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Narcissism, Psychopathy, and the Psychology of Exploitation 

A Thematic Adaptation of an Interview with Dr. Peter Salerno 

How Narcissists & Psychopaths Actually Think - Dr. Peter Salerno ⌂ (54:41) 
https://www.fnhenderson.us/pdf/DrPeterSalernoInterview-NPD.pdf 

 

Introduction 

Narcissism is often described casually as excessive self-love, vanity, insecurity, or an unusually strong 
need for admiration. Clinical psychologist Dr. Peter Salerno presents a considerably more consequential 
picture. 

In Salerno's account, severe pathological narcissism is fundamentally interpersonal. The central issue is 
not simply what narcissistic people think about themselves, but how they perceive, evaluate, use, 
control, and relate to other human beings. 

The narcissistic personality seeks superiority, control over relationships, management of public 
perception, and protection of a preferred image of the self. Other people may consequently cease to be 
experienced primarily as equals with independent interests and instead become sources of admiration, 
loyalty, status, usefulness, validation, or opposition. 

This distinction becomes particularly important when narcissism is compared with psychopathy. Although 
the two overlap, they are not identical. 
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Narcissism and Psychopathy: Related but Distinct 

Salerno begins with an important distinction: psychopaths are characteristically narcissistic, but 
narcissists are not necessarily psychopaths. 

Both may be manipulative, charming, charismatic, controlling, exploitative, and highly attentive to how 
others perceive them. Psychopathy, however, can involve a more extreme degree of callousness and 
exploitation, accompanied by substantially diminished remorse and fewer emotional restraints upon 
harming others. 

A narcissistic person may behave terribly toward other people while nevertheless retaining boundaries that 
he or she will not cross. A psychopathic personality may possess far fewer such restrictions. 

The difference is therefore not simply whether manipulation occurs. It concerns its degree, its emotional 
restraints, and the person's capacity for remorse. 

 

The Desire for Superiority and Control 

According to Salerno, one of the most important characteristics of pathological narcissism is the need to 
occupy a superior position in relationships. 

The narcissistic person seeks control not only over what other people do, but over how other people see 
him, what they know about him, how they interpret him, and how they relate to him. 

This helps explain why narcissistic personalities can be extraordinarily concerned with reputation and 
image. The objective is not necessarily to be good so much as to be perceived as good. 
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Charm and charisma can therefore have an instrumental function. They may create admiration, loyalty, 
trust, or emotional dependence. 

Intelligence is not necessarily required. Social craftiness may be sufficient. Manipulation can proceed 
experimentally: test something, observe whether it works, and retain whatever produces the desired 
response. 

 

Relationships as Utility Rather Than Reciprocity 

Healthy relationships ordinarily assume some degree of equality and reciprocity. Each person recognizes 
that the other possesses independent interests, feelings, rights, judgments, and boundaries. 

Salerno describes pathological narcissism differently. 

The narcissistic personality may admire another person's accomplishments while simultaneously envying 
and devaluing them. What another possesses can become something to appropriate, surpass, diminish, 
or control. 

The narcissist therefore may not approach another person primarily by asking: 

Who is this person, and what kind of relationship might we build together? 

The underlying question can instead become: 

What can this person do for me? 

Relationships are consequently evaluated according to utility rather than mutual emotional value. 

Collaboration can still occur, but it may be simulated rather than genuinely reciprocal. The narcissistic 
individual may appear collaborative while privately assuming superiority and entitlement. 

 

People as Opportunities, Threats, and Instruments 

Salerno describes severe narcissistic and psychopathic personalities as constantly evaluating other 
people. 

They notice status, vulnerability, usefulness, loyalty, resistance, competition, and opportunity. 

Every social encounter can therefore become an opportunity for positioning. 

Some individuals engage in what Salerno calls preferential targeting: they observe another person, learn 
what matters to that person, and discover which emotional approaches will be most effective. When 
contact finally occurs, the resulting apparent compatibility can be remarkably persuasive. 

Other manipulation is opportunistic rather than carefully planned. A person appears, an opportunity is 
recognized, and the manipulator begins testing what might work. 

The important distinction is between approaching another human being principally for connection and 
approaching that person principally for advantage. 
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Testing Loyalty 

One of Salerno's particularly useful observations concerns testing. 

Manipulative personalities may not simply relate to people; they may test them. 

They can ask others to do things in order to determine how compliant, loyal, or controllable they are. They 
may gradually test boundaries and observe the response. 

Salerno sees versions of this behavior appearing surprisingly early in life: dominating play, dictating rules, 
insisting that activities proceed according to one's wishes, recruiting others into misconduct, demanding 
attention, and reacting badly when control is frustrated. 

Such behavior can resemble leadership because the person confidently delegates, organizes, commands, 
and assumes authority. 

But leadership and domination are not identical. 

The critical distinction is whether authority is exercised collaboratively for a shared purpose or whether 
other people are expected to subordinate themselves to the dominant individual's will. 

 

Authority and the Assumption of Superiority 

Salerno describes another revealing characteristic: some narcissistically organized personalities do not 
naturally perceive legitimate authority as standing above them. 

Instead, they may experience themselves as belonging alongside—or even above—the authority structure. 

The ordinary hierarchy appears not to apply. 

This reflects a larger characteristic of narcissistic grandiosity: the assumption that ordinary rules of 
equality do not fully govern the narcissistic individual. 

Other people are expected to recognize the narcissist's exceptional status. 

Resistance can consequently be experienced not merely as disagreement but as something resembling 
insubordination. 

 

Grandiosity May Be Genuine 

A common interpretation of narcissism holds that grandiosity conceals a deeply insecure, ashamed, or 
self-loathing person. 

Salerno challenges treating that explanation as universally true. 

Some narcissistic personalities may genuinely believe themselves superior. Their grandiosity need not 
simply compensate for an unconscious conviction of worthlessness. 
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Salerno approvingly invokes psychologist George Simon's characterization of this as a sincere conviction 
of superiority. 

This distinction matters. 

If grandiosity is merely defensive compensation for insecurity, the narcissistic person is primarily 
protecting a wounded self. 

If the grandiosity is genuine, however, the person may sincerely believe that greater privilege, obedience, 
admiration, or control is deserved. 

The resulting conduct is not simply defensive. 

It can become offensive. 

 

From Defense Mechanisms to "Offense Mechanisms" 

Salerno makes an especially important distinction between defense mechanisms and what he calls 
offense mechanisms. 

A defense mechanism ordinarily follows a perceived threat. Something painful happens, and the person 
unconsciously denies, minimizes, rationalizes, or distorts it in order to reduce psychological distress. 

An offense mechanism begins differently. 

The individual is not merely reacting to injury. The person premeditates, orchestrates, maneuvers, and 
proactively seeks an advantage over somebody else. 

Salerno also calls this a "preference mechanism" because it represents a chosen way of relating to people. 

This distinction prevents all harmful narcissistic conduct from being explained away as unconscious self-
protection. 

The narcissistic personality may indeed possess defensive mechanisms. But that same individual may 
also intentionally exploit another person for personal gain. 

The sequence can therefore be: 

Initiate exploitation → encounter resistance → become offended by the resistance → portray oneself 
as the injured party. 

The narcissistic individual can thus become offended because the victim objects to the narcissist's original 
conduct. 

 

Manipulation as a Learning Process 

Highly manipulative people learn. 

They observe what produces compliance, affection, guilt, fear, admiration, or loyalty. They discover which 
buttons work with particular individuals. 
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This does not necessarily require a written plan or conscious intellectual analysis. Repeated social 
experience teaches the manipulator what succeeds. 

The process may begin with relatively small tests. 

If a boundary violation is tolerated, a larger one can follow. 

If humiliation is forgiven without consequence, humiliation may become more severe. 

If an outrageous demand is rejected but the relationship remains intact, the manipulator learns that the 
demand can be withdrawn temporarily without losing control of the relationship. 

Manipulation can therefore develop incrementally. 

 

Seduction, Attachment, Devaluation, and Control 

Salerno describes a recognizable progression in some narcissistic relationships. 

The relationship can begin with idealization or seduction—sometimes called love bombing. The 
narcissistic person is attentive, admiring, charismatic, interested, and apparently unusually compatible. 

An attachment forms. 

The decisive moment comes when the narcissistic person discovers that the performance is no longer 
necessary. 

Salerno puts the principle starkly: the narcissist knows an attachment has been established when the act 
can be dropped and the other person does not leave. 

Devaluation can then begin. 

Affection and approval become intermittent. Long periods of mistreatment may be punctuated by brief 
periods of kindness. Those occasional rewards can preserve the relationship because the other person 
continues waiting for the earlier affectionate personality to return. 

Boundaries are tested repeatedly. 

Each tolerated violation reveals how much further control can be extended. 

 

Resistance as Insubordination 

A psychologically healthy person recognizes that other people possess the right to disagree, refuse, 
criticize, withdraw, or establish boundaries. 

For the severely narcissistic personality, such independence may be difficult to accept. 

If superiority is assumed, resistance becomes anomalous: 

Why are you refusing me? 

Why aren't you recognizing who I am? 
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Why don't you understand how this relationship is supposed to work? 

Salerno suggests that the narcissistic personality may experience genuine confusion when another person 
refuses to submit. 

That confusion can become rage. 

The problem is not necessarily that criticism has exposed secret worthlessness. The problem may simply 
be that another person has refused the narcissist's expected dominance. 

 

Image Management After Exposure 

When narcissistic conduct is exposed, the first priority may not be repairing the injury done to another 
person. 

The priority can instead become repairing the image. 

How can the preferred public perception be restored? 

Salerno identifies several strategies: 

• playing the victim; 

• claiming misunderstanding; 

• minimizing the conduct; 

• denying harmful intent; 

• offering explanations without genuine repair; 

• presenting oneself as the person who has been wronged. 

The distinction is morally important. 

Remorse asks: 

What did I do to this person, and how can I repair it? 

Image management asks: 

What do people now think of me, and how can I restore the image I want them to have? 

The outward language may sometimes sound similar, but the objectives are fundamentally different. 

 

Devaluation of Rivals 

Narcissistic personalities may be attracted to talent, accomplishment, beauty, status, intelligence, loyalty, 
or influence in other people. 

Yet the very qualities that attract them can eventually become threatening. 

Admiration coexists with envy. 
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The admired person's accomplishment may therefore have to be appropriated, diminished, surpassed, 
discredited, or destroyed. 

This creates a paradoxical pattern: narcissistic individuals may surround themselves with impressive 
people because association enhances their status, while simultaneously becoming unable to tolerate 
those same people as genuine equals. 

The associate is valuable while useful. 

The associate becomes dangerous when independent. 

 

What Happens When Control Fails? 

When another person can no longer be controlled, several responses are possible. 

A narcissistic person may simply discard the resistant individual: 

If you no longer recognize my entitlement or superiority, you are no longer useful to me. 

Another personality may retaliate: 

You resisted me, and now you must pay. 

Salerno distinguishes these as different expressions of grandiosity. One is dismissive; another is vindictive. 

In both cases, however, the underlying assumption is similar: the other person's independence is not 
treated as an ordinary and legitimate exercise of autonomy. 

It becomes an offense against the narcissistic individual's expected position. 

 

Narcissists in Conflict With Other Narcissists 

What happens when two narcissistically organized personalities confront one another? 

Salerno's answer is straightforward: the relationship is inherently unstable because both cannot 
permanently occupy the superior position. 

Each attempts similar strategies upon the other. 

Neither willingly yields. 

Competition for control intensifies until the relationship often culminates in a major rupture. 

The problem is structural. A relationship based upon mutual equality could accommodate two strong 
personalities. A relationship requiring one person's superiority cannot easily accommodate two people 
who each require that position. 

 



9 
 

Empathy as a Vulnerability to Exploitation 

People sometimes ask why they "attract narcissists." 

Salerno cautions against blaming victims. 

Highly empathic people may possess a particular vulnerability because they naturally assume that another 
person's displayed distress is genuine. They respond to suffering with concern rather than suspicion. 

That is not a character defect. 

The problem arises because a manipulative person can exploit a fundamentally prosocial assumption: that 
other people generally operate according to similar rules of sincerity and reciprocity. 

The solution is not to abandon empathy. 

It is to add discernment. 

An empathic person may need to entertain an additional possibility: 

Is this person's presentation sincere, or might my empathy itself be something this person has 
learned to use? 

 

The Importance of Healthy Skepticism 

Salerno does not advocate paranoia. 

He advocates allowing evidence to accumulate before assuming that another person's stated motives are 
necessarily genuine. 

Psychologically healthy people naturally project their own moral operating system onto others. A person 
who would not deliberately manipulate another may therefore find it difficult to imagine deliberate 
manipulation in somebody else. 

The corrective is simple but profound: 

Not everyone is playing by the same rules. 

One can simultaneously consider two possibilities—sincerity and manipulation—until repeated behavior 
establishes which explanation better fits the evidence. 

 

Can Narcissistic Personalities Change? 

Recognition of one's own narcissistic traits does not necessarily produce the capacity to change them. 

A person may sincerely recognize: 

I keep destroying relationships. Something is wrong. 



10 
 

But treatment itself requires precisely the capacities that severe narcissism may impair: collaboration, 
acceptance of correction, self-reflection, tolerance of criticism, and willingness to subordinate immediate 
preference to a larger objective. 

The therapist eventually must say, in effect: 

This behavior must stop. 

For someone whose psychological system interprets correction as an illegitimate challenge to superiority, 
treatment itself can become another struggle for dominance. 

The patient may want help avoiding the consequences of behavior without accepting the necessity of 
changing the behavior. 

Thus insight and change are not identical. 

 

Understanding Without Dehumanizing 

Recognizing exploitative personalities does not require denying their humanity. 

Classification serves a practical purpose: it tells us what patterns of behavior we can reasonably expect. 

Human beings differ in empathy, callousness, cooperation, aggression, emotional attachment, and 
willingness to exploit others. 

Acknowledging those differences protects against the comforting but dangerous assumption that 
everyone will respond to kindness with kindness, honesty with honesty, or cooperation with cooperation. 

Some people will exploit precisely those virtues. 

Recognition is therefore not necessarily condemnation. It is an attempt to perceive interpersonal reality 
accurately. 

 

The Central Moral Distinction 

The most important insight emerging from Salerno's discussion may ultimately be the distinction between 
two ways of relating to another human being. 

One asks: 

How can we relate as independent people of equal moral standing? 

The other asks: 

How can I position this person so that he or she serves my purposes? 

From that fundamental difference follow many of the behaviors associated with pathological narcissism: 
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grandiosity, entitlement, manipulation, testing loyalty, demanding compliance, exploiting empathy, 
managing appearances, devaluing rivals, reacting angrily to resistance, punishing independence, 
and treating relationships according to their usefulness. 

The narcissistic problem is therefore larger than vanity. 

It concerns a person's conception of other people. 

Are they equals whose autonomy must be respected? 

Or are they instruments, followers, admirers, competitors, threats, and sources of validation whose proper 
role is determined by their usefulness to the narcissistic individual? 

That distinction provides perhaps the clearest lens through which pathological narcissism can be 
understood. 

 

A Caution About Diagnosis 

Descriptions of narcissistic behavior are not, by themselves, diagnoses of Narcissistic Personality 
Disorder. Clinical diagnosis ordinarily requires evaluation of a living individual, consideration of alternative 
explanations, and evidence of a pervasive and enduring pattern meeting established diagnostic criteria. 

For historical figures, direct clinical examination is impossible. 

The more defensible historical method is therefore to identify well-documented behavior first and then ask 
whether recurring patterns correspond to characteristics associated with pathological narcissism, 
rather than beginning with a diagnosis and interpreting every event through it. 

That distinction is particularly important when psychological analysis is applied to powerful historical or 
religious leaders. 

 

--- The End --- 
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Appendix A 

Origin Prompt: 
Hi ChatGPT, attached is the text of an interview with a PhD Psychologist about Narcissism that contains 
examples of what I recognize as Joseph Smith's behavior. Will you please reorganize the attached text into 
a formatted publishable article. I will not publish, however, I will then choose selective examples for: First, 
my Exit Statement's description of Smith's Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD). Second, the NPD 
discussion of Smith for next week's Davis County Ex-Mormon Meetup. 

Yes. The interview is unusually useful for your purpose because Dr. Peter Salerno repeatedly describes 
narcissism not merely as vanity or insecurity, but as an interpersonal operating system organized around 
superiority, control, exploitation, image management, testing loyalty, devaluation, and intolerance 
of resistance. Those categories give us a disciplined framework against which Joseph Smith’s 
documented conduct can later be compared. The transcript itself makes these themes explicit.  

I would keep the present article independent of Joseph Smith. That is important methodologically. First 
establish Salerno's description of pathological narcissism on its own terms; afterward we can ask, 
behavior by behavior, whether the historical evidence concerning Smith fits the described pattern. That 
avoids reasoning backward from a desired diagnosis. 

Here is my reorganized, publication-style version. I have removed conversational repetition, interviewer 
filler, transcription artifacts, and the extended AI digression, while preserving the substantive 
psychological argument. 
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Appendix B 

For the Joseph Smith application, several parts of Salerno's framework immediately stand out to me as 
potentially much more important than others: testing loyalty; assuming superiority; resistance 
interpreted as insubordination; relationships evaluated by utility; attraction followed by devaluation 
of capable associates; proactive "offense mechanisms"; manipulation through incremental 
boundary testing; image management after exposure; and retaliation or discard when another person 
becomes uncontrollable. Those categories potentially give us a remarkably good structure for examining 
Smith without merely calling him a "narcissist." 

I would make our next step especially rigorous: build a two-column Joseph Smith evidence matrix. On 
the left, one Salerno-described behavior; on the right, specific documented Smith episodes—for example, 
William Law, Oliver Cowdery, Sidney Rigdon, Orson Pratt/Sarah Pratt, Nancy Rigdon, the Partridge sisters, 
the Lawrence estate, dissenters, the Nauvoo Expositor, and Smith's expanding claims to religious and civic 
power. We can then discard weak parallels and retain only those for which the historical evidence is strong. 
That matrix could become the evidentiary foundation for both the shorter Meetup presentation and the 
more carefully qualified Exit Statement treatment. 

Prompt: 
Will you please do the best you can at creating this matrix drawing first from my Exit Statement attached 
then from your wealth of knowledge about the history of Joseph Smith. Of first importance about Smith is 
his domination of girls and married women and his willingness to violate the trust of his male associates 
like Law, Rigdon, the parent(s) of daughters, apparently without appreciation for the affect his sexual or 
other relationship factors would alter these people's lives to include his wife Emma. Smith harmed a lot of 
people. Please include Smith's legacy of Control, Submission, Obedience - the foundational values of the 
Temple Endowment. Please consider Smith's Conflict with the Law his whole life. Please consider Smith's 
Kirtland bank. Please consider destruction of the Nauvoo Expositor. Please consider his inability to coexist 
with any other strong man or woman like William Law. Please Consider Smith took financial advantage of 
early financers without ever repaying them, for example payment for publication of the Book of Mormon. 
Please consider his grandiosity like Council of 50 "King of the World," Running for President, General of the 
Nauvoo Legion, Prophet Seer & Revelator. Please consider his inability to tolerate democratic values 
represented by John Correll. Please consider his incessant need for admiration and all he claimed of 
himself to obtain it like the affections of over 34 women. Please consider his early self training as a "Seer" 
and his arraignment before Judge Alfred Neeley at only age 20 to see the possible connection to his new 
chosen career as a preacher. Attached is the current version of my Exit Statement documenting his 
unethical abuse of women and of his wife Emma, as I think a self-deceived prophet in the name of God. 
The self-deception is discerned when one recognizes that Smith's acts are contrary to the Nature of God, 
meaning God does not harm his children but loves them. Smith acted towards others in ways harmful to 
their wellbeing which a loving and just God could not. Please create the new table as the matrix you 
suggested. Please add commentary. Please notice in the Exit Statement the existing section on Smith's 
NPD to which this may be merged, and also the existing two sections on the Temple Endowment in which I 
believe Smith's NPD continues to this day to be expressed. With appreciation. 


