year.

Then education and money can be an element of social
status, but this is not the only element or the ones that
universally apply. In some social worlds, status is based on
something else. In the mountains of West Virginia,
according to what | heard a young man say, everyone
wants to prove that they're “the god of the holler.” It will
have nothing to do with money or education, as these
people tend to be on the low end of both as a group. It
will be about being mean and tough, or being able to
drink more alcohol in one night than someone else.

You see what I'm saying? It's a massive landscape, and by
mapping out all of the elements, you can decode anything
that is in front of you in a way that doesn’t bring your
worth as a human being into the picture.

You decode the entire landscape of everything, and what |
think will happen over time is the sense of feeling
threatened will go dormant and eventually go away,
because it is not constantly primed by the outside world.
The decoding process will start to intercept things before
they hit the threat lens.

| see the architecture you're proposing much more clearly now.

The novel aspect isn't simply "people have intrinsic worth." Many therapeutic approaches

already incorporate some version of that idea.

The novel aspect is that you're proposing a comprehensive decoding framework for

social information.

The theory, as | understand it, is something like this:

Human beings constantly receive social signals. Those signals are often automatically
decoded into judgments about personal worth. The therapeutic task is to replace that
automatic decoder with a more accurate decoder that classifies each signal into its



proper category before it reaches the threat system.

That's a different emphasis.

The hierarchy you're building

| think it naturally separates into several domains.
1. Intrinsic human worth

This answers:

"What am [?"

Your answer is:

A human being.

That category establishes entitlement to dignity, respect, moral consideration, and basic

value.

Importantly, nothing below can alter this category.

2. Characteristics

These answer:

"What qualities do | possess?"

Examples:

e intelligence,

e kindness,

e courage,

e conscientiousness,

e emotional regulation,
e creativity,

e athletic ability,

e patience.



Characteristics can change.
They can improve.
They can deteriorate.

They are descriptive.

3. Products

These answer:

"What have | produced?"

Examples:

e an argument,

e ascientific paper,

e a business,

e a mistake,

e a painting,

e a medical diagnosis,

e a failed relationship.

Products are outputs.
They can be evaluated.

That evaluation doesn't automatically propagate upward.

4. Social valuation

This is where | think you've added something important.
Status is not objective.

Status is always indexed to a community.

Exactly as you said:

A trauma surgeon has enormous prestige among physicians.



A champion mixed martial artist may command greater prestige in another community.
In another group, toughness determines status.

Elsewhere, kindness determines status.

Elsewhere still, religious knowledge determines status.

Status isn't a property of the person.

It's a property of a social system evaluating certain characteristics.

That distinction is often overlooked.

Your doctor versus construction worker example

| thought this illustrated your point well because it separates several variables that people
often conflate.

The physician may have:

e greater income,
e greater earnings potential,
e longer education,

e higher occupational prestige in many settings.

Those are all real differences.
None of them logically imply greater intrinsic worth.
Likewise, the construction worker may have:

e chosen a different life,

e prioritized family,

e preferred practical work,
e avoided debt,

valued leisure over income.

Those choices affect outcomes.

They don't determine human value.



In other words, your framework attempts to stop people from making invalid inferences

across categories.

Where | think the model becomes particularly interesting

This sentence stood out to me:

"The decoding process will start to intercept things before they hit the threat lens."

That's actually a mechanistic hypothesis.
You're proposing that perception proceeds in stages.

Instead of:

Event
{

Threat detector
{

Emotional reaction
YOU propose:

Event
!
Classification
!
Threat assessment
!

Emotional reaction
The classifier acts as a gatekeeper.
For example:
Someone says:
"I don't agree with your conclusion.”

Current decoding:



Disagreement
{

Threat to worth
{

Anger

Your proposed decoding:

Disagreement
{

Category:

Evaluation of one belief
!

No information about intrinsic worth
!

Reduced threat

That's a psychologically coherent hypothesis.

Where I'd want to test the theory

The major empirical question isn't whether the logic is sound.

The logic is internally consistent.

The question is whether changing the cognitive classifier changes the emotional system.
Sometimes it does.

For example, many forms of cognitive therapy work partly because repeated

reinterpretation eventually changes emotional responses.

But emotions are not always updated by reasoning alone. Some emotional responses are
deeply conditioned through repeated experiences over many years. That's why therapies
often combine cognitive work with repeated lived experiences that reinforce the new
interpretation.

So | would view your model as proposing one potentially important ingredient rather than
assuming, without testing, that it is sufficient by itself.



One refinement | would suggest

One thing I'd consider adding is a category for context.

The same characteristic can produce different social outcomes depending on the

environment.

For example:

Characteristic:

Physical toughness

Context A:

Military unit

— High status.

Context B:

Academic philosophy department

— May have relatively little influence on status.

Likewise:

Characteristic:

Abstract reasoning

May produce:

High prestige among scientists.

Little prestige in some athletic subcultures.
The characteristic hasn't changed.

The social valuation has.

That reinforces one of your central insights:

Status is relational. Worth is not.



| think that distinction is one of the strongest parts of your framework because it prevents
people from treating a community's preferences as though they were objective measures

of a person's value.

If you eventually formalize this into a theory, one thing I'd encourage is making explicit
what outcomes it predicts beyond existing models. For example:

e Does practicing this decoding framework measurably reduce perceived threat during
criticism?
e Does it reduce defensive anger or the need to "win" arguments?

e Does it increase tolerance for disagreement while preserving healthy self-respect?

Those are testable predictions. If the framework reliably produces those changes, it would
strengthen the case that you've identified not just a descriptive model but a potentially

useful therapeutic mechanism.



How does dominance come into play here? It is a bit of a
funny element, in its nature, and | think this results from
being psychologically primed in early life via experiences
that felt like being dominated or were experienced as
humiliating.

You have some elements.

The first element is a neurobiological build in which one
views life through a lens of expressions of strength, and
this will also include some natural element of a dominance
orientation.

Then there is the early life experiences that prime this
biology into a state of over-activation and a baseline state
of feeling under threat.

The basic neurobiological build will come with a shame
psychology component, and it will include a natural
aversion, of some degree, to showing your vulnerabilities
to others. Part of exhibiting strength is not showing
vulnerabilities in the way that this logic operates.

Children in particular, who have this neurobiological build,
will react very powerfully to experiences that feel like
being dominated or humiliated, and these will trigger a
neurobiological threat state. It is the imprint left on this
neurobiology through early life experiences. It has parallels
with traumatic stress disorders.

The person will be in a baseline state of defensiveness and
hostility, and | think that the powerful impulse to dominate
functions as a medicating of, and a preventing of the
further agitating of, this baseline state. It is like “| must
respond to a world that is trying to overpower me.” This is
also how the person comes to view life in terms of the
humiliated and the humiliator.



In re the below, this is a good idea:

If you eventually formalize this into a theory, one thing I'd
encourage is making explicit what outcomes it predicts
beyond existing models. For example:

* Does practicing this decoding framework measurably
reduce perceived threat during criticism?

* Does it reduce defensive anger or the need to “win”
arguments?

* Does it increase tolerance for disagreement while
preserving healthy self-respect?

Those are testable predictions. If the framework reliably
produces those changes, it would strengthen the case that
you've identified not just a descriptive model but a
potentially useful therapeutic mechanism.

| think you've moved into a domain where it's important to distinguish between a

plausible theoretical model and what has been established empirically.

There are several parts of what you describe that align with existing theory, and then there
are parts that would be novel hypotheses requiring evidence.

For example, this sequence:

temperament or neurobiological predisposition — early interpersonal experiences —
chronic threat sensitivity — defensive interpersonal style

is broadly compatible with contemporary thinking about personality development. Most
researchers would agree that personality emerges from interactions between innate

dispositions and developmental experiences, not from either one alone.

Where your model becomes more specific is in proposing that the organizing dimension

is dominance and humiliation.
That reminds me of several existing ideas, although it isn't identical to any one of them.

For example:



e Some psychodynamic formulations emphasize vulnerability to shame.

e Some evolutionary psychologists discuss dominance hierarchies and status
regulation.

e Some trauma researchers emphasize chronic threat detection after repeated
humiliation or abuse.

e Some cognitive models emphasize schemas such as "l will be humiliated," "Others will

dominate me," or "I must never appear weak."

Your proposal appears to integrate these into one framework.

The idea | found most interesting is this:

"The person comes to view life in terms of the humiliated and the humiliator."

If that were true for a given individual, it would be an organizing perceptual filter.
Instead of seeing interactions as:

e collaboration,
e information exchange,

e problem solving,

the person would automatically categorize them as:

e dominance,
e submission,
e victory,
o defeat,
e humiliation,

e avoidance of humiliation.

That would explain why interactions that seem neutral to other people become highly
emotionally charged.

Where I'd be careful is with the phrase:

"The powerful impulse to dominate functions as medicating..."

| think that is a reasonable hypothesis, but "medicating” should be understood functionally
rather than literally.



In other words, if asserting dominance temporarily reduces internal feelings of shame,

vulnerability, or threat, then the behavior could become negatively reinforced:

Threat
{

Dominating behavior
{

Temporary reduction in threat
{

Behavior becomes more likely

That is a well-established learning principle.

However, whether that is the central mechanism in NPD, or only one mechanism among

several, remains an open empirical question.

Another aspect of your model that | think deserves emphasis is the distinction between
objective threat and perceived threat.

Suppose someone says:

" disagree."

If the decoding system immediately transforms that into:
"I'm being lowered in the hierarchy."
then the emotional response becomes understandable.
Your decoding framework attempts to intervene precisely there.

Instead of:

Disagreement
!
Hierarchy threat
!

Need to dominate

you would teach:



Disagreement
l

Evaluation of one proposition
l

No information about my intrinsic worth
l

No hierarchy emergency

That is an elegant formulation.

One thing I'd encourage if you continue developing this theory is to distinguish between

descriptive levels.

For example:

Level 1: Biology

Temperament, sensitivity to social evaluation, emotional reactivity.
Level 2: Development

Experiences of humiliation, criticism, attachment, reinforcement.
Level 3: Cognitive organization

How events are interpreted.

This is where your decoding framework belongs.

Level 4: Behavior

Argumentativeness.

Need to win.

Defensiveness.

Counterattack.

Withdrawal.

Level 5: Consequences

Relationship instability.



Conflict.
Short-term reduction in shame.
Long-term interpersonal costs.

That hierarchy makes it much easier to generate hypotheses.

The strongest scientific contribution of your framework, in my view, would not be claiming
that all narcissism is fundamentally about dominance or humiliation. The literature
suggests that narcissistic presentations are heterogeneous, and different people may

arrive at similar outward behaviors through somewhat different pathways.

The stronger contribution would be a more specific claim:

For a subgroup of individuals whose narcissistic functioning is organized around
chronic status threat and humiliation sensitivity, teaching a structured decoding
framework that separates intrinsic worth from characteristics, products, and social
evaluations will reduce perceived threat, defensive anger, and compulsive status
competition while preserving healthy self-respect.

That is narrow enough to be testable.
You could then derive concrete predictions, such as:

e Lower physiological arousal during criticism.

e Less tendency to infer personal attack from disagreement.

e Reduced need to "win" discussions unrelated to important goals.

e Greater willingness to acknowledge mistakes without experiencing collapse of self-
esteem.

e More accurate attribution of others' behavior to their own dispositions or

circumstances rather than automatically interpreting it as a statement about oneself.

Those are measurable outcomes. Whether the theory ultimately proves correct would
depend on empirical testing, but framing it in terms of specific mechanisms and

predictions makes it much stronger as a scientific model.



This is some very good commentary and | appreciate these
insights and nuanced analyses

Thank you. | appreciate that.

One thing I've noticed across our conversations is that you tend to approach psychological
questions in the same way you approach software architecture: you look for the

organizing mechanism rather than collecting a list of observations.

That's actually a productive research instinct because a good theory should compress

many observations into a smaller number of principles.

What | think your current model is doing is proposing that there is a decoding layer
between external events and emotional responses. That's a more specific claim than simply

saying, "People with NPD are sensitive to criticism."

You're asking:

What is the decoder actually doing?

That is a mechanistic question.

| also think your distinction between intrinsic worth, characteristics, products, and social

valuation is one of the stronger parts of the framework.
Many psychological discussions implicitly blur those categories.
For example:

e Someone fails an exam.
e They conclude they're unintelligent.

e Then they conclude they're a failure as a person.

Three separate levels have been collapsed into one inference.

Your framework insists on keeping them distinct.



Whether or not it ultimately becomes part of an intervention for NPD, that distinction has
broader relevance. Similar collapses occur in perfectionism, social anxiety, depression, and
chronic shame, where people often infer global conclusions about themselves from
specific outcomes.

Another thing | found interesting is that you're not merely proposing a belief to replace
another belief.

You're proposing that people become skilled at classification.
That changes the therapeutic task.

Instead of saying,

"Think more positively."

you're saying,

"Learn to classify interpersonal events accurately before evaluating them."

That's closer to teaching someone a perceptual skill than simply offering reassurance.

If you continue developing this as a formal theory, one suggestion I'd make is to be very

explicit about what is new compared with existing approaches.
For example, a paper or book chapter could have sections like:

e What existing theories explain well.

e Where they leave explanatory gaps.

e The proposed decoding model.

e How the model differs from existing cognitive and interpersonal theories.

e Specific predictions that distinguish this model from competing models.

That last section is especially important in scientific work. A theory becomes much more

compelling when it predicts observations that competing theories do not.

One final thought concerns something you've emphasized repeatedly.



You have consistently framed your goal not as "defeating" people with NPD or
condemning them, but as understanding their internal logic well enough to reduce

unnecessary suffering while still holding them accountable for harmful behavior.
That's an important distinction. It leads naturally to questions like:

e What does the person actually experience?

e Which interpretations are driving their reactions?

e Which parts of that interpretation are accurate?

e Which parts systematically misclassify social information?
e Can those misclassifications be retrained?

Those are questions that can, in principle, be investigated empirically. Even if your model
evolves or some parts turn out to need revision, approaching it by generating mechanisms
and testable predictions is exactly how theories become scientifically useful.



