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House: You like me. Why? 

Cameron: That's kind of a sad question. 

House: Just trying to figure out what makes you tick. I am not warm and fuzzy and you are basically a stuffed animal made by grandma. (“Role Model”)

Part of why we sense that House and Cameron are two very different people is their wildly divergent values. Our values define who we are as human beings.  If House, for example, valued being loved over being respected (which he certainly does not), then he would not be the character we have come to know.  These value differences play out in terms of the personalities, attitudes and behavior of the Princeton-Plainsboro staff, as well as the interpersonal tensions that develop among them. But there are so many different values people can hold. Where do we even begin?

Fortunately, the otherwise unmanageable diversity of human values can be organized around two central themes -- agency and communion. Agentic values emphasize attributes that draw respect from others (e.g., achievement, intelligence, competence, power) and make the individual stand out.  Communal values emphasize benefits to others, including society at large (e.g., harmony, nurturance, loyalty): They help the individual fit in and make the individual more likable.  These two values are ideal for organizing social behavior because they reflect the two fundamental human motives: getting ahead and getting along.

Note that agentic and communal values are not necessarily in opposition: An individual can value both, value neither, or value one but not the other. These combinations of values yield four types of individuals with unique value profiles. 

In the first part of this chapter we will map the characters of House onto these value profiles. In the latter part of the chapter, we flesh in our analysis of Gregory House by considering whether his personality maps on to any of the so-called “Dark Triad”, three traits that ensue from a value system that is overly agentic and insufficiently communal. 

Because the primary characters in House are all high-achievers working in a helping profession, they must all value both agency and communion.   Relative to each other, however, clear differences are evident. Whereas House appears to value agency more than communion, several other personalities found within the walls of Princeton Plainsboro (e.g., Cuddy, Wilson, Chase, Cameron) provide foils against which House stands out.  For a visual representation of their contrasting value profiles, we turn to the interpersonal circumplex.  

Figure 1 shows how the interpersonal circumplex is formed when agency and communion are displayed as the axes of a two-dimensional space.  Based on their values, individuals can be projected to a specific location on the resulting circle. Those with similar values are located close to each other – most likely in the same quadrant. For example, those who value both agency and communion highly would be placed in Quadrant 1.  By contrast, those in Quadrant 3 value neither.  Those who favor one value over the other fall in either Quadrant 2 or 4.  Thus the circumplex provides a quick visual comparison of the value profiles of several individuals. 

Interpersonal Dynamics 

Our effort to locate these familiar characters on the circumplex seems to imply that personalities are fixed and, on their own, sufficient to predict how people will behave in social encounters.  Instead, a wealth of research on interpersonal processes has determined that social interactions are more dynamic in nature (see Horowitz & Strack, 2010).  People ‘pull’ behavior from each other. For example, an exasperating individual may repeatedly provoke anger in an otherwise docile partner.  A more domineering individual may eventually induce submission in an otherwise assertive partner.  

As they continue over time, unique social interactions can stabilize even though they are actually created by, and unique to, the situation.   As a result, one cannot make a general statement about the success or failure of a person’s relationships or interactions based on the quadrant that he or she inhabits. Instead, different personality combinations can clash or they can flourish.   Much research on the circumplex has addressed the fate of various combinations of characteristics.  For example, which ones encourage attraction and which ones endure over time?  Such interpersonal dynamics include notions of similarity and complementarity. 

The effects of partner similarity are most evident on the communion dimension.  It stands to reason that those sharing similar values are more likely to get along.  Altruists will find each other’s value system attractive and their relationship will endure.  The same goes for a pair of cynics.  As a couple, the altruist and the cynic are doomed. This phenomenon is reflected in the familiar aphorism: “birds of a feather flock together”. 

Complementarity, on the other hand, is most evident on the agency dimension.   Couples are more likely to get along when one of them prefers to lead while the other prefers to follow. Here a different aphorism -- “opposites attract” – is a propos.  In more saccharine terms, they complete each other.  Similarity is actually an impediment on this dimension. Two individuals with agentic traits are more likely to clash whereas two individuals lacking agency might never get anything started (“I dunno; what do you want to do?”).  Most appealing and durable are relationships with one agentic and one communal individual.  

To summarize, we have offered the interpersonal circumplex as a handy framework for locating each of the series characters in the appropriate value quadrant.  We have also introduced the concepts of similarity and complementarity to help explain why relationships often depend on the combination of the two partners’ value profiles.  Keeping Figure 1 in mind, we will now walk you through each value profile explaining where they belong on the circumplex and the dynamics of their relationships with House.     

Quadrant 2: When agency supersedes communion

We begin with the quadrant epitomized by our protagonist, Gregory House.  Individuals with this value profile believe that agentic goals should not be compromised by insipid socialization: Hence, the profile is sometimes referred to as unmitigated agency.  House is more than willing to sacrifice interpersonal warmth for personal triumph – at least when he is publicly proclaiming his values. Traditional moral imperatives take a back seat to those that advance more concrete objectives – in this case, curing patients.  When colleagues are repulsed by his behavior, House often voices outright disdain for social niceties. This disdain is made abundantly clear when he feigns envy for an autistic child in “Lines in the Sand”:

Why would you feel sorry for someone who gets to opt out of the inane courteous formalities which are utterly meaningless, insincere and therefore degrading? This kid doesn't have to pretend to be interested in your back pain or your excretions or your grandma's itchy place. Can you imagine how liberating it would be to live a life free of all the mind-numbing social niceties? I don't pity this kid, I envy him. 


Despite his position as a health professional, House looks out for his interests and is rarely seen doing or saying anything that doesn’t somehow express his own personal values. To him, saving lives is more like an incidental -- and downright annoying -- side effect of achieving his personal goals. In fact, there are times when House exhibits agency so extreme that he borders on being antisocial or immoral. In “Insensitive” he is willing to breach the Hippocratic Oath in order to harvest nerve cells from a young girl with congenital insensitivity to pain. The possibility of advancing his personal health concerns (his bad leg, in this case) outweighs the potential harm to his patient. 

The rare individuals who manage to put House’s bullying at risk come from the same value quadrant. Two in particular –Vogler and Tritter -- turn out to be his nemeses. The physically and financially powerful Edward Vogler threatens the hospital administration with closure unless they fire House.  In “Finding Judas”, the vengeful police officer, Michael Tritter, takes House to court and forces him to enter rehabilitation. 

Cuddy: You think Dr. Wilson deserved to have his assets seized? His entire

practice ruined? 


Tritter: No. 


Cuddy: So, you just don't care? 


Tritter: This is how I get what I want. I put pressure... on people.

When House confronts Tritter (or Vogler), it is the similarity of their values that ensures a clash.  With both competitors incapable of communal compromise, the pair is destined to have an extended war.  No one emerges unscarred from a battle of unmitigated agentics. 

Quadrant 4: When communion supersedes agency

As illustrated in Figure 1, those in Quadrant 4 have the reverse value system to those in Quadrant 2. They will sacrifice personal achievement to maintain harmonious relationships with others.  Allison Cameron immediately comes to mind. Often referred to as ‘the caring one’ on the diagnostic team, Cameron demonstrates her communal values in almost every episode. Although less extreme, James Wilson is also located within the same quadrant. 

Cameron’s position on the circumplex helps to explain her infatuation with House.  We would argue that the relationship quickly turned romantic because House and Cameron complement each other on agency.  At their best, both he and she seemed to relish his domineering style.  Unfortunately, they clashed so dramatically on the communal dimension that Cameron eventually called it off. Rather different is the dynamic between House and his closest friend, Wilson.  Of the main characters, Wilson is closest to House in age, status and leisure pursuits. They are also both divorced and (often) single. Such similarities naturally promote and sustain their friendship. 

Inevitably, their value profiles guaranteed volatility in their relationship.  Wilson’s communion allowed him to endure House’s unrelenting jabs. Up to a point.  In “Merry Little Christmas” Wilson was forced to reveal the truth about House’s forgeries to obtain drugs. That episode represented one of the most serious challenges to their relationship. On the positive side, their ongoing discussions about male-female relationships may have benefited both parties.  In discussions of their respective relationship histories, House continually points out the maladaptive side of Wilson’s submissive and nurturing tendencies.  Wilson eventually acknowledges this insight.  At the same time, Wilson is best able to convince House to reconsider (some of) his hurtful behavior. 

Quadrant 1: Integrating agency with communion

At least one series character helps refute the idea that agency and communion are incompatible. That one is Lisa Cuddy.  She somehow navigates around the juggernaut known as House. She manages to exploit House’s genius while minimizing the interpersonal havoc left in his wake.

Although Cuddy appears to submit to House on many occasions, she is often using his competitive drive to manipulate him.  For example, by challenging House to cure his patients without touching them, she disengages him from less productive antics.   One could argue that Cuddy’s agency ensues from her role as director rather than her character.  Such a conclusion, we believe, does not give her enough credit. She is clearly capable of running the hospital, overseeing cases, and making difficult decisions on behalf of both the patients and the facility.  In“Insensitive” she sacrifices otherwise needed male-affection to affirm her individuality.  Overall, Cuddy skillfully manages to integrate her agentic and communal values making her a compassionate but effective leader.  

Their communal compatibility eventually led Cuddy and Wilson into a dating relationship. Largely because of House, that relationship did not survive.  Because he was also attracted to Cuddy, House did his best to sabotage her relationship with Wilson. In “House Training” he even went so far as to stalk their romantic encounters and intervene on their dates.

In sum, the relationships among House, Cameron, Wilson and Cuddy exemplify both the complementarity and similarity notions.  Relationships are facilitated when the partners are agentically opposite or communally similar. 

Quadrant 3: Neither agency nor communion are worthy


Finally, we turn to Quadrant 3 of the interpersonal circumplex. Here neither agency nor communion is valued. As a result, individuals with this profile commonly feel alienated.  Because they cannot relate to either of society’s primary values, these individuals are likely to disengage from their social environment. 

Off the top, it seems unlikely that power players in a teaching hospital would show such a value profile. However, some of the attitudes expressed by Robert Chase suggest that he is the best candidate. Chase is the least likely to challenge House in situations where others might be hurt.  Consider Chase’s cold-hearted defense of House’s failure to protect a sexually abused child in “Skin Deep”: 

Cameron:  She’s a child; She needs to be protected. 

Chase: ……Why does she need more protection than some crack whore shivering in the waiting room?

Foreman: I think you’re just afraid to piss House off.

Chase: There’s that too. 

The core characters in House share the values of health professionals in a highly competitive environment.  Nonetheless, our protagonist, Gregory House stands out. Compared to him, the other characters fill out different locations on the value circumplex.   Whether he is dissecting the corpse of a household cat, inducing a migraine in a coma patient, or conducting an unnecessary post mortem, House will go to any length to satiate his need for unraveling medical mysteries.  

The next section delves deeper into House’s psyche.  It distinguishes several possible characterizations and weighs the relative support for each diagnosis. 

The Dark Triad of Personality

“You can be a real bastard.” 


In Maternity, Cameron’s characterization of House seems fair enough.  But what kind of bastard is he?  The most likely suspects are Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy – three personalities that share Quadrant 2 of the interpersonal circumplex.  They all belong in that quadrant because they involve a strong preference for agentic over communal values.  


Known as the Dark Triad (Paulhus & Williams, 2002), all three personalities are socially offensive but for somewhat different reasons:  The Machiavellian is manipulative, the narcissist is a self-centered braggart, and the psychopath, an impulsive thrill-seeker.  They are often evident in the same person, but need not be. As opposed to their clinical counterparts, the subclinical versions of these personalities can survive – indeed, flourish – in everyday society. 

As detailed earlier, the Quadrant 2 value profile (unmitigated agency) allows individuals to exploit others without concern for shame, guilt, or anxiety. At the same time, they are vulnerable to slipping into a full-blown personality disorder. Even those who currently flourish may show signs of breaking down under conditions of chronic stress.  This edgy quality certainly characterizes House.

Is he a narcissist?  Typical symptoms are exaggerated self-confidence, continual mocking of others, and a sense of entitlement to special privileges.  All of these apply to House in large doses.  Although he rarely brags in an overt fashion, he makes his sense of superiority clear by demeaning others who make any claim for success. 

Clinicians typically attribute such overt grandiosity to an underlying insecurity.  Their rationale is that the narcissist’s need to stand out represents a compensation for raging self-doubt. That diagnosis seems to be supported in the season six finale, “Help me”. In a rare fit of self-pity and no longer numbed by his opiate-of-choice, House states “I’m the most screwed up person in the world”. 

Is House a Machiavellian?  Indeed, he provides a prototypical example.  Master manipulators achieve their ends in strategic, long-term fashion.  Social intelligence and cognitive complexity are essential for this personality type. Consider his rather elaborate setup of Cuddy in the season four episode “Games”.  His goal of retaining three trainees required that he officially choose two males over a (better-qualified) female candidate. He knew that Cuddy would then add on the female candidate, and the master plan was consummated.  

The potential for widespread havoc is greatest for the Machiavellian.  The real-life example of Bernie Madoff is illuminating.  You’ll recognize the name of this stockbroker, currently serving 150 years in prison for his enactment of history’s grandest financial fraud. Madoff was able to hide his scheming from most experts for long enough to have purloined up to 65 billion dollars.  Instead of financial gain, House employs his strategies to indulge his fascination for solving medical puzzles.  Pleasing people and – it must be said -- even saving lives is secondary to the process of peeling away layers of the onion.  

 Finally, we consider the possibility that House is a subclinical psychopath, that is, an impulsive thrill seeker with no conscience.  Despite his strategic manipulations, there is some reason to believe that House gives in to impulsivity from time to time.  He over-reacts, lashes out, and generally provokes others in ways that greatly undermine his self-interest.  In the episode, “Finding Judas”, House punches Chase, insults Cuddy, and steals drugs: His impulsivity leads to gross misdiagnoses.  Only his formidable intellect and medical acumen allow House to recover from such self-destructive malfunctions. 

At first blush, such impulsive episodes seem to refute our claim that House is a prototypical Machiavellian, that is, a master strategist. The reconciliation, we suggest, lies in his addiction to Vicodin.  Irritability and volatility are inevitable without continually increasing dosages. 

Wrap up
We wrote this chapter because of our fascination with the character of Gregory House.  He looms large among a cast of less remarkable personalities.  By casting them all on the interpersonal circumplex, we have offered a concrete graphical depiction of four different value systems. 

All who come into contact with House concede his status as the consummate unraveler of medical mysteries.   But what is the role of his dark value system? Undoubtedly, House would not be the same person without a value system that favored agency over communion.  Does the possession of a character resembling a Machiavellian, narcissistic psychopath actually promote his success? Or would he be even more successful with a more sunny personality?

We were recently informed that the series episodes are actually pure fiction.  So we will have to wait on the series writers to reveal what becomes of our potent protagonist.  If we can extract a psychological lesson from our own ambivalent reactions to his portrayal, it’s the following:  Don’t confuse brilliance with eccentricity.  It would be foolhardy to emulate or even admire House’s character, especially the darker side, just because he is successful.  Yes, characters on the series afford him many liberties because of his genius.  

As keen observers (and, yes, fans), we found House’s brooding genius to be especially appealing, even downright seductive.  But God forbid that anyone would see him as a role model. Not unlike other troubled celebrities, House provides the same lesson as a train wreck, that is, a tragedy that is hard to take our eyes off. 
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GH = Gregory House

JW = James Wilson

LC = Lisa Cuddy

RC = Robert Chase

MT = Michael Tritter
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