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Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in Warsaw, Poland
Department of Psychology, The University of Western Ontario, Canada
c
Department of Management and Organizational Studies, The University of Western Ontario, Canada
b

A R T I C L E I N F O

A B S T R A C T

Keywords:
Dark Triad
Personality
Metatraits
Circumplex

Previous research has attempted to derive arguments for the categorization of traits as ‘dark’ without theoretical
justification or rationalizations. We begin with a description of current conceptualizations of the darkness of
traits followed by a new perspective on the catalogue of dark personality traits and the theoretical boundaries of
different shades of darkness within the broader personality structure. Finally, we address the redundancy
problem observed within the field on dark personality traits. Our analyses are offered as a guide to future
research towards a more parsimonious and useful set of criteria (a “compass” of sorts) for inclusion within the
“dark” cluster.

Despite the interest and active research focused on the Dark Triad
(Paulhus & Williams, 2002), a number of crucial questions remain
unanswered. In particular, what does ‘dark’ mean in the context of
personality traits. How do we know what traits belong in this ‘dark’
category? How can we make consistent and objective decisions on which
trait to include in this category? This article seeks to address these
questions using the Circumplex Model of Personality Metatraits (CPM;
Strus et al., 2014) as a framework for dark traits. In this paper, we will
integrate current theoretical and empirical findings in the dark per
sonality and CPM literatures to propose a possible resolution to another
salient controversy: the issue of redundancy of the Dark Triad traits.
1. What defines a dark trait?
To date, researchers have developed criteria to determine which
traits belong in the dark cluster of personality (e.g., Međedović & Pet
rović, 2015). One major problem is that many researchers suggest in
clusion or exclusion of traits into the dark cluster without any a priori
theoretical criteria for inclusion. Paulhus and Williams (2002) stated
that, “the personalities composing this ‘Dark Triad’ share a number of
features. To varying degrees, all three entail a socially malevolent
character with behavior tendencies toward self-promotion, emotional

coldness, duplicity, and aggressiveness” (p. 557). Arguably, this state
ment should be interpreted as descriptive rather than an empirically
proposed criterion for inclusion, though the statement is precisely what
one would expect from a category of traits purported to represent so
cially malevolent dispositions. Some researchers have suggested more
specific criteria, stating that callousness (i.e., lack of empathy) should be
a necessary prerequisite for incorporation into the dark cluster (Furn
ham et al., 2013; Paulhus, 2014). Although this may seem like an
intuitive suggestion, other authors contend that high empathy may
cause harm because of the emotional and biased nature of the construct
(Bloom, 2016),1 and moreover, there is evidence demonstrating that the
negative relationship between empathy and aggression is weak (Vachon
et al., 2014). Therefore, empathy (or a lack of empathy) is not
straightforward as a sole criterion for inclusion within a dark cluster of
personality.
Jones and Figueredo (2013) reported that callousness alone is an
insufficient criterion, as only in conjunction with interpersonal manip
ulation does it fully account for the relationships between facet scores of
narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. Indeed, Marcus et al.
(2018) reported that both interpersonal manipulation and callousness
were central to the network of dark traits, including psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, narcissism, spitefulness, and aggressiveness. They
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Specifically, Bloom (2016) claims, “empathy is biased and parochial; it focuses you on certain people at the expense of others; and it is innumerate, so it distorts
our moral and policy decisions in ways that cause suffering instead of relieving it” (p. 36). Bloom (2016) states that empathy can often be a poor guide for moral
decision-making as it is based on emotion, often at the cost of reason, and instead Bloom advocates for rational compassion.
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suggested that removing interpersonal manipulation and callousness
from the networks would result in less densely-connected nodes repre
senting the dark traits and that these traits, therefore, “hold” the Dark
Triad together. Finally, Moshagen et al. (2018, p. 657) argued that the
core of the dark personality, and therefore the dark trait per se, could be
defined as, “the general tendency to maximize one's utility – dis
regarding, accepting, or malevolently provoking disutility for others –,
accompanied by beliefs that serve as justifications”.

psychopathy, are correlated with low agreeableness and low conscien
tiousness (Muris et al., 2017; O'Boyle et al., 2015; Vize et al., 2018). As a
counter-proposition, Lee and Ashton (2005; Lee et al., 2013) argued that
honesty-humility from their HEXACO model saturates the Dark Triad
traits. Book et al. (2015) found that honesty-humility best accounts for
the empirical overlap between the Dark Triad traits, outperforming
agreeableness from the FFM. Finally, Hodson et al. (2018) found an
almost perfect negative correlation (-0.95) between the latent core of the
Dark Triad and latent honesty-humility scores. However, Jones and
Figueredo (2013) argued that low honesty-humility alone is not suffi
cient to label a trait as dark, as it is missing callousness, which according
to them, is a necessary component of intentional malevolence. Taken
together, all these findings undoubtedly lead to the conclusion that in
order for a trait to be considered dark, it must be deliberately malevo
lent. However, while congruent with the theoretical definition of a dark
trait and capturing a large portion of the Dark Triad variance (Hodson
et al., 2018; Jones & Figueredo, 2013), it seems that the insight from the
FFM and HEXACO models alone might be too narrow to determine the
possible spectrum of dark personality traits.
A model capable of integrating different psychological constructs (e.
g., values, well-being; Strus & Cieciuch, 2017) and even testing whole
models (e.g., of identity; Topolewska & Cieciuch, 2017) is the Circum
plex of Personality Metatraits (CPM; Strus et al., 2014). The CPM is
composed of eight personality metatraits, which are the broadest di
mensions of personality structure (Cieciuch & Strus, 2017). The two
main axes correspond to the Alpha (Stability/Social Self-Regulation)
and Beta (Plasticity/Dynamism; Ashton et al., 2015; Digman, 1997;
DeYoung et al., 2002; Saucier et al., 2014). Additionally, the CPM in
cludes two other metatraits: Gamma/Integration and Delta/SelfRestraint. The CPM Gamma is a reinterpretation of the General Factor
of Personality (Musek, 2007). However, instead of being hypothesized at
the top of the personality structure (Rushton & Irving, 2011), it is ex
pected to be one of two possible combinations of Alpha and Beta met
atraits (both high vs. both low). Following the logic of the circumplex
model, the Delta metatrait represents different combinations of Alpha
and Beta (high Alpha/low Beta vs. low Alpha/high Beta). The negative
poles of Gamma and Delta also correspond to the metatraits of person
ality pathology (i.e., Internalizing and Externalizing pathology; Wright
et al., 2012; Zawadzki, 2017). The graphical representation of the model
is given in Fig. 1 and the theoretical description of each trait is given in
Table 1.
The CPM provides several advantages for addressing the basis and
inclusion of traits as dark. First, it is more parsimonious relative to the
FFM and HEXACO models as the five-/six-dimensional space is trans
formed into a two-dimensional one. Paulhus and Klaiber (2020) argue
that the HEXACO model helps to integrate dark personalities into per
sonality space as they provide definitions for the lower-level traits of
Honesty/Humility. The CPM, however, makes this integration more
comprehensive and overcomes the limitation of the HEXACO, in which
narcissism could not be as easily located as Machiavellianism and psy
chopathy given its agentic content (Back et al., 2013; Trahair et al.,
2020). Second, the main axes of Alpha and Beta correspond to the
metatraits identified not only in the FFM, but also in the HEXACO model
(DeYoung et al., 2002; Saucier et al., 2014; Strus & Cieciuch, 2021).
Therefore, there is no necessity to choose a personality model, as the
CPM is able to integrate findings from both of them. Third, all of the
metatraits within the model have precisely defined psychological con
tent and angular locations, which enable the possibility to hypothesize
about relations at different personality levels and to empirically test
hypotheses regarding precisely formulated angles and coordinates. As a
result, one is able to delineate the theoretical space where a given trait
would be expected.

2. What is the catalogue of dark personality traits?
Given these criteria, it is a question of great importance to ask what
comprises the full catalogue of dark traits? Undoubtedly, the most
widely studied grouping of dark personality traits is the Dark Triad of
personality composed of the subclinical traits of psychopathy, narcis
sism, and Machiavellianism (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Despite the
extensive research, there is no consensus regarding the structure of the
Dark Triad itself. On the one hand, narcissism is separated from the
other Dark Triad traits because it is associated with more positive out
comes and dimensions than both Machiavellianism and psychopathy (e.
g., Kowalski et al., 2016; Pailing et al., 2014). Alternatively, sadism is
advocated to be included in the dark cluster (i.e., the Dark Tetrad)
because, in some cases, sadism incrementally predicts external outcomes
over the Dark Triad traits and emerges as a separate factor in factor
analyses (e.g., Chabrol et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2019; Plouffe et al.,
2017; Plouffe et al., 2019). Obviously, these two, three, or even four
traits, are not a complete representation of the catalogue of dark per
sonality traits, as there are numerous traits that describe different shades
of darkness (e.g., deadly sins, spitefulness, social dominance orientation;
status-driven risk taking; Jones & Figueredo, 2013; Marcus et al., 2014;
Visser et al., 2014; Vrabel et al., 2019).
Some proponents of a broader (i.e., more inclusive) catalogue of dark
personality traits are Marcus and Zeigler-Hill et al. (2015), who put
forward the description of the ‘Dark Tent’. They suggest that traits
should fit into this category based on likely consequences associated
with endorsement of these traits, such that, “traits qualify as dark if they
are regularly associated with problematic outcomes across a variety of
situations even when they are only present at modest levels” (Marcus &
Zeigler-Hill, 2015, p. 435). This definition, however, seems to be overly
broad as almost any personality trait can be categorized as such, as
outcomes that are generally seen as problematic may not be antisocial in
nature. Therefore, traits such as neuroticism or even agreeableness may
qualify as dark given their potential associations with negative outcomes
across a variety of contexts, even if these outcomes are relevant to the
self and not to other individuals. For instance, neuroticism is associated
with negative outcomes such as depressive symptoms and depressive
vulnerability, among a multitude of other negative outcomes (e.g.,
Saklofske et al., 1995), while agreeableness can have negative outcomes
such as lower salary and career success (Judge et al., 2012; Rode et al.,
2008; Spurk & Abele, 2011). Within the literature, one might find either
too narrow (e.g., Dark Triad) or too broad (e.g., Dark Tent) models of
dark personality traits. As a result, specifying a catalogue of dark per
sonality traits appears to be a challenging task requiring further theo
retical explanation. In order to better understand the role of a dark trait,
scrutinizing their relations with the broader models of personality
should provide more theoretical insight.
3. Personality underpinnings of the dark traits
With respect to the Five Factor Model of personality (FFM; McCrae &
Costa, 1997), Jakobwitz and Egan (2006) and Stead and Fekken (2014)
argued that low agreeableness could be considered as a common de
nominator of the Dark Triad traits. Existing meta-analyses mostly sup
port these findings, as they suggest that narcissism is significantly
positively correlated with high extraversion and to lesser extent with
low agreeableness and high openness, while both Machiavellianism and

4. Delineating the catalogue of dark personality traits
Given these advantages, the CPM offers measurable benefits to a
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Fig. 1. Graphical representation of the Circumplex of Personality Metatraits.
Note. N = Neuroticism/Emotional Stability; E = Extraversion; O = Openness to experience/Intellect; A = Agreeableness; C = Conscientiousness. B6 = Big Six traits:
H = Honesty-Humility/Propriety; R = Resiliency/Emotionality; X = Extraversion; A = Agreeableness; C = Conscientiousness; O = Originality/Openness to expe
rience. + positive pole of the trait; − negative pole of the trait.
Adapted from Strus & Cieciuch, 2021.

description and classification of dark personality traits. First, existing
knowledge on the relations to the FFM and HEXACO traits could be used
as clues regarding the location of dark personality traits within the CPM
structure. Second, the CPM allows to comprehensively grasp the per
sonality underpinnings of a construct and to capture and clarify the
relationships between dark personality traits, and thus provides a tool to
systematically and methodically investigate the similarities and differ
ences of these traits. Third, the CPM offers dark personality research a
more broad theoretical perspective than the FFM and HEXACO model as
Alpha-Minus includes the aspects of deliberate malevolence which is
only captured by the FFM and HEXACO models to a limited extent
(Jones & Figueredo, 2013; Strus & Cieciuch, 2021). In other words, the
CPM permits the delineation of the dark traits based on their theoreti
cally predicted locations, as we illustrate in Fig. 2.
Given the definition of a dark personality trait and empirical find
ings, one could therefore locate the dark personalities are anchored in
the Alpha-Minus, which represents a blend of socially malevolent
characteristics as described in Table 1. Such anchor location is further
strengthened by arguments that antagonism is the core feature of the
Dark Triad traits (Lynam & Miller, 2019) as Alpha-Minus represents the
low pole of both, the FFM agreeableness and HEXACO honesty-humility.
Indeed, existing research on the Dark Triad located psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, and antagonistic expressions of narcissism precisely
in this place (Rogoza, Kowalski, & Schermer, 2019). However, does it
imply that the Alpha-Minus (i.e., antagonism) alone is enough to cover
all the existing dark traits under its umbrella (Vize et al., 2020)? Brud
et al. (2020) provided evidence that more robust dark traits (i.e., deadly
sins) are located between Gamma-Minus, which represents distrust in

interpersonal relations and internalizing difficulties such as depres
siveness, and Delta-Minus, which represents expansiveness in interper
sonal relations and externalizing difficulties such as impulsiveness (Strus
& Cieciuch, 2017; Zawadzki, 2017). Because dark traits are organized
around the core of Alpha-Minus, this delineates the expected theoretical
space for the dark traits within approximately 90 degrees within the
circumplex (i.e., at the angle of 45◦ from Alpha-Minus). As an additional
example, narcissistic personality is composed of neurotic and agentic
facets, which are both concentrated in approximation to the facet of
antagonism (Krizan & Herlache, 2018; Wright & Edershile, 2018). As
result, narcissism, which is considered as dark trait (Rauthmann &
Kolar, 2012), cannot be reduced to antagonism as it builds its multidi
mensional structure upon it (Miller et al., 2019). In fact, this hypothet
ical multidimensional structure of the narcissistic personality was
already established within the CPM, where the antagonistic facet was
located in Alpha-Minus, while neurotic and agentic facets were located
at Gamma-Minus and Delta-Minus, respectively (Rogoza, Cieciuch,
et al., 2019b).
5. Defining dark traits
The theoretical arguments presented above are sufficient to define
what the dark trait is. First, in order for a trait to be considered dark, it
would have to be characterized by deliberate malevolence, reflecting
antagonism (Jones & Figueredo, 2013; Lynam & Miller, 2019; Paulhus,
2014; Vize et al., 2020) and thus – located at or in approximation to
Alpha-Minus (Hodson et al., 2018; Jakobwitz & Egan, 2006). Depending
on the exact location of the dark trait, these could be either antisocial per
3
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between Gamma-Minus and Delta-Minus implies the dark character of a
given trait.
This approach allows not only to define what a dark trait is, but also
it has the possibility to define what shouldn't be considered as such.
There are some traits, which when exposed to specific environmental
factors might meet all the criteria outlined above. One of such examples
is obedience (Milgram, 1965). By usual, obedience is related to high
conscientiousness and agreeableness, which are both desired traits
improving functioning of the society (Bègue et al., 2014; DeYoung,
2015; Digman, 1997). However, obedience could be also used to cause
harm (e.g., soldiers executing orders during the Holocaust) as well
documented in the Milgram paradigm (Doliński et al., 2017; Milgram,
1965). But does causing harm necessarily imply a trait to be considered
as dark? At the dispositional level, all of the Dark Triad traits have been
found to be negatively related to obedience (Jonason et al., 2019),
which suggest that on the general, obedience does not include elements
of deliberate malevolence. Given the relations of obedience to consci
entiousness and agreeableness (Bègue et al., 2014), as well as the
phenotypical features of Delta-Plus metatrait (e.g., conformism, con
ventionality, tendency to adjust; Strus et al., 2014) its location within
the circumplex would be expected to be located the space of darkness.
An example in contrast to obedience is spitefulness, which regards
self-harming for the sake of a higher good (i.e., harming others; Marcus
et al., 2014). While being spiteful occurs during specific situations
similarly as obedience, the former has dispositional nature treating sit
uation as a trigger, while the latter treats situation as a moderating
variable influencing the outcome (Doliński et al., 2017; Marcus et al.,
2014; Marcus & Zeigler-Hill, 2015). Furthermore, spitefulness demon
strates stable relations to other Dark Triad traits (Jonason et al., 2017;
Marcus et al., 2018) as well as to low agreeableness and low honestyhumility (Marcus et al., 2014). Thus, with a high dose of certainty,
one might expect that spitefulness should be located in approximation to
Alpha-Minus. Summing up, some traits might be seen as dark when
exposed to certain environmental factors, due they might represent
malevolent behaviors, however, they do not necessarily need to be
interpreted as dark in general, solely due to this reason.

Table 1
Meaning of eight metatraits in the Circumplex of Personality Metatraits.
Metatrait

Big Five/
HEXACO
configuration

Meaning

Delta-Plus (SelfRestraint)

N− , E− , O− , A+,
C+
H+ R− X− A+
C+ O−

Alpha-Plus (Stability/
Social SelfRegulation)

A+, C+, N−
H+, A+, C+

Gamma-Plus
(Integration)

N− , E+, O+, A+,
C+
H+, R+, X+, A+,
C+, O+

Beta-Plus (Plasticity/
Dynamism)

E+, O+, N−
R+, X+, O+

Delta-Minus
(Sensation-Seeking)

E+, O+, A− , C−
H− , R+, X+, A− ,
C− , O+

Alpha-Minus
(Disinhibition)

A− , C− , N+
H− , A− , C−

Low emotionality (both negative and
positive), high behavior control, a
tendency to adjust oneself (cf.
Becker, 1999), conformism (cf.
DeYoung et al., 2002), and
conventionality.
Stability in the area of emotional,
motivational, and social functioning
(DeYoung et al., 2002), expressed as
a general social adaptation tendency
(Digman, 1997; Simsek, 2014), an
ethical attitude towards the world,
the ability to delay gratification and
motivate oneself, and perseverance
(cf. Becker, 1999).
Well-being, a warm and prosocial
attitude towards people, both intraand interpersonal harmony,
openness to the world in all its
richness, and effectiveness in
attaining important goals (cf. Becker,
1999; Musek, 2007; Rushton &
Irving, 2011).
Cognitive and behavioral openness
to change and engagement in new
experiences, a tendency to explore (
DeYoung et al., 2002), initiative and
invention in social relations, as well
as an orientation towards personal
growth (Digman, 1997; cf. Becker,
1999; Simsek, 2014).
Broadly defined impulsiveness, high
emotional lability, stimulationseeking, provocativeness and
expansiveness in interpersonal
relations (cf. Becker, 1999;
DeYoung, 2010; DeYoung et al.,
2008; Zuckerman, 1979).
High level of antisocial tendencies
underpinned by unrestraint and low
frustration tolerance, as well as
aggression and antagonism towards
people, social norms, and obligations
(cf. Becker, 1999; Settles et al.,
2012).
Inaccessibility (distrust, coldness,
distance) in interpersonal
relationships, depressiveness,
pessimism, and proneness to suffer
from psychological problems (cf.
Becker, 1999; Musek, 2007; Rushton
& Irving, 2011).
Apathy, submissiveness in
interpersonal relations, cognitive
and behavioral passivity, as well as
some type of inhibition and
stagnation (cf. Becker, 1999).

Gamma-Minus
(Disharmony)

N+, E− , O− , A− ,
C−
H− , R− , X− , A− ,
C− , O−

Beta-Minus
(Passiveness)

E− , O− , N+
R− , X− , O−

6. How to locate traits within the Circumplex of Personality
Metatraits
Locating various traits within a circumplex model is conveniently
possible through the means of the Structural Summary Method (SSM;
Gurtman, 1994; Zimmerman & Wright, 2017). In order to do so, a
researcher interested in whether a trait falls within the dark category
should include a measurement of the circumplex variables (i.e., the
Circumplex of Personality Metatraits Questionnaire; Strus & Cieciuch,
2017), in addition to the assessments of the variable of interest. Once
data are collected, prior to the location of variables on the circumplex
space, it is recommended to assess whether the circumplex itself follows
the circumplex structure (Step 1). That is, a researcher needs to test
whether the circumplex variables are equally distributed around the
circle (i.e., whether they are equally spaced) and whether they are
having equal distance from the middle of the circle (i.e., whether they
have equal communality). This is done through the means of the circular
stochastic process model with a Fourier series correlation function
(Browne, 1992). Once the circumplex structure is verified, one can
proceed to the SSM (Step 2). The SSM conveniently produces a cir
cumplex graph, allowing for a quick eyeballing assessment whether a
trait of interest is located in the desired space or not. In addition to the
assessment of the variable location (i.e., vector angle), information on
the degree of articulation of the profile (i.e., vector length) is provided.
Unfortunately, the SSM does not provide a strict test informing whether
the location hypothesis can be confirmed or not. This is achieved
through the means of the Procrustes rotation (Step 3; Schönemann,
1966). A pedagogical tutorial of this three-step procedure with the
example of narcissistic personality is described in detail in Rogoza,

Note. N = Neuroticism/Emotional Stability; E = Extraversion; O = Openness to
experience/Intellect; A = Agreeableness; C = Conscientiousness. B6 = Big Six
traits: H = Honesty-Humility/Propriety; R = Resiliency/Emotionality; X = Ex
traversion; A = Agreeableness; C = Conscientiousness; O = Originality/Open
ness to experience. + positive pole of the trait; − negative pole of the trait.
(Adapted from Strus and Cieciuch (2017) and Strus & Cieciuch, 2021.)

se (i.e., located at Alpha-Minus) such as sadism; more internalizing in
nature (i.e., located closer to Gamma-Minus) such as schadenfreude; or
more externalizing (i.e., located closer to Delta-Minus) such as status
driven risk-taking. Obviously, the CPM does not provide a quick and
explicit answer regarding the entire possible catalogue of dark person
ality traits. It does, however, offer clear criteria when considering a trait
as dark. Specifically, being located within the circumplex structure
4
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Fig. 2. Theoretical allocation of dark personality traits within the Circumplex of Personality Metatraits.

Cieciuch, & Strus, 2021.

that contemporary Machiavellianism measures are properly represen
tative of the theoretical intricacies of Machiavellianism. One such
example is presented by Jones (2014), who demonstrated that in
dividuals high in psychopathy, but not Machiavellianism, persisted in
gambling with other people's money at risk of retribution, suggesting
that individuals who score highly on psychopathy are less flexible in
their behavior than Machiavellian individuals. Furthermore, Jones and
Weiser (2014) found that although both of these constructs predicted
relationship infidelity, only psychopathic infidelity led to relationship
termination. These findings are consistent with theoretical descriptions
of Machiavellian strategic manipulation. In a study of impulsivity
(Malesza & Kalinowski, 2019), psychopathy predicted delay discounting
and social discounting, while Machiavellianism only predicted social
discounting, indicating that high-Machiavellianism individuals are un
willing to share, but show no preference for immediate rewards.
Furthermore, Jones and Paulhus (2017) indicated that both Machia
vellianism and psychopathy predicted cheating on a coin-flipping task,
but only individuals who scored high on psychopathy and ego-depleted
individuals scoring high on Machiavellianism cheated under high-risk
conditions.

7. Solving the redundancy problem
7.1. Self-report perspective
The most pervasive criticism regarding the Dark Triad is that
Machiavellianism and subclinical psychopathy are redundant. This
criticism was introduced prior to Paulhus and Williams's (2002) intro
duction of the Dark Triad (e.g., Skinner, 1988; Smith, 1978; Smith &
Griffith, 1978). The most impactful iteration of this criticism was
described by McHoskey et al. (1998), who stated that psychopathy and
Machiavellianism were redundant and that social, personality, and
clinical psychologists have been independently investigating the same
construct using different labels. For instance, based on meta-analytic
evidence of similarity in Five-Factor model profiles and substantial
overlap, O'Boyle et al. (2015) suggested that concerns regarding the
redundancy of Machiavellianism and psychopathy are warranted, and
that psychopathy largely subsumes Machiavellianism. In the same vein,
using meta-analytic methodology, Vize et al. (2018) found that the
empirical profiles of Machiavellianism and psychopathy are highly
similar and virtually indistinguishable from each other as they are
currently measured. These authors concluded that Machiavellianism
research might be better understood as a literature on alternative
measures of psychopathy. Consistent with these results, evidence, based
on self-report methods, suggest that Machiavellianism and psychopathy
are redundant, including theoretically driven attempts at separating the
two constructs (e.g., self-control, erratic behavior, and impulsiveness;
Crysel et al., 2013; Muris et al., 2017; Petrides et al., 2011).

7.3. A way forward
The psychopathy-Machiavellianism redundancy debate has a vast
literature spanning many methodologies, statistical treatments, and
conclusions, but is far from being resolved. There is a constant debate
with some researchers suggesting nearly complete redundancy, while
others argue for their divergent validity. Our proposition is to frame
dark personality traits within the defined terms of angular locations of
the circumplex model boundaries. Research suggests that both psy
chopathy and Machiavellianism variables are located at the core of the
dark personality (i.e., having the same vector angle), but they differ in
articulation of their profiles (i.e., having different vector length). In
other words, they have the same predominant theme (i.e., antagonistic

7.2. Behavioral perspective
Navigating this literature associated with behavioral evidence not
only differentiates Machiavellianism and psychopathy, but also suggests
5
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tendencies due to location at Alpha-Minus; Lynam & Miller, 2019), but
psychopathy has a clearer directional trend, while the variability of
Machiavellianism seems to be more limited (Brud et al., 2020; Pincus &
Gurtman, 2003; Rogoza, Kowalski, & Schermer, 2019; Wiggins et al.,
1989). Therefore, both these traits present phenotypically similar ex
pressions of personality (e.g., callousness and interpersonal manipula
tion; Jones & Figueredo, 2013; Vize et al., 2020) and predicts similar
outcomes such as aggression or religiosity (Dinić & Wertag, 2018;
Łowicki & Zajenkowski, 2017). However, it seems they do so on
different levels as Machiavellianism predicts antisocial outcomes in only
in specific environmental context (e.g., when costs outweigh the bene
fits) and is not associated to positive perceptions of situations across
contexts (Jonason & Sherman, 2020; Jones & Mueller, 2021). Thus,
given the fact that they both assess similar aspects of darkness (given the
same vector angle), it should be not surprising that they frequently
emerge as a common factor in factor analyses (e.g., Persson et al., 2019;
Rogoza & Cieciuch, 2019a). Given that they diverge in their variability
(given the different vector length), it should be also not surprising that
under certain environmental circumstances Machiavellianism might be
characterized by superior ability to regulate own impulses while psy
chopathy would not (Jones & Mueller, 2021; Jones & Paulhus, 2011;
Kowalski et al., 2018).
Is Machiavellianism and psychopathy the same constructs or they are
just falling within the same category of dark personality (Vize et al.,
2020)? Behavioral evidence as well as person x environment in
teractions supports their distinctiveness, which is also supported by
network psychometrics (Dinić et al., 2020; Trahair et al., 2020; Truhan
et al., 2020). It seems that the redundancy conflict stemmed from the
fact that both Machiavellianism and psychopathy fulfil the very same
definitions of a dark personality trait and moreover they have similar
personality underpinnings. Negation of Machiavellianism's existence, in
the light of this evidence seems to be premature. Of course, further work
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8. Conclusions
The current state of the psychological literature regarding dark
personality traits is vast, but largely atheoretical. The extant literature is
rife with researchers proposing new additions to existing models of dark
personality traits based on non-existent or limited criteria. Such addi
tions run the risk of introducing potential jangle fallacies as well as the
risk of expanding the dark personality cluster into a category without
boundaries or direction. In the present review, we have provided an
overview of what defines dark personality traits per se and described the
theoretical boundaries of the dark personality traits through the location
of dark personalities within the circumplex model of personality meta
traits. Our findings provide both a distinction of dark vs. non-dark
personality traits, but also a possible solution to the redundancy is
sues, frequently associated with the dark traits. We hope that our ideas
will catalyze new research and move the field of dark personalities
forward.
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