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Abstract 

Author: Chandler Michaels 

Title: Netflix & Kill: An Examination of the Anti-hero Through the Lens of Abnormal 

Psychology 

Supervising Professor: Dr. Jennifer Beer 

 

My thesis examines the question of whether characters advertised as anti-heroes 

in television shows actually act in ways that are consistent with the definition of an anti-

hero. I examined two theories on engagement with anti-heroes (Affective Disposition 

Theory and Moral Disengagement Theory). I generated two hypotheses based on these 

theories and tested them using case studies of two anti-hero television shows (House of 

Cards and Dexter). I found that both theories were consistent with the data, leading to 

the paradoxical conclusion that anti-heroes display both morally deviant and morally 

good behaviors. I then discuss the implications of our engagement with anti-hero 

television shows and possibilities for future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 3	

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction – p. 4  

I. The Examination of the Anti-hero in Television Shows – p. 7 

II. Theories on Engagement with Anti-heroes – p. 15 

III. Dark Triad – p. 22 

IV. Hypotheses – p. 29 

V. Methods – p. 31 

VI. Results – p. 33 

VII. Discussion – p. 38 

References – p. 59 

About the Author – p. 62 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 4	

Introduction 

 

In the world of television, not all heroes are created equal. There are those we 

love to admire and those we love to hate. The protagonist in any television series is the 

one we tend to associate with and root for throughout the viewing of the show (Bruun 

Vaage, 2016). In recent decades, there have been many American drama television 

series purporting to feature an anti-hero (Martin, 2014).  This new generation of shows 

features “stories far more ambiguous and complicated than anything that television, 

always concerned with pleasing the widest possible audience and group of advertisers, 

has ever seen” (Martin, 2014).  Surprisingly, despite the moral ambiguity of these shows, 

they created a remarkable new intimacy between the show and the viewer (Martin, 

2014). These shows are billed as anti-hero television series, and a major premise of the 

anti-hero character is the display of moral deviance (Martin, 2014; Bruun Vaage, 2016). 

However, it is unclear whether anti-heroes in television shows actually fit the definition 

of an anti-hero in practice. This research tests whether the characters advertised as anti-

heroes in television shows actually display moral deviance, and whether they also 

display counterexamples to moral deviance. 

 The approach to test for moral deviance in anti-hero television shows is framed 

through the lens of psychology. Two specific psychological theories inform the 

hypotheses generated to test this research question. The first is Affective Disposition 

Theory, which posits that people are able to enjoy narratives as media entertainment 

due to their positive moral evaluations of the characters involved (Raney, 2011). In order 

to enjoy a television show with a morally flawed protagonist, or any other media 



	 5	

entertainment, the viewer must be able to find some common ground with the 

protagonist in terms of morals, values, and beliefs. For the aforementioned morally 

ambiguous narratives, this may be difficult, as the moral evaluations of many of the 

protagonist’s behaviors would tend to be negative. Another theory called Moral 

Disengagement Theory, described in The Anti-hero in American Television, claims that 

Affective Disposition Theory cannot fully account for our enjoyment of morally 

ambiguous narratives (Bruun Vaage, 2016). The protagonist displays many behaviors 

that the average viewer cannot positively morally evaluate, so they must disengage their 

normal sense of morality for the sake of enjoyment of these types of narratives (Bruun 

Vaage, 2016). While Affective Disposition Theory and Moral Disengagement Theory 

each take different standpoints on the viewer’s engagement with and enjoyment of 

morally ambiguous narratives, both make compelling points.  

These two theories, while seemingly in contrast, led to the generation of two 

hypotheses.  First, Affective Disposition Theory indicates that there must be some 

behaviors of the anti-hero that are positively morally evaluated by the viewer. Second, 

Moral Disengagement Theory indicates that there must also be morally deviant 

behaviors that are not positively evaluated by the viewer.  “Morally deviant behaviors” 

were operationalized using definitions set forth in the Dark Triad of personality, a 

subclinical set of three maladaptive personality disorders—psychopathy, 

Machiavellianism, and narcissism (Jones & Paulhus, 2014). Specifically, the 

psychopathy and Machiavellianism characteristics from the Short Dark Triad checklist 

of behaviors operationalize morally deviant behaviors (Jones & Paulhus, 2014).  Two 

television shows with morally deviant protagonists were used as case studies in order to 

evaluate whether the two aforementioned theories matched the data. The first show 
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chosen as a case study is Dexter, a Showtime television series that depicts the life of a 

serial killer, and the second is House of Cards, a Netflix original series that follows a 

corrupt politician in his quest for increasing power.  
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I. The Examination of the Anti-hero in Television Shows 

 

Definition of Anti-hero 

An anti-hero is “a clearly—or even, severely—morally flawed character whom the 

spectator is nonetheless encouraged to feel with, like, and root for” (Bruun Vaage, 2016). 

The anti-hero’s moral flaws usually manifest themselves in behaviors that are morally 

deviant and not generally accepted by society, spanning from adultery to serial murder 

(Martin, 2014). Anti-hero narratives are in direct contrast to traditional hero narratives, 

in which there are very distinct boundaries between the behaviors and characters that 

are good and evil. In contrast to a traditional morality setup, the morally deviant 

behaviors displayed by an anti-hero protagonist are typically associated with a villain 

rather than a hero.  

An anti-hero is not a villain or a hero, and is also not a Robin Hood character. A 

Robin Hood character uses societally rejected or morally deviant behaviors in order to 

serve a greater good for society or for others. Robin Hood characters differ from anti-

heroes in terms of their motivations for their actions. It is not the case that anti-heroes 

are morally flawed in the way that we all are. Instead, anti-heroes continually violate 

moral principles, often for their own pleasure (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Thus, a Robin Hood 

character would not be considered an anti-hero because he would still have “heroic 

qualities”, namely, a desire to help others and/or better society as a whole. Although 

Robin Hood characters display some behaviors typical of an anti-hero, they can still be 

seen as morally good because of their motivations, and would still fall under a 

traditional morality setup.  
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Dark Triad and Anti-heroes 

 Anti-hero characters, who display moral deviance in a way that contrasts with a 

traditional morality setup, have been hypothesized to embody the traits of the Dark 

Triad of personality, a subclinical set of three personality disorders: Machiavellianism, 

psychopathy, and narcissism (Jonason, Webster, Schmitt, & Li, 2012). The authors of 

this theory characterize the Dark Triad anti-heroes as having as fast life strategies that 

are based on immediate rewards and gratification, which appeals to readers or viewers 

because in reality, most people are unable to pursue such a reckless life strategy 

(Jonason, et al., 2012). Some of the characteristics inherent to the Dark Triad 

personalities, such as manipulativeness, aggression, and callousness, make for very 

interesting and morally complex characters in media (Jones & Paulhus, 2014).  

 

Genre 

There are numerous examples of anti-heroes in popular television shows today. 

The concept of the anti-hero dates back to the Renaissance, to Shakespeare’s titular 

character in Richard III, a character whose malice is shown through his monologues, 

and who has been called a “Machiavellian anti-hero” (Loehlin, 1997). In the modern 

television era, one can recognize the anti-hero in the characters of Walter White from 

Breaking Bad, whose criminal path leads him into a narcissistic spiral, Tony Soprano 

from The Sopranos, who puts out hits on friends and enemies alike, and Gregory House 

from House M.D., who treats his coworkers and patients cruelly every day. Yet despite 

their display of behaviors that are often rejected by society, these characters and their 

television shows tend to garner large followings. 
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Today’s anti-hero television shows fall under the innovative category of 

“complex” or “quality” television, a new genre characterized by a redefinition of the 

boundary between episodic and serial forms, a heightened degree of self consciousness, 

and demand for intensified viewer engagement (Mittel, 2015). In his book Complex TV: 

The Poetics of Contemporary Television Storytelling, Jason Mittel argues that the form 

of narrative engagement demanded by complex television shows is markedly different 

from the traditional episodic narratives of past generations, because it requires more 

from the viewer and introduces a new level of complexity (Mittel, 2015). As Brett 

Martin, author of Difficult Men, puts it, this new generation of shows features “stories 

far more ambiguous and complicated than anything that television, always concerned 

with pleasing the widest possible audience and group of advertisers, had ever seen” 

(Martin, 2014). 

One level of that complexity is moral ambiguity. Along with the revolutionary 

new genre came a new host of characters, whom, as conventional wisdom held, 

Americans would never allow into their living rooms (Martin, 2014). These characters 

are unhappy, morally compromised, yet deeply human (Martin, 2014). They played a 

seductive game with the viewer, daring them to emotionally invest in, even root for, 

even love, a group of criminals whose offenses would come to include everything from 

adultery and polygamy to vampirism and serial murder (Martin, 2014). These morally 

ambiguous protagonists, most often male, carried a question that the viewers had to 

answer for themselves: can I identify with such a character?  

Due to their moral ambiguity, anti-hero narratives push back against a traditional 

morality set up by confronting the viewer with an immoral protagonist and forcing them 

to rationally sort out whether or not they will root for him. Some have argued that this 
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movement is couched in a “new Golden age” of television (Martin, 2014). In this newly 

dubbed “golden age of the anti-hero”, viewers have rooted for mobsters, meth cooks, 

adulterers, serial killers, and a corrupt House majority whip (Jensen, 2013). This 

unconventional moral ambiguity has been surprising for those used to traditional hero 

narratives. In today’s television landscape, the anti-hero has now become much more 

the norm, and can be found on national television networks such as CBS (Lippert, 

2008). Despite their break from traditional hero narratives, anti-hero television shows 

have caught on with widespread public appeal. 

 

Case Study Television Shows 

 Of the numerous examples in popular media, two shows were chosen as 

exemplars of the anti-hero genre. The first season of these two anti-hero television 

series are the case studies for the hypothesis testing of two theories on anti-hero 

narratives: Affective Disposition Theory and Moral Disengagement Theory. The first 

show is Dexter, created by James Manos Jr., which aired on Showtime from 2006-2013, 

and the second is House of Cards, created by Beau Willimon, which began in 2013 and 

is currently still airing on Netflix. 

 

Case Study Television Show Summaries 

The first season of Dexter introduces its titular character as “the ultimate anti-

hero” (Chicago Tribune, 2018). The show follows the life of Dexter Morgan, a blood 

spatter analyst for the Miami police department who moonlights as a psychopathic 

serial killer. The opening credits of the show are an excellent image of what the show 

represents. They follow Dexter as he makes his breakfast and gets ready for work 
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(seemingly innocuous tasks), but portray them as bloody and violent. The first season 

presents Dexter as a kind, mundane Miami PD employee who also happens to murder 

people to fulfill his dark desires, or what he deems his “dark passenger” (Manos Jr., 

2006). In the show, Dexter speaks often of his impulse to kill people, claiming he just 

can’t help himself, and must kill to feed this desire (Manos Jr. & Cuesta, 2006). He also 

admits to a lack of love or empathy for others, which is noted often in his internal 

monologue, with quotes such as “I just can't feel their pain” while watching a family 

mourn a loss, “If I had a heart it might be breaking” when comforting a child, or “I don't 

have feelings about anything, but if I could have feelings at all, I'd have them for Deb” 

referring to his adoptive sister (Manos Jr. & Cuesta, 2006). However, his adoptive father 

Harry taught him to channel his murderous impulses into killing only those deemed 

morally wrong by Harry’s code of morality. Dexter’s victims are evaluated under Harry’s 

code as worse than their killer because of their misdeeds, often rape or murder of 

innocents. The moral code under which Dexter operates is externally constructed; 

Dexter has no internal motivation to rid society of evil, he simply operates under Harry’s 

code so that he is not caught by the authorities and can continue to feed his bloodlust for 

his own pleasure. He mentions, “without the code of Harry, I'm sure I would've 

committed a senseless murder in my youth just to watch the blood flow”, and often 

notes that he must “maintain appearances in order to survive” (Manos Jr. & Cuesta, 

2006) 

The arc of the first season sees Dexter following the case of the ice truck killer, 

another serial killer operating in Miami that he is tasked with catching as a member of 

the Miami police department. Along the way, it reveals bits of Dexter’s past, and how he 

came to abide by Harry’s code and learn to kill without being caught as an adolescent. In 
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the end, it reveals that the ice truck killer is Dexter’s real brother, and that both siblings 

were “turned into” serial killers because they watched their mother murdered in front of 

them as children. It is clear from the first five minutes of the pilot episode that Dexter 

Morgan is not the typical hero, as the show opens on him in the commission of a murder 

(Manos, Jr. & Cuesta, 2006). Dexter claims to lack normal human emotions and is 

advertised to be an anti-hero throughout the first season. Yet, Dexter has garnered a 

large following, and the question remains as to whether Dexter truly fits the definition of 

an anti-hero in practice (BBC, 2013).  

The second television show used as a case study is House of Cards, which has 

been described by NPR as “redefining just how bad a television anti-hero can be” 

(Deggans, 2014).  The show is based on a BBC television series that aired in the 1990’s 

and is adapted to focus on the American political system. It follows Francis “Frank” 

Underwood, the Majority Whip in Congress, as he climbs the political ladder and gains 

power by any means necessary. Frank is an expert manipulator, as seen in his 

unscrupulous dealings with everyone from the president of the United States to the beat 

reporter who does his dirty work. He is ruthless in his pursuit of power, claiming to have 

“no patience for useless things” and not to trust anyone (Willimon & Fincher, 2013). His 

partner-in-crime is his wife Claire, who urges him forward in his mad grab for power. 

Claire is “fully in on her husband’s ruthless political power struggles, and plays the 

power game too whenever they can benefit from it” (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Throughout 

the series, Frank frequently breaks the fourth wall and speaks directly to the audience 

about his actions, drawing the viewer in as a party to his manipulations. Despite the 

many people who are damaged, both physically and in reputation, in the wreckage left 
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behind in Frank’s path to power, we never see Frank suffer from a guilty conscience 

throughout the series (Bruun Vaage, 2016).  

In the first season of House of Cards, we watch as Frank is denied his promised 

position of Secretary of State by the newly elected president, and vows revenge for this 

slight. After the president reneges on his promise, Frank tells Claire, “I know what I 

have to do” (Willimon & Fincher, 2013), and proceeds to carry out his plan of vengeance 

throughout the rest of the season, using manipulation and cunning political plays to foil 

the president’s agenda and make him appear impotent and unstable. He is constantly 

telling his chief of staff, Doug Stamper, to “look at the bigger picture”, culminating as he 

tells the camera, “Everything hinges on the next few minutes. All my months of 

planning, every move I've made” (Willimon, Franklin, & Coulter, 2013).  All the while, 

Frank continues to curry the president’s favor and operates just under his nose, ending 

up with the position of Vice President by the end of the season. He manipulates a young 

reporter into an affair with him, while feeding her stories that undermine the president 

and his other enemies in order to further his plan, with his wife’s knowing consent. 

Throughout the affair, Frank makes it clear that he is merely using his mistress, and 

states, "I don't use people unless I can throw them away afterwards" (Willimon & 

Coulter, 2013). Frank is incredibly self-focused throughout the series; going so far as to 

claim “there is no solace above or below… I pray to myself for myself" while 

contemplating at the altar (Willimon & Coulter, 2013). Frank’s unabashed puppeteering 

of those around him earns him the categorization of an anti-hero. The first season of 

House of Cards “seems to dare us to stay invested in these awful people, because they're 

the only ones who matter…Like Shakespeare's Richard III, House of Cards entices us 

with its lead character's bad deeds, then refuses to tell us how we should feel once we've 
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seen them” (Deggans, 2014). Only two individuals are spared from his constant 

manipulation during the first season—his wife, Claire and his barbecue chef, Freddie. 

Frank uses Freddy’s restaurant as a respite from his political maneuvering, and always 

rewards him handsomely for allowing Frank to come in for private meals at all hours.  

The case studies of these anti-hero television shows attempt to parse out whether 

the protagonists actually fit the definition of an anti-hero in terms of morally deviant 

versus morally good behaviors displayed in the first season. 
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II. Theories on Engagement with Anti-heroes 

 

Theories 

 There are many existing theories concerning why people engage in and enjoy 

anti-hero narratives, but little empirical research has been conducted to test these 

theories on actual anti-hero television shows. This research attempts to extend previous 

research by examining Affective Disposition Theory (Raney, 2011) and Moral 

Disengagement Theory (Bruun Vaage, 2016) and their relation to the case studies of the 

anti-hero television shows Dexter and House of Cards.  

 

Affective Disposition Theory 

 Affective Disposition Theory posits that a viewer determines his or her feelings 

about a character based on their moral evaluations of that character (Raney, 2011). 

Affective Disposition Theory links the viewer’s emotional response to their personal 

evaluations of morality by stating that enjoyment is a function of the viewer’s emotional 

connections with characters and the characters’ outcomes, and that the emotional 

connection viewers feel (often described as pleasure or liking) stem from their moral 

emotions (Raney, 2011). According to this theory, viewers evaluate and judge the 

behaviors and motivations of characters throughout their experience of media 

entertainment in order to inform their moral judgment, and subsequent liking, of a 

character (Raney, 2011). This has been termed a “continual moral monitoring” 

throughout the viewing process, especially focused on the protagonist, who is the central 

character of the show (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Throughout their moral monitoring of 

characters, viewers will evaluate the behaviors of the character in order to sort them into 
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those that the viewer deems as moral under his or her individual moral code and those 

that he or she deems immoral. As a result of this moral categorization, viewers form 

positive dispositions toward the characters they deem as moral and negative 

dispositions toward those characters they deem immoral (Raney, 2011). 

There are two possible ways in which viewers morally engage with television 

shows under Affective Disposition Theory. Their moral evaluations may occur through 

well-thought out and contemplative process, making viewers act as “untiring moral 

monitors” of characters, with the viewer’s continual evaluations determining the valence 

and intensity of the dispositions they hold toward those characters (Shafer & Raney, 

2012). Alternatively, these moral evaluations may be fast, automatic processes in which 

a feeling of good–bad or like–dislike about the actions of a character or the character as 

a whole appears in the mind of the viewer, without their awareness of having gone 

through the steps of moral evaluation (Haidt, 2007). Thus, viewers may experience 

“moral feelings” about characters which dictate whether or not the viewer will like the 

character, associate with them, or root for them (Raney, 2011). Both of these processes 

may be in play at different times throughout the experience of a particular work of 

media entertainment, or one may be the predominant process for certain pieces of 

media entertainment and the other may take precedence for other media entertainment.  

 Affective Disposition Theory attempts to connect the way we form liking of 

characters to the way we choose friends in our real lives. In our daily lives, our moral 

intuition guides us to show partiality and favorability to those with whom we share 

values, beliefs, and morals, and whose behaviors and motivations fall within the 

boundaries of what we find morally acceptable (Raney, 2011). The effect of partiality, or 

becoming partial to a person or a character by identifying with them, is that we become 
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aligned with that person or character’s perspective, and begin to root for them to 

succeed (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Once partiality is activated, it begins the “moral process of 

empathy” (Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007). By this process, viewers decide which 

characters they like, and once characters are liked, “viewers can identify with their 

struggles, empathize with their pain, and hope for their ultimate success” (Raney, 2011). 

Viewers should experience an increase in enjoyment when the characters they like 

experience good outcomes and the characters they dislike experience bad outcomes 

(Raney, 2011).  

Affective Disposition Theory also posits that our emotional reactions to television 

shows and other media are regulated by our character liking due to moral judgments, 

anticipatory emotions about expected restoration of justice, and the moral evaluation of 

the actual outcome versus the expected outcome (Raney, 2011). Viewers’ expectations 

also play a role in their enjoyment of media entertainment, and are connected to their 

moral evaluations. Viewers tend to get more enjoyment out of media when their 

expectations are confirmed, because anticipatory emotions, like the other emotional 

reactions, are informed by the viewer’s morality (Raney, 2011). Thus, outcomes that 

advantage liked characters and punish disliked characters are anticipated, hoped for, or 

feared because viewers think that such outcomes are morally justified and proper 

(Raney, 2011). 

Affective Disposition Theory argues that the effect of expectations extends to 

characters that are anti-heroes, or display morally deviant behaviors. Viewers are still 

able to like and root for anti-hero characters because the viewers know from past 

experiences with media that enjoyment comes from seeing the protagonist prosper, so 

they interpret the protagonist’s actions (even those of an anti-hero) in a way that allows 
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them to view the protagonist as morally justified (Raney, 2011). Thus, even in the case of 

the anti-hero, viewers must still be able to have some positive moral evaluations of the 

character in order to like the anti-hero, which in turn can breed enjoyment of the 

television show as a whole (Raney, 2011).  

However, some psychological researchers have deemed Affective Disposition 

Theory inappropriate and insufficient in dealing with morally complex anti-hero 

narratives (Janicke & Raney, 2015). Because Affective Disposition Theory holds that a 

viewer’s emotional reactions toward characters’ behaviors and motivations are a 

function of their moral judgment of these characters, it may not be able to account for 

the liking of anti-hero characters, who are often portrayed as immoral (Raney, 2011).  If 

Affective Disposition Theory cannot account for the liking of anti-hero characters, then 

viewers’ enjoyment must be derived in ways other than morally (Janicke & Raney, 

2015). Thus Affective Disposition Theory is limited when dealing with morally 

ambiguous television shows. The efficacy of Affective Disposition Theory in more 

traditional narratives, with a polarized morality structure that has clear good and evil 

characters, has been widely accepted (Raney, 2011). However, Affective Disposition 

Theory may exaggerate how rationally founded viewer’s moral evaluation of characters 

is when applied to morally ambiguous anti-hero television shows. 

Under Affective Disposition Theory, it would be reasonable to expect that viewers 

who are engaging in a constant moral monitoring would disapprove of an anti-hero’s 

actions and motivations, thus hindering liking and ultimately decreasing enjoyment. 

But, there is no doubt that viewers do enjoy these characters and the narratives they 

inhabit (Shafer & Raney, 2012). Thus, Affective Disposition Theory may not be able to 

fully account for viewers’ enjoyment of anti-hero narratives.  
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Moral Disengagement Theory 

Recent psychological studies suggest that character identification and moral 

disengagement might be important factors for enjoyment of anti-hero narratives 

(Janicke & Raney, 2015). In contrast to Affective Disposition Theory, Moral 

Disengagement Theory posits that viewers are able to disengage their moral monitoring 

for the sake of enjoyment of a morally ambiguous narrative (Bruun Vaage, 2016). The 

term “moral disengagement” was originally coined as an explanation for how people 

who are generally good are able to commit terrible acts under certain situations, such as 

during wartime (Bandura, 2002). The viewer’s desire to enjoy himself or herself is 

deemed most important when watching and anti-hero television shows, so they give the 

anti-hero protagonist great moral license in order to ensure their own enjoyment 

(Raney, 2011). The goal of enjoyment pushes viewers to desire the path of least 

resistance, which may not be a continual moral evaluation throughout the course of a 

television show, especially while watching a show that often conflicts with the viewer’s 

moral intuition. 

 In direct contrast to Affective Disposition Theory, Moral Disengagement Theory 

posits that part of the attraction of anti-hero television shows is that at regular intervals, 

they confront the viewer with the moral deviance of the protagonist (Bruun Vaage, 

2016). This moral confrontation has been termed a “reality check”, and it occurs when 

something in the anti-hero television show reminds the viewer of the moral 

consequences his or her emotional engagement would have, were the fictional events 

real (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Affective Disposition Theory would suggest that these “reality 

checks”, in which the viewer is confronted with the morally deviant actions or 

motivations of the anti-hero, should turn the viewer off and lead them to dislike the 
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anti-hero. However, Moral Disengagement Theory claims that these moments of 

internal conflict heighten the enjoyment of the narrative for the viewer (Bruun Vaage, 

2016). 

 Moral Disengagement Theory posits that there are moral triggers that tell us to 

disengage our constant moral monitoring for the sake of enjoying the indulgence into 

fiction (Raney, 2011). This circumvention of our normal, rational moral judgment has 

been termed “fictional relief” and gives the viewer a break from considering the moral 

consequences that an anti-hero’s actions would have in the real world (Bruun Vaage, 

2016). It is more interesting and enjoyable for the viewer to engage in the narrative, and 

in order to do so while watching anti-hero television shows, the viewer must disengage 

their rational moral evaluations (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Rooting for the protagonist is the 

intended response to almost any television show, and this is what makes a series work 

and keeps a viewer engaged (Bruun Vaage, 2016).  

 The mechanism by which the viewer tends to become partial to the anti-hero’s 

perspective under Moral Disengagement Theory is called “alignment” (Bruun Vaage, 

2016). The alignment we experience with regard to fictional characters stems from the 

universal in-group bias that humans display (Brown, 1991). We tend to feel more 

empathy for those who are close to us spatially, temporally, and affectionately, like our 

friends and relatives, and are therefore more likely to excuse their actions than we 

would be for those of a stranger (Maibom, 2014). We see the actions of those we are 

partial towards through a “lens of favoritism” and are able to explain away or turn a 

blind eye to things that they may do that we would not normally approve of, in order to 

avoid cognitive dissonance and conflict (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Engagement in narratives, 

especially long-term engagement like that of watching a television series activates some 
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of the same mental processes that friendship does in real life (Bruun Vaage, 2016). 

These processes are activated by alignment, such as following a character through their 

lives and being allowed access to what they are thinking or feeling, and allow the viewer 

to feel as though they intimately know the character, in the same way they might know a 

close friend (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Alignment with a character allows viewers to 

understand the character’s motivations and background, which inform their behaviors 

and may also allow viewers to excuse the behaviors they would normally see as morally 

wrong (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Alignment is especially important when dealing with a 

morally deviant protagonist, like an anti-hero, because which character the viewer gets 

to know through alignment makes a systematic difference for their moral evaluation. 

(Bruun Vaage, 2016). Through the mechanisms of alignment with an anti-hero, he is 

shown as a complex person with both positive and negative sides, and the viewer may 

come to like the character for their morally positive or at least deeply human sides, in 

spite of the character’s morally bad sides (Smith, 1999). Because of their alignment with 

the anti-hero, the viewer may also form a “sympathetic allegiance” which allows them to 

root for the character, and is very difficult to break, even when the character displays 

more or worse moral deviance later on in the series (Bruun Vaage, 2016). 

 These two theories paradoxically suggest that anti-heroes display both positive 

moral behaviors (Affective Disposition Theory) and morally deviant behaviors that 

trigger moral disengagement (Moral Disengagement Theory). To examine these two 

implications, it is necessary to operationalize the presence and counterexamples of 

moral deviance. 
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III. Dark Triad 

 

Operational Definition 

 In	order	to	test	for	the	presence	and	counterexamples	of	moral	deviance,	an	

operationalization	of	morally	deviant	behavior	is	needed.	The	Dark	Triad	of	Personality	has	

been	previously	noted	as	a	framework	for	identifying	morally	deviant	behavior	in	anti-hero	

television	characters	(Jonason, et al., 2012). The implications that anti-heroes display 

both morally deviant behaviors and positive moral behaviors (or counterexamples to 

moral deviance) refer to morally deviant behaviors as those that are represented in two 

of the Dark Triad personality diagnoses (Machiavellianism and psychopathy), and the 

counterexamples to morally deviant behaviors refer to counterexamples to the behaviors 

displayed in the same two Dark Triad personality diagnoses.  

 

The Dark Triad and Moral Deviance 

The Dark Triad is a conception of three different maladaptive personality types 

that encompasses a wide range of behaviors deemed immoral by society. Although the 

immoral behaviors captured by the Dark Triad have been seen as overlapping in certain 

ways (Lee & Ashton, 2014; Book, Visser, & Volk, 2014; Grigoras & Wille, 2017), a 

consensus has arisen indicating that although there are commonalities across all three 

personalities, they are different enough to be considered distinct personality types 

(Paulhus & Williams, 2002; Jones & Paulhus, 2014). 

The Dark Triad has been termed a collection of three offensive yet non-

pathological personalities, meaning that although these personalities are not clinically 
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diagnosable in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual V (DSM-V), they exist as morally 

deviant, maladaptive personalities in society (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). The Dark 

Triad includes Machiavellianism, subclinical psychopathy, and subclinical narcissism. 

The categorization of these personalities as subclinical yet offensive makes them ideal to 

operationalize the definition of morally deviant behavior, because the author is not 

certified to make clinical diagnoses. They are identifiable as societally maladaptive, but 

not classified as syndromes in the DSM-V. However, an individual with a clinical 

diagnosis could also display these subclinical characteristics. 

 The three subclinical personality disorders that have been unified under the 

Dark Triad name share a number of characteristics, namely that all three entail an 

immoral, socially malevolent character with behavior tendencies toward self-promotion, 

emotional coldness, duplicity, and aggressiveness (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Although 

these personalities overlap on some of their morally deviant characteristics, the 

Machiavellian personality emphasizes coldness and manipulativeness; the narcissistic 

personality emphasizes grandiosity, entitlement, dominance, and superiority; and the 

psychopathic personality emphasizes high impulsivity, thrill-seeking, and low empathy 

and anxiety (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). All three conceptions of morally deviant 

personalities differ slightly in their manifestation and in which immoral behaviors are 

associated with each one. 

All three personalities share the trait of low agreeableness in the Big Five 

personality conception, which suggests that all share the characteristic of callousness 

(Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Callousness is associated with being mean or cruel to 

others, and indicates a lack of empathy that allows immoral, anti-social behavior (Jones 

& Paulhus, 2014). Another notable finding for all three of the personalities was a 
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significant gender difference: men were far more likely to score highly on the Dark Triad 

measures than women (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). There are many possible 

explanations behind this gender difference, one of which being that the personalities are 

simply more prevalent in males, and another being that the Dark triad characteristics 

may present differently in women than men in a way that is not captured on the current 

inventories. This is notable because anti-heroes in television shows are also 

overwhelmingly male (Martin, 2014). 

Another commonality across all three Dark Triad personalities is low Honesty-

Humility in the HEXACO model of personality, which contains the Big Five personality 

characteristics and adds Honesty-Humility (Lee & Ashton, 2014). Low Honesty-

Humility indicates a willingness to exploit others when it is perceived to be 

advantageous for the individual (Lee & Ashton, 2014). It also indicates manipulation 

and flattery of others for personal gain, temptation to break rules for personal profit, 

interest in lavish wealth, special entitlement to elevated social status, materialism, and a 

strong sense of self-importance (Lee & Ashton, 2009). All of these behaviors indicate an 

anti-social proclivity and lack of empathy for others that allow individuals to take 

advantage of the people around them for personal gain. The listed behaviors are the 

opposite of the pro-social norms that pervade society and are considered morally 

deviant for their detrimental effects on others. The Dark Triad traits are seen to be so 

morally deviant that they have been described as the best current psychological 

representation of evil (Book, et al., 2014). Other anti-social or morally deviant behaviors 

that have been associated with one or more of the Dark Triad personalities are 

deceitfulness, hostility, grandiosity, manipulativeness, attention-seeking, impulsivity, 

and risk-taking (Grigoras & Wille, 2017). 
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The following chart delineates the different conceptions of moral deviance embodied by 

the Dark Triad of personality: 

Conception Common Core Machiavellianism Psychopathy Narcissism 
Paulhus & 
Williams 

(2002) 

socially 
malevolent, self-

promotion, 
coldness, 
duplicity, 

aggressiveness, 
low 

agreeableness, 
callous, 

manipulative 

low 
conscientiousness, 
cold, manipulative 

high extraversion, 
high openness, low 
conscientiousness, 
low neuroticism, 
highly impulsive, 
thrill-seeking, low 

empathy, low 
anxiety  

high 
extraversion, 

high 
openness, 
grandiose, 
entitled, 

dominant, 
superior 

HEXACO 
Model 

low Honesty-
Humility 

   

DSM-V 
Maladaptiv

e Trait 
Model 

grandiose deceitful, hostile, 
perfectionist, 

suspicious, unusual 
beliefs or 

experiences, 
restricted affectivity, 

manipulative, 
grandiose, attention-

seeking, callous, 
separation 
insecurity, 

perseverating, 
emotional lability, 

eccentric 

callous, deceitful, 
impulsive, 

eccentric, hostile, 
suspicious, 

emotional lability, 
unusual beliefs or 

experiences, 
irresponsible, 
distractible, 

restricted 
affectivity, 
grandiose, 
perceptual 

dysregulation, 
perseverating, 

anxious, anhedonic, 
risk-taking, 
withdrawal,  
depressive 

grandiose, 
attention-
seeking,  

manipulative 

Short Dark 
Triad 

 manipulative, 
callous affect, 

cynical, strategic-
calculating 
orientation 

deficit in affect, 
deficit in self-

control, impulsive,  
antisocial  

manipulative, 
callous, self-

centered, 
grandiose 
identity, 
insecure 
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Measurement and the Short Dark Triad 

Previous research has measured narcissism, Machiavellianism, and subclinical 

psychopathy using the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI), Mach-IV inventory, and 

self-report psychopathy scale (SRP III), respectively (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). 

Although these measures are valid and reliable, they are rather unwieldy for their 

combined length. The NPI to measure narcissism is a 40-item questionnaire; the Mach-

IV to measure Machiavellianism is 20 questions with a five-point Likert scale for each, 

and the SRP III to measure psychopathy consists of 31 five-point Likert scale questions 

(Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Altogether, there are 91 items, which makes this form of 

measurement inefficient for research on case studies of individual anti-heroes in actual 

television shows. While these measures are still useful for a more in-depth analysis of 

the individual personalities, the Short Dark Triad provides a more efficient 

amalgamation of all three personalities, with 27 items taking the place of a combined 91 

items across all three of the individual inventories (Jones & Paulhus, 2014).  

In response to the many attempts to conceptualize the Dark Triad personalities, 

Delroy Paulhus and Daniel Jones attempted to synthesize and operationalize the three 

personalities into a more efficient and practical format by examining the predominant 

theories describing the immoral behaviors captured in the Dark Triad of personality 

(Jones & Paulhus, 2014). They called their inventory the “Short Dark Triad” or SD3 

(Jones & Paulhus, 2014).  At the time of its conception, there was only one other brief 

measure of the Dark Triad traits, called the “Dirty Dozen” which used only four items 

per personality type (Jonason & Webster, 2010). The Short Dark Triad attempts to unify 

the different theories surrounding the immorality at the core of the Dark Triad and to 

provide a measure of the Dark Triad that is both accurate and efficient. It delineates the 
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key elements of Machiavellianism as manipulativeness, callous affect, cynicism, and 

strategic-calculating orientation; psychopathy as deficits in affect and self-control, 

impulsivity, and antisocial behavior; and narcissism as manipulation, callousness, self-

centeredness, and conflict between a grandiose identity and underlying insecurity 

(Jones & Paulhus, 2014). The questionnaire initially contained 41 items, but was 

narrowed down through validity testing to 27 items, nine for each of the Dark Triad 

personalities (Jones & Paulhus, 2014). Now that their inventory has been narrowed 

down to the final version through experimentation, Paulhus and Jones assert that the 

Short Dark Triad “achieves an optimal compromise between instrument brevity and 

respectable reliability and validity” (Jones & Paulhus, 2014).   

Ultimately, this conceptualization of the Dark Triad was most useful for the 

purpose of this research because of its ease of application, brevity, and comprehensive 

nature. It incorporates the common core elements across all three personalities while 

also making clear the distinctions between the three personalities. This research uses 

the categories of Machiavellianism and psychopathy from the Short Dark Triad to 

operationalize morally deviant behavior. The checklist provided by the Short Dark Triad 

operationalizes the specific behaviors that were considered to be either examples, when 

found in the television show case studies, or counterexamples, if behaviors were found 

in the television show case studies that appeared to be counterexamples to the Short 

Dark Triad checklist behaviors. 
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The following is a chart reflecting the checklist for each Dark Triad personality in 

the Short Dark Triad: 

Short Dark Triad 
Machiavellianism Psychopathy Narcissism 

M1. It’s not wise to tell 
your secrets.   

P1. I like to get revenge 
on authorities.   

N1. People see me as a 
natural leader.   

M2. I like to use clever 
manipulation to get my 

way. 

P2. I avoid dangerous 
situations. (R)  

N2. I hate being the 
center of attention. (R)  

M3. Whatever it takes, 
you must get the 

important people on 
your side.   

M3. Payback needs to be 
quick and nasty.   

N3. Many group 
activities tend to be 

dull without me.  

M4. Avoid direct conflict 
with others because they 

may be useful in the 
future 

M4. People often say I’m 
out of control.   

N4. I know that I am 
special because 

everyone keeps  telling 
me so.  

M5. It’s wise to keep 
track of information that 

you can use against 
people later.   

M5. It’s true that I can be 
mean to others.   

N5. I like to get 
acquainted with 

important people.  

M6. You should wait for 
the right time to get back 

at people.   

M6. People who mess 
with me always regret it. 

  

N6. I feel embarrassed 
if someone 

compliments me. (R)  
M7. There are things you 
should hide from other 
people  to preserve your 

reputation. 

M7. I have never gotten 
into trouble with the law 

(R)  

N7. I have been 
compared to famous 

people.  

M8. Make sure your 
plans benefit yourself, 

not others.   

M8. I enjoy having sex 
with people I hardly 

know 

N8. I am an average 
person. (R)  

M9. Most people can be 
manipulated.   

M9. I’ll say anything to 
get what I want 

N9. I insist on getting 
the respect I deserve.  
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IV. Hypotheses 

 

Hypothesis Test 

Research on Affective Disposition Theory, Moral Disengagement Theory, and the 

Dark Triad led to the generation of three hypotheses to be tested using two anti-hero 

television shows, Dexter and House of Cards, as case studies. 

 

Hypothesis 1 

According to Affective Disposition Theory, anti-hero protagonists could not be 

enjoyable to audiences unless they display some “morally good” behaviors. Therefore, 

Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood should exhibit pro-social behaviors (i.e., 

behaviors that directly contradict the definition of immoral behavior in the Dark Triad 

checklists). 

 

Hypothesis 2 

According to Moral Disengagement Theory, there must be some moral triggers in 

anti-hero television shows that tell the viewer that a character is immoral or is acting 

immorally. Therefore, Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood should display some 

behaviors that are morally deviant.  

 

Hypothesis 3 

The advertisement of Frank Underwood as a manipulative, corrupt politician and 

Dexter Morgan as a serial killer, and a comprehensive review of the literature on the 

Dark Triad, led to the hypothesis that Frank Underwood will display more 



	 30	

characteristics of a Machiavellian than a psychopath and Dexter will display more 

characteristics of a psychopath than a Machiavellian. 
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V. Methods 

 
  

Operational Definitions 

“Morally deviant behaviors” were operationalized as the presence of Dark Triad 

characteristics, assessed using the Short Dark Triad checklists for Machiavellianism and 

psychopathy. Counterexamples to morally deviant behaviors were operationalized as 

behaviors that were antithetical to the Dark Triad characteristics as listed in the Short 

Dark Triad checklists for Machiavellianism and psychopathy.  

 

Coding 

In order to evaluate the three hypotheses, each episode of each television show’s 

first season was coded for (a) scenes that depicted behaviors that indicated the presence 

of one or more of the Short Dark Triad characteristics and (b) scenes depicting 

behaviors that indicated a counterexample to one or more of the Short Dark Triad 

characteristics.  

Data was entered into an Excel spreadsheet, with four columns for each television 

show. One column represented examples of Machiavellian behaviors, one represented 

counterexamples to Machiavellian behaviors, one represented examples of psychopathic 

behaviors, and the final one represented counterexamples to psychopathic behaviors. In 

each column, scenes or quotes were written down that appeared in a show and reflected 

one or more of the Machiavellian or psychopathic behaviors in the Short Dark Triad 

checklist, or the counterexamples of those behaviors. In each cell was either an M to 

represent Machiavellianism or a P to represent psychopathy, followed by the numbered 
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characteristic (1-9) from the checklist for each personality that the noted behavior 

represented. Scenes or quotes that represented more than one of the characteristics on 

the checklists were either given two numbers in a single column or mentioned in more 

than one column. If behaviors were presented that matched a characteristic of either 

Dark Triad personality as described in one of the conceptions of the Dark Triad 

previously discussed, but did not directly align with one of the Short Dark Triad 

checklist elements, a note was made to that effect in the column in which the behavior 

was recorded. 

An example of this coding process is as follows for Dexter, in the column 

Psychopathy – Example:  

P4 (People often say I’m out of control) – Dexter says, “deviating from the plan may 

have been ill-advised, but sometimes you just have to take a risk” (Manos Jr. & 

Lieberman, 2006). 

An example from House of Cards in the column Machiavellianism – 

Counterexample is the following: 

M1 (It’s not wise to tell your secrets)– Frank tells Claire that he has been sleeping with 

Zoe. 
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VI. Results 

Frequency Analysis 

Each anti-hero television show was examined for the frequency of examples and 

counterexamples of morally deviant behavior according to the Short Dark Triad 

checklists for Machiavellianism and psychopathy. 

The examples and counterexamples of each Dark Triad personality for each 

television show were summed by column and are reflected in the frequency analysis 

table below: 

 

House of Cards 
Machiavellianism  Psychopathy 

Example Counterexample  Example Counterexample 
110 12  54 22 

Dexter 
Machiavellianism  Psychopathy 

Example Counterexample  Example Counterexample 
9 3  88 60 

 

Findings 

The frequency analysis of the coding indicates that there are numerous 

counterexamples to morally deviant behavior displayed by each television show’s 

protagonist in the first season. Frank Underwood displayed counterexamples to morally 

deviant behaviors as characterized by the Dark Triad 34 times, while Dexter displayed 

counterexamples to the Dark Triad behaviors 63 times throughout the first seasons of 

each show. Frank Underwood displayed about three counterexamples to morally deviant 

behaviors per episode, and Dexter Morgan displayed about five counterexamples to 
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morally deviant behaviors per episode. The first season of House of Cards averages 51 

minutes per episode; therefore, Frank Underwood displayed counterexamples to 

morally deviant behaviors about every seventeen minutes during each episode on 

average. In Dexter’s first season, each episode is 54 minutes long on average, so Dexter 

Morgan displayed a counterexample to morally deviant behavior about every eleven 

minutes throughout the first season. 

Thus, Hypothesis 1 (Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood should exhibit pro-

social behaviors, or behaviors that directly contradict the definition of immoral behavior 

in the Dark Triad checklists) was confirmed by the presence of counterexamples to 

specific behaviors from the Dark Triad checklists of Machiavellianism and psychopathy 

in the first season of each television show. Each anti-hero protagonist displayed 

counterexample behaviors three to five times during each episode on average. 

The frequency analysis of the coding indicates that there are even more examples 

of morally deviant behavior that there are counterexamples to morally deviant behavior 

in the first season of both anti-hero television shows. Overall, Frank Underwood in 

House of Cards displayed morally deviant behaviors as characterized by the Dark Triad 

164 times in the first season, and Dexter Morgan in Dexter displayed morally deviant 

behaviors as characterized by the Dark Triad 97 times in the first season. On average, 

Frank Underwood displayed about thirteen morally deviant behaviors per episode, and 

Dexter Morgan displayed about eight morally deviant behaviors per episode. Because of 

the average time of each show’s episodes, Frank Underwood displayed morally deviant 

behaviors about every four minutes throughout the episodes, and Dexter displayed a 

morally deviant behavior roughly every seven minutes during each episode.  
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Thus, Hypothesis 2 (Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood should display some 

behaviors that are morally deviant and would tend to be negatively morally evaluated by 

the viewer) was also confirmed by the evaluation of examples of the Dark Triad 

checklists for Machiavellianism and psychopathy in the first season of each television 

show. Each anti-hero protagonist displayed behaviors consistent with at least one of the 

Dark Triad personalities eight to thirteen times during each episode on average. 

Therefore, the Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2 were confirmed by the data garnered from 

the coding analysis. 

 Frank Underwood displayed behaviors consistent with the Machiavellian 

personality about nine times more often than he displayed counterexamples to 

Machiavellianism. He displayed psychopathic behaviors only a little over twice as many 

times as he displayed counterexamples to psychopathy in the Dark Triad. Dexter 

Morgan displayed behaviors consistent with Machiavellianism three times more often 

than he displayed counterexamples to this personality. He displayed behaviors 

consistent with psychopathy just 1.5 times more often than he displayed behaviors that 

qualified as counterexamples to psychopathy. 

 It is also important to note that Frank Underwood displayed twice as many 

Machiavellian behaviors as he did psychopathic behaviors, while Dexter Morgan 

displayed almost ten times as many psychopathic behaviors as he did Machiavellian 

behaviors, displaying only a mere nine behaviors consistent with Machiavellianism, 

which comes out to fewer than one per episode.  

Overall, there were far more behaviors both consistent with and inconsistent with 

the psychopathic Dark Triad personality than there were behaviors consistent or 

inconsistent with Machiavellianism in the Dark Triad throughout the first seasons of 
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both shows. The lowest column sums overall were in the counterexamples to 

Machiavellianism columns, with both protagonists displaying only a cumulative fifteen 

counterexamples to the Machiavellian Dark Triad personality. 

Frank Underwood displayed twice as many Machiavellian behaviors as 

psychopathic behaviors, and Dexter displayed ten times as many psychopathic 

behaviors as Machiavellian behaviors. However, it is also important to note that the 

assignment of these Dark Triad personalities as more prevalent does not mean that 

there were not many counterexamples to each of them in each protagonist’s behavior as 

well. Although Dexter displayed more psychopathic behaviors than Machiavellian 

behaviors, he also displayed more counterexamples to psychopathic behaviors than he 

did counterexamples to Machiavellian behaviors. Frank Underwood displayed fewer 

counterexamples to Machiavellianism than he did to psychopathy, but he also displayed 

many more examples of psychopathy than Dexter did for Machiavellianism. So although 

there was a prevalence of one personality over the other as predicted in Hypothesis 3 

(Frank Underwood will display more characteristics of a Machiavellian than a 

psychopath and Dexter will display more characteristics of a psychopath than a 

Machiavellian), the personality assignments were not absolute, and are probably too 

murky to definitively assign a diagnosis of one over the other for either protagonist. 

  Overall, both anti-hero protagonists show counterexamples to morally deviant 

behaviors (Hypothesis 1), as evidenced by the counterexamples to Dark Triad 

personality characteristics in each anti-hero’s behaviors. This indicates that Affective 

Disposition Theory is consistent with the data in regard to the need for anti-hero 

characters to display behaviors that can be positively morally evaluated by the viewer. 

Both anti-hero protagonists also show examples of morally deviant behaviors 
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(Hypothesis 2), as evidenced by the presence of behaviors identifiable in the Short Dark 

Triad checklists. This indicates that Moral Disengagement Theory is consistent with the 

presence of morally deviant behaviors in anti-hero television shows that trigger the 

viewer to morally disengage for the sake of enjoyment.  
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VII. Discussion 

 

Research Question and Results 

 In response to the question of whether television characters advertised as anti-

heroes actually fit the definition of an anti-hero in their shows, three hypotheses were 

tested, and two were confirmed by the data. The research indicates that anti-hero 

characters paradoxically display both morally deviant and positive moral behaviors. The 

results from the frequency analysis raise several implications and points that future 

research could examine further.  

 

Counterexamples: A Focus on Interpersonal Affiliation 

Hypothesis 1 (Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood should exhibit pro-social 

behaviors, or behaviors that directly contradict the definition of immoral behavior in the 

Dark Triad checklists) was confirmed due to the presence of counterexamples to morally 

deviant Dark Triad behaviors in each of the case study television shows. The 

counterexamples found in the first seasons of House of Cards and Dexter often focused 

on elements that emphasize interpersonal relationships and positive social connection, 

as opposed to other pro-social behaviors such as donating to charity. 

Although Dexter Morgan is self-described as a psychopath, he displays many 

instances of empathy and holds close relationships with others in a way that would not 

be possible for a true psychopath as defined in the Dark Triad, because the Dark Triad is 

associated with antisocial behavior and significant harm or exploitation of others (Book 

et al., 2014). Dexter’s relationships with his sister, with his girlfriend, and with his 

girlfriend’s children directly contradict with aspects of the psychopathic diagnosis in the 
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Dark Triad, such as the fourth and fifth elements of the Dark Triad psychopathy 

characteristics, “People often say I’m out of control” and “It’s true I can be mean to 

others” (Jones & Paulhus, 2014). Adding in elements that the average person can 

understand and sympathize with, like Dexter’s relationships with his family and friends, 

allows the viewer to be able to recognize his common humanity, fostering empathy, 

which in turn fosters liking (Bruun Vaage, 2016). The viewer gains sympathy for Dexter 

as they watch him protect his girlfriend from her abusive ex-husband and give his sister 

dating advice over dinner.  

Dexter’s moral code also gives an interesting pro-social element to his character 

because it is unlikely that a psychopath as defined in the Dark Triad would be able to 

resist his deviant impulses enough to adhere to a moral code, let alone care to do so due 

to his lack of empathy for others. This moral code allows us to see Dexter as serving a 

sort of pro-social function: a vigilante killing off those who are causing damage to 

society by killing or hurting innocent people. Giving Dexter’s killing a positive social 

purpose may allow the viewer to see it as a sort of necessary evil. From a utilitarian 

standpoint, Dexter is improving society more than he would be if he were not killing, 

because he is eliminating those who repeatedly harm innocents and are likely to 

continue to do so. 

In the first season of House of Cards, Frank Underwood overwhelmingly displays 

the key aspect of Machiavellianism: manipulativeness. However, he spares his wife 

Claire and his barbecue chef Freddy from his manipulation, and is exceedingly open 

with the two of them, contradicting the first and second elements of the Short Dark 

Triad’s conception of Machiavellianism: “It’s not wise to tell your secrets” and “I use 

clever manipulation to get my way” (Jones & Paulhus, 2014). Again, these relationships, 
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displayed in scenes such as his nightly cigarette sharing with Claire when they debrief 

about their days, allow the viewer to sympathize with Frank despite the immoral acts he 

commits throughout the first season.  

 

Character Alignment and Use of Monologue 

Another aspect of the two case study television shows that allow the viewer to 

empathize with and align with the anti-hero protagonist is the use of monologue in both 

shows. In Dexter, the viewer is often given insight into Dexter’s thoughts through his 

internal monologue that is overlaid as narration throughout the series. It is from 

Dexter’s internal monologue that we learn of his thoughts and feelings about the 

situation at hand, and that we see the flashbacks of his foster father Harry teaching him 

the moral code by which he abides when choosing his victims. Learning a character’s 

background and motivations for doing what they do influences our moral evaluation of 

them by making us more partial towards them, and thus more willing to make excuses 

for them when they act in morally deviant ways (Bruun Vaage, 2016). We do this often 

with our own relatives and friends, who are those closest to us, and about whom we 

know the most. Hearing about Dexter being rescued as a child after witnessing his 

mother’s murder and sitting in a pool of blood for days makes the viewer more willing to 

excuse his murderous impulse as a consequence of a traumatic childhood experience 

(Manos Jr., 2006). Giving the viewer a reason for his morally deviant behavior may 

make that behavior easier to swallow, and the use of monologue creates a direct line 

from the viewer to the character’s thoughts and motivations.  

The moral code by which Dexter abides also makes him seem morally preferable 

to those that become his victims. In the pilot episode, Dexter attacks and murders a man 
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who Dexter found to have been abusing and murdering young boys (Manos Jr. & Cuesta, 

2006). Before he kills the man, he tells him he also has impulses that he cannot control, 

but qualifies that statement by saying, “never ever kids, I have standards” (Manos Jr. & 

Cuesta, 2006). Dexter kills only those who are deemed deserving of being exterminated 

by his adoptive father’s moral code, and Dexter is thus seen as better than his victims 

because they do not abide by the same kind of code. He often kills those who target 

innocents, which Dexter never does because his moral code requires him to prove to 

himself that his victims are morally deviant before killing them. In a way, Dexter 

contributes a net positive to society by eliminating those who are likely to wreak havoc 

on the innocent bystanders of society. His vigilantism serves a purpose, even though it is 

externally constructed for the sake of evading detection by friends, family, and especially 

law enforcement. Dexter’s contrast with his victims can allow the viewer to choose the 

lesser of two evils when choosing to associate with him. Characters like Dexter’s victims 

have been termed “contrast characters”, and they function to make the anti-hero 

protagonist seem morally preferable despite his morally deviant actions (Bruun Vaage, 

2016). 

Frank Underwood uses monologue to encourage alignment by engaging in 

frequent fourth wall breaks, which ultimately yields the same result as Dexter’s internal 

narration. The viewer is situated alongside Frank when he turns to the camera to 

address the audience directly in his famous fourth wall breaks. These private 

conversations with the audience create a powerful form of alignment, and make the 

viewer feel as though they are both in the room with him and in on his secrets in a way 

that no other character is. The fourth wall break is particularly powerful because of its 

rarity in television. It takes the alignment to another level by physically placing the 
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viewer in the scene. When the viewer is aligned with a character’s point of view, they 

begin to feel affection for the character (Bruun Vaage, 2016). Being by Frank’s side 

throughout his manipulations almost seems to make the viewer guilty alongside him, 

fostering a feeling that the viewer is in on the game he’s playing. The direct addresses to 

the camera often inform the viewer of Frank’s plan of manipulation, which may 

heighten the pleasure the viewer garners from enjoying Frank’s cleverness. Sometimes 

Frank even informs the viewer just before he carries out his manipulation, such as when 

he tells the camera, "if you can humble yourself before them, they will do anything you 

ask" before he convinces two parents that he is not responsible for their daughter’s 

death, as they had somewhat rightly believed (Willimon & Foley, 2013). The addresses 

to the audience also inform the viewer about Frank’s motivations, which has been 

shown to increase their liking of his character (Bruun Vaage, 2016).  

Further research could study whether alignment is significantly higher with 

characters that give lengthy monologues to the audience than it is with those who do not 

draw the viewer in using the same devices. Perhaps it is the case that anti-hero 

narratives use this technique more often than more traditional television shows because 

of the increased need for the viewer to be able to associate with the protagonist.  

 

Female Anti-heroes 

Along with examining the specific methods employed to create liking in anti-hero 

narratives, future research could examine whether and how those methods differ in 

shows that feature female anti-heroes. Anti-hero narratives and television shows 

typically focus on male anti-heroes as their protagonists (Martin, 2014). Recently, more 

female anti-heroes, or anti-heroines, have emerged within the larger context of the turn 
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towards Quality Television (Tally, 2016). Examples of the anti-heroine include Piper 

Chapman from Orange is the New Black, Annalise Keating from How to Get Away with 

Murder, and Olivia Pope from Scandal (Tally, 2016). Most of the shows that set the tone 

for anti-hero television programs during the emergence of the Quality Television era 

were run by men, and were largely about manhood, “in particular the contours of male 

power and infinite varieties of male combat” (Martin, 2014). An example of an anti-

heroine in the case study television shows is Claire Underwood, who is morally deviant 

in her acquiescence and knowledge of her husband Frank’s machinations (Willimon, 

2013). She is fully in on her husband’s power struggles, at least in the first season, and 

engages in her own whenever it is beneficial to the couple’s plans (Bruun Vaage, 2016). 

A characteristic of many anti-heroines, as opposed to their male counterparts, is that 

audiences perceive them to be unlikable to varying degrees (Tally, 2016). This may be 

due to gender bias in media and in audiences, in that women are expected to be more 

likeable than men in general (Juergen, 2014), and may consequently be held to a higher 

standard. The anti-heroine is usually somewhat “edgy” in the sense that her behavior 

does not fit the conventions of traditional femininity, but she may or may not behave in 

ways that are conventionally masculine either (Tally, 2016). The emergence of the anti-

heroine confronts the traditional notion that women are meant to be likable, charming, 

sympathetic, and desirable (Juergen, 2014). It is also the case that female anti-heroines 

who go against social gender norms tend to be judged more harshly by other characters 

than male anti-heroes, who are often allowed to remain acceptable in their worlds 

(Tally, 2016). Anti-heroines have developed due to the trend towards strong female 

leads in the Quality Television era (Tally, 2016). In order to make a strong female lead, 

writers have focused on making their characters multi-dimensional, including being 
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flawed, complex, and going against the grain of traditionally accepted female behavior 

(Tally, 2016).  

Anti-heroines may score differently on the Dark Triad characteristics than anti-

heroes, as men consistently score higher than women on the traditional measures of the 

Dark Triad (Jonason & Webster, 2010). It is possible the Dark Triad traits are simply 

more prevalent in men, but it is also possible that women display dark personalities like 

psychopathy and Machiavellianism in different ways than men, and those ways are not 

captured by current conceptions of the Dark Triad. This could be the same for anti-

heroes. Future research could explore whether female anti-heroes display traits found in 

the Dark Triad of personality, and whether there is a higher requirement for 

likeableness for female anti-heroes than there is for male anti-heroes. 

 

Advantages of Dark Triad 

 It is possible that the Dark Triad traits could also contribute positively to 

likability in both anti-heroes and anti-heroines. While most research on the Dark Triad 

focuses on the maladaptive nature of these three personalities, some research has noted 

benefits that may result from possessing the Dark Triad personality traits. For example, 

some studies have posited that there are some short-term benefits to the Dark Triad 

personalities (Jonason & Middleton, 2015). Narcissism may be associated with some 

positive aspects, including higher extraversion, a more affiliative humor style, higher IQ, 

a socially charming disposition, self-protective memory biases, maintenance of self-

concept, increased creativity, and short-term mating success (Jonason & Middleton, 

2015). Psychopathy is linked with low neuroticism, which translates to low anxiety and 

stress responses, as well as short term mating success and adaptive aggression (Jonason 
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& Middleton, 2015). Machiavellians may possess an instrumental way of dealing with 

others, a “whatever it takes” style of social influence, and an opportunistic approach to 

economic exchanges or work behavior, which has the potential to “better equip them to 

influence others to bending to her or his will” (Jonason & Middleton, 2015).  

This makes the Dark Triad somewhat more amorphous and ambiguous than 

other interpretations, such as the one that terms the Dark Triad the “best current 

psychological conception of evil”, would suggest (Book, et al., 2014). The persistence of 

these supposedly maladaptive personalities in society would lead one to believe that 

there must be at least some adaptive benefit to these personalities in some situations. 

For example, overconfidence, a characteristic of narcissism, can cause a person to be 

regarded as a leader; lack of empathy, a characteristic of psychopathy, allows one to 

operate solely on reason; and high manipulativeness, a characteristic of 

Machiavellianism, can allow a person to get his or her way even in the presence of 

obstacles (Jonason & Middleton, 2015). Thus, the Dark Triad personalities must not be 

viewed simply as maladaptive, but as a complex set of both adaptive and maladaptive 

traits that are context-dependent.  

These potential advantages raise the issue of whether there are aspects of the 

Dark Triad personalities that could possibly be positively morally evaluated by the 

viewer of an anti-hero television show. Future research could explore whether these 

positive aspects of the Dark Triad play a role in informing the viewer’s evaluation of an 

anti-hero.  
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Narcissism 

 The third personality in the Dark Triad, subclinical narcissism, was out of the 

research scope and was not evaluated for the sake of efficiency. Future research could 

examine anti-hero narratives on the narcissism scale from the Short Dark Triad in order 

to determine the prevalence of narcissistic traits, and identify whether there are positive 

aspects of narcissism present in anti-hero characters. Because of the overlap between 

the three Dark Triad personalities, one would expect that narcissistic personality traits 

would show up in anti-hero television shows, as would their counterexamples. 

 

Implications of Affective Disposition Theory and Moral Disengagement Theory 

The first two hypotheses dealing with the presence and absence of Dark Triad 

traits, and representing both Affective Disposition Theory and Moral Disengagement 

Theory (Hypothesis 1: Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood should exhibit pro-social 

behaviors, and Hypothesis 2: Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood should display 

some behaviors that are morally deviant) were supported. The support for these 

hypotheses suggests that both of these theories make valid points about the way that 

viewers engage with anti-hero narratives. While Moral Disengagement Theory indicates 

that there are morally deviant behaviors that cause the viewer to disengage, Affective 

Disposition Theory indicates that there are also behaviors that tend to be positively 

morally evaluated by the viewer. The evidence that both of these processes occur within 

the viewing of a single television show leads to a unifying theory: The anti-hero displays 

morally deviant behaviors, but these morally deviant behaviors are paired with 

behaviors that are positively morally evaluated by the viewer. There are multiple ways 

that the results can be reconciled with the theories previously examined. One possible 
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reconciliation is that Affective Disposition Theory is mostly correct, in that people must 

be able to find morally redeemable aspects of characters in order to engage with a 

narrative. However, it should be revised to include the possibility of moral 

disengagement when faced with anti-hero protagonists whose behavior is mostly 

morally reprehensible with some exceptions.  

There are two possibilities for what the viewer finds most compelling in anti-hero 

characters, and which one is chosen may differ based on the viewer. Each viewer may 

like the show for the sake of the character’s moral goodness or for the sake of the 

character’s moral deviance. In the first case, it may be that the viewer is willing to 

tolerate the moral deviance because of the good side of the anti-hero that is displayed 

through the counterexamples to morally deviant behaviors. The viewer may be willing to 

morally disengage for the sake of enjoyment of the television show, but may also need 

the character to display some positive moral or societally beneficial behaviors in order to 

attach to the character. If a character displayed morally deviant behaviors, like those 

exemplified in the Dark Triad, without any behaviors deemed morally reputable the 

viewer may have no point at which to attach to and empathize with the character. The 

behaviors that are positively morally evaluated may allow the viewer to recognize the 

common humanity they share with the character, which is a starting point for empathy. 

The average viewer may not be able to relate with a true psychopath or Machiavellian, 

because these are abnormal personality disorders that could tend to breed disgust or 

fear rather than empathy. If the anti-hero were too morally corrupt, the viewer may not 

be able to make the connection with them that is necessary for empathy, which is in turn 

necessary for enjoyment of the narrative. It could also be the case that viewers are 

willing to tolerate the moral deviance of the anti-hero because they like and affiliate with 
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other characters in the series. Character affiliation may evolve over time and move 

around, with viewers liking or identifying with a character in one episode and more so 

with another in the next. The exceptions to moral deviance are key to engagement and 

enjoyment, but that does not mean that the dark sides of the anti-hero do not also offer 

enjoyable attractions to the viewer. 

In the second case, it may be that the viewer enjoys the moral deviance exhibited 

by the anti-hero. It is plausible that viewers enjoy indulging in the moral deviance that 

these anti-heroes represent, and the counterexamples to moral deviance are an added 

bonus to increase their empathic responses (Raney, 2011). It is also possible that the 

anti-hero’s moral deviance offers enjoyable attractions, and that viewers may engage in 

anti-hero narratives simply to indulge in the darkness with the anti-hero, whether or not 

there are counterexamples to moral deviance as well (Bruun Vaage, 2016). One example 

of an attraction that both of the anti-hero characters examined in the case studies offer 

is a flouting of moral and societal convention. The viewer’s longing to be unburdened by 

societal convention may be vicariously fulfilled through the anti-hero, who is freed by 

his moral deviance and able to act outside of societal pressures (Martin, 2014).  

Although Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood both flout moral and societal 

convention, they are distinguished both by their methods and by their spheres of 

operation. Frank Underwood uses clever manipulation to get his way, in ways that may 

be shady politics but are often more unscrupulous than they are illegal. Dexter, on the 

other hand, indulges his dark side through torture and murder. In this way, Frank 

Underwood operates as an anti-hero within the system, often manipulating the system 

to his advantage, while Dexter operates external to the system, evading law enforcement 

and taking out his extralegal punishment on those he deems to be wrongdoers. Though 
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Frank operates internally and Dexter operates externally, both anti-heroes defy societal 

convention in a way that may be appealing to the viewer. 

Another morally deviant pleasure the viewer may enjoy through the anti-hero is 

his cunning manipulation of others. Dexter deftly fools everyone in the Miami Police 

Department, who he often notes are the very people who are most trained to pick up on 

someone like him (Manos, Jr. 2006).  But nowhere is cunning manipulation more 

clearly seen than in House of Cards. Frank Underwood is able to manipulate those 

around him like puppets to achieve his will, even planning his manipulations over 

months to culminate in his own success. The average person may not be able to effect 

this kind of manipulation in their everyday lives, but can engage with it through 

alignment with the anti-hero. This experience of something so out of the ordinary gives 

a sort of vicarious thrill as the viewer watches it unfold on the screen (Martin, 2014). A 

darker interpretation of the second explanation for engagement could be that the 

average person has morally deviant or dark impulses that they are unable to fulfill in 

their daily lives, but they can use fiction to indulge them by engaging with an anti-hero 

who indulges his own. Possible evidence for the idea that people enjoy indulging in 

moral deviance is the popularity of true crime television and podcasts in contemporary 

society. There are currently four true crime podcasts in the top fifteen podcasts on 

iTunes (iTunes). However, there could also be different explanations for an interest in 

true crime, including avoiding becoming a victim by learning more about criminal 

behavior. 

 Future research could examine the mechanisms viewers use to engage with anti-

hero television shows, and if it is moral disengagement, the cognitive mechanisms 

behind disengagement.  Further research could also attempt to discern whether the 
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general public, on average, prefers the morally deviant parts of the anti-hero or the 

morally good parts. It could also test whether individual differences in personality 

variables mediate the choice of viewing strategy. It may be of interest to potential 

writers and directors of future anti-hero television shows which strategy viewers tend to 

use, so that they know which element (moral deviance or its counterexamples) to focus 

on in their creative endeavors. 

 

Other Theories 

 Along with Affective Disposition Theory and Moral Disengagement Theory, there 

have been a number of other theories offered concerning how viewers are able to engage 

with anti-heroes. The first is the Story Schema Theory, which posits that once a viewer 

has experience with the story schema for an anti-hero narrative, they can recognize it 

when it comes up and automatically know to morally disengage and to have a positive 

disposition toward the anti-hero (Bruun Vaage, 2016). People create these story 

schemas over time after being repeatedly exposed to anti-hero narratives, and the story 

schemas allow them to recognize the trope of the anti-hero narrative and identify the 

character that they are meant to associate with much more easily (Shafer & Raney, 

2012). This theory incorporates Moral Disengagement Theory by claiming that viewers 

who are familiar with the anti-hero narratives and characters and have created these 

story schemas are able to morally disengage without initially having to contemplate the 

protagonist’s morality (Shafer & Raney, 2012).  

Engaging in anti-hero narratives to indulge in the protagonist’s experiences has 

also been called a form of escapism, by which viewers can experience lives other than 

their own (Raney, 2011). Escapism is a prominent approach for explaining engagement 



	 51	

in television show programs, which holds that due to unsatisfying life circumstances, 

people will cognitively and emotionally escape from their reality by watching television 

(Henning & Vorderer, 2001). Narratives in television shows provide a simulation of the 

social world, and allow the viewer to have direct access to things like thoughts and 

motivations that are inaccessible in the real world (Mar, Oatley, & Peterson, 2008).  

Vicariously engaging in the life of an onscreen character can offer a welcome distraction 

from the viewer’s own life or worries. The research literature indicates that television is 

an activity likely to be chosen by people wishing to escape from negative feelings and 

from the demands of reality, such as negative experiences at work or in interpersonal 

interactions (Kubey, 1986). Narratives also allow us to engage with characters that are 

very different from people we would likely encounter in our daily lives, which is 

especially the case with anti-hero narratives. While the average viewer may never have 

the chance to interact with an actual psychopath or Machiavellian (at least knowingly), 

engaging with one onscreen may allow them to experience dangerous, thrilling emotions 

along with the character. Especially in the case of anti-heroes, the viewer is able to 

indulge in the power that the anti-hero usually wields. Frank Underwood climbs his way 

to the Vice Presidency in the first season of House of Cards, all the while manipulating 

those around him and discarding those who oppose him. Dexter Morgan gets his thrills 

from the hunt, as he stalks and gathers copious amounts of information on his potential 

victims. Although the viewer may not share Frank’s thirst for power or Dexter’s 

murderous impulses, it can still be enjoyable to take part in the thrill vicariously. 

Engaging in narratives with anti-heroes may offer the viewer the opportunity to 

“confront the feared and dreaded in a nonthreatening environment”, to “rehearse life 

skills through vicarious experiences”, or to “battle one’s demons by watching others slay 
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their own” (Raney, 2011). However, this may not always be the case. It is possible that 

the sociocultural context may affect whether people are willing to engage in dark 

narratives or use escapism. For example, in a time of political turmoil, one may not wish 

to engage in even more of it by watching House of Cards. Future research could examine 

whether political or social events affect the willingness of viewers to engage with anti-

hero narratives.  

Another potential consequence of using media entertainment as escapism is the 

possibility that viewers may be conditioned to morally disengage in real-world situations 

as well (Raney, 2011). Research has repeatedly found that watching television shows 

that depict aggressive behavior results in both short-term and long-term increases in 

aggression (Bushman & Brickman, 2007). Moral disengagement could play a role in 

facilitating the potential of media violence to translate into societal violence. 

Disengagement for enjoyment as described in Moral Disengagement Theory is meant to 

apply only to engagement with fiction, and is not intended to apply to real-world moral 

quandaries (Bruun Vaage, 2016). If disengagement can be conditioned by repeated 

exposure to anti-hero television shows, the viewers of anti-hero shows may be more 

willing to tolerate the immorality that they see in their daily lives, thus allowing immoral 

behavior to go unchecked to the detriment of society as a whole. Overuse of escapism 

may also allow people to completely avoid their emotions and dealing with their 

problems. While escapism can offer relief from worries on occasion, overuse may have 

negative consequences for a person’s emotional wellbeing. Frequent suppression of 

emotions in daily life has been linked to lower social support, lower peer-rated 

likeability, reduced relationship closeness, poor interpersonal coordination, decreased 
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feelings of affiliation, and increased negative feelings overall (Butler, Lee, & Gross, 

2007). 

 Future research could examine whether escapism and moral disengagement can 

actually bleed into real-world situations, and if so, what the consequences may be on 

both an individual and societal level.  

 

Subsequent Seasons 

Future research could also examine the efficacy of all of the theories on 

engagement with anti-heroes as they apply to later seasons of anti-hero television 

shows. It is possible that once the bond with an anti-hero protagonist is established 

through the display of positively morally evaluated behaviors in the first season, the 

writers and directors of the show may be able to take more risks. In the first season and 

sometimes farther into the series, anti-hero television shows give the viewer reasons to 

empathize and sympathize with the anti-hero; but as the series progresses, the anti-hero 

often descends further into darkness (Bruun Vaage, 2016). As a series continues, there 

may be more “reality checks” in which the viewer is confronted with the anti-hero’s 

immorality (Bruun Vaage, 2016). But, once the viewer has found a connection with the 

anti-hero and decided to empathize with him, they are often willing to justify his 

actions, even as they become increasingly immoral. This may be in an effort to reduce 

cognitive dissonance for the sake of enjoyment of the narrative. People prefer their 

cognitions, or beliefs, to be consistent with each other and with their own behavior; and 

inconsistency, or dissonance, among their personally held beliefs and attitudes makes 

people anxious and uncomfortable enough to shift these ideas so that they will achieve 

consistency (Longe, 2016). Once a viewer has decided to like anti-hero for the sake of 
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enjoyment, it may be difficult for them to renege on this cognitive choice, even as they 

are faced with actions that are difficult to reconcile with their notion of morality. For 

example, in later seasons of House of Cards, Frank Underwood kills his mistress by 

unceremoniously pushing her in front of a train, betrays his barbecue chef Freddy for 

the sake of getting ahead, and severs his relationship with his wife, Claire, basically 

eliminating all of the positive social elements of his character. However, the series is 

able to continue on because viewers are invested enough already to keep watching, 

despite his descent into immorality. The data from the case studies of the first seasons of 

each television series showed numerous counterexamples to morally deviant behavior, 

averaging from three to five times per episode. Future research could examine whether 

the frequency of counterexamples changes in subsequent seasons.  

 

Other Shows 

 Along with examining subsequent seasons of House of Cards and Dexter, future 

research could examine other anti-hero television shows in popular media (including 

Breaking Bad, The Sopranos, House M.D., Sons of Anarchy, and many others) for the 

prevalence of Dark Triad traits in anti-heroes and to determine whether there are 

substantial differences between different anti-heroes in the presence or absence of Dark 

Triad traits. Breaking Bad would be a particularly interesting case study, as it 

exemplifies the idea that anti-heroes start out flawed yet likeable and slowly become 

irredeemable, since Walter White does not appear to be an anti-hero at the beginning of 

the series (Bruun Vaage, 2016). In the first season, Walter White is portrayed as a meek 

high school chemistry teacher who dips his toes into criminal enterprises in order to 

save money for his family after finding out he is dying of cancer (Gilligan, 2008). In 
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short, he is an incredibly sympathetic character and appears to be more of a Robin Hood 

character than an anti-hero because he has a noble purpose for his morally deviant 

actions. In later seasons, Walt grows darker and begins to enjoy his criminal activity for 

the sake of his ego; by the end, he is almost unlikable and unrecognizable as the meek 

high school teacher he was at the beginning (Gilligan, 2013). This trajectory from 

sympathetic to unsympathetic is somewhat unlike that of the anti-hero protagonists 

examined in the two case studies. Both Dexter Morgan and Frank Underwood start out 

with their metaphorical cards on the table. We know Frank is manipulative and cruel 

from the first scene in which he strangles a dog that has been hit by a car and tells the 

audience, “I have no patience for useless things” (Willimon & Fincher, 2013). Dexter 

completes his first murder almost within the first five minutes of the first episode 

(Manos, Jr. & Cuesta, 2006). Walter White, on the other hand, becomes an anti-hero 

gradually throughout the television series. Future research could examine whether and 

how a gradual descent into darkness changes the viewer’s experience of an anti-hero 

television show. 

 

Streaming Services and Binge Watching  

Many anti-hero television shows are now available for examination in their 

entirety thanks to streaming services like Netflix, HBO Go, and Amazon Prime Video. 

The advent of streaming services may exacerbate the willingness of viewers to follow 

anti-heroes down the path of increasing darkness, because they allow viewers to access 

to entire seasons and even series at a time. This often leads to binge watching, a 

phenomenon in which people watch two or more episodes of a television show in one 

sitting, and which is fueled by a “mad rush for narrative payoff” (Walton-Pattison, 
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Dombrowski, & Presseau, 2016; Mittel, 2014). In a traditional television format, the 

spectator is given many opportunities to reflect on their own engagement and discuss it 

with other viewers, in between episodes and seasons or even during commercial breaks 

(Bruun Vaage, 2016). These temporal gaps may work as a sort of distancing technique 

and could encourage a more critical evaluation of the viewer’s own engagement (Bruun 

Vaage, 2016). Binge watching eliminates these temporal gaps that are often used for 

reflection, and thus may permit the viewer to continue indulging in the anti-hero 

narrative without critically evaluating their engagement and its implications. This may 

lead viewers to experience fewer reality checks and make it easier for them to empathize 

and associate with the anti-hero from the outset of the series. Netflix has also 

revolutionized the way that television content is created and consumed. For example, 

Netflix purchased 26 episodes of House of Cards without requiring the producers to 

make a pilot first, which allowed the creators to develop complex storylines and 

characters that would be compelling for potential viewers (Tally, 2016). Kevin Spacey, 

the actor that played Frank Underwood, called what Netflix did “the ultimate expression 

of individual control” over television show creation (Hass, 2013). 

Future research could examine whether there is a difference in viewer experience 

when a show is viewed weekly or episodically rather than in binge-watching sessions. 

 

Reception 

Although House of Cards was released on Netflix all at once and Dexter was 

released episodically on Showtime, both of these anti-hero television shows have been 

well received by both critics and the general audience. The shows’ positive reception 
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indicates that viewers enjoy and are willing to engage with at least some anti-hero 

television shows. The series finale of Dexter drew 2.8 million viewers, giving Showtime 

its highest-ever rating for an original series (BBC, 2013). The fifth season premiere of 

House of Cards drew 4.6 million viewers (Levin, 2017). Critics have called Dexter a 

“temptation that is almost impossible to resist” (Stanley, 2006), while House of Cards 

was deemed “dark, expertly directed and acted, and about five times better than the 

average Hollywood film” (Wu, 2013). The critical acclaim and public appeal of these 

shows signifies that they have been widely well received. The results of the case studies 

indicate that the anti-hero protagonists display morally deviant behaviors, and the 

success of both of the shows indicates that people are willing to watch shows with 

morally deviant characters, and that they enjoy them enough to continue watching past 

the first season. 

 

Bad Fans 

 Despite the positive reception by a large majority of viewers, there are also groups 

of viewers that have been termed “bad fans” of anti-hero television shows like House of 

Cards and Dexter (Bruun Vaage, 2016). The first group of bad viewers is those who are 

too rigidly moral to be seduced by the anti-hero’s transgressions and thus only dislike 

him (Bruun Vaage, 2016). The second see the anti-hero as heroic due to a failure to 

reflect on the implications of the anti-hero’s actions, and thus only like the anti-hero 

(Bruun Vaage, 2016). The intention of anti-hero narratives is for the viewer to both like 

and dislike the anti-hero protagonist. Going too far in one direction or the other by only 

liking or disliking the anti-hero is not the intended viewer response, and it lacks the 

moral complexity and ambiguity that anti-hero narratives are intended to evoke 
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(Martin, 2014). Future research could be conducted to determine what viewers are “bad 

fans” and why, especially focusing on whether certain personality variables make a 

viewer tend towards being one type of bad fan or the other. 

 

Conclusion 

 This research indicates that anti-heroes paradoxically display both morally 

deviant behaviors and behaviors with a positive moral valence. The counterexamples 

may be necessary in order to emphasize the pro-social aspects of the anti-hero and allow 

the viewer to empathize with him. More research is needed to discover the exact 

mechanisms behind engagement with anti-hero television shows, as conflicting 

perspectives have been theorized (Raney, 2011; Bruun Vaage, 2016). It is possible that 

these two theories can be reconciled and combined to create a unifying theory that 

allows for both moral deviance and its counterexamples in anti-hero narratives. There 

are many avenues for future research on the implications of these findings for the 

individual and for society as a whole. 
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