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Foreword



A JOURNALIST, SURVIVOR, AND NARCISSISTIC ABUSE TRAUMA CONSULTANT, Julie L. Hall has firsthand experience with the effects of narcissistic abuse, and she has done her homework to understand the patterns that appear in narcissist-dominated families.


Hall’s The Narcissist in Your Life describes, in depth, the effects that the narcissistic behavior of a family member—parent, spouse, or child—can have on everyone else in the family. It describes different types of narcissistic behavior and how each can lead to abuse of boundaries, twisting of facts, distortions in perceptions, attacks on self-identity, confused understanding of reality, and even long-term physical health problems.


Hall clearly illustrates the techniques that narcissists use to get what they want from others without taking responsibility for their behaviors—including isolation, destabilizing reality, thought control, gaslighting, and even terror. In addition, she covers the typical reactions that family members have to the narcissist’s manipulations, and the long-term effects that these patterns can have on their health, emotional well-being, and even life choices. There is a wealth of information here. The lists and examples of narcissistic behaviors and their impact on family members, outlines of family rules and roles, and personal interviews are especially helpful in bringing a deeper understanding of the depth and breadth of narcissistic exploitation and manipulation. And the strategies for family members are practical and compassionate.


As the author of Stop Caretaking the Borderline or Narcissist and an upcoming book on creating resiliency in children with a borderline or narcissist parent, I know how valuable this information is. Hall offers a very realistic look at NPD and how survivors need to stay aware and prepared for future infringements and manipulations from the narcissist. She will give you hope and insight into how to help yourself and your kids heal.


If you’re someone who has grown up with a narcissistic or self-involved parent…


If you’re someone who has married a charismatic but domineering and demanding person…


If you’re someone who is struggling to figure out why your partner, who used to tell you that you were so special, now can find nothing about you that is pleasing or positive…


If you’re someone who wants desperately to understand how your loved one can be so mean, arrogant, berating, bullying, and selfish when you work so hard to be caring, thoughtful, and kind…


Then this book is for you.


Margalis Fjelstad, PhD, LMFT


Therapist, Educator, International Speaker


Author of Stop Caretaking the Borderline or Narcissist


Fort Collins, Colorado













Introduction



WELCOME. AS SOMEONE WITH A NARCISSISTIC PARENT, PARTNER, OR other important person in your life, you followed a confusing and painful road to get here. It is not a club any of us wants to join, and yet there is hope and wisdom to be found. This book won’t erase your pain or solve your problems. But if you are ready, it will help you understand what you’ve been through, clarify your feelings, and help you move forward with healing.


Thanks to the Internet and social media, today’s rapid-fire sharing of our individual and collective experience is unprecedented. We talk a lot about a lot of things, but lately it seems the subject of narcissism pops up everywhere. Public discourse about narcissism seems to have reached an all-time high, crashing across our mass consciousness like a tsunami. With an estimated 6.2 percent of people1 impaired with narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) and an even greater number with pathological levels of narcissistic traits, most of us are touched in some way by this mental condition, whether in or outside our families. Yet, despite its notoriety, narcissism remains insidiously hidden and misunderstood while at once intensely traumatic to be around.


A defining characteristic of NPD is exploitative and abusive behavior, which is often shuttered from outside view. Narcissistic abuse rears its ugly head in our institutions, but its roots are domestic, making it a family scourge that traumatizes children, partners, and other relatives on an erosive daily basis and often persists across generations.


Those who haven’t experienced narcissistic abuse firsthand find it unimaginable and typically diminish or altogether dismiss it. This is because the narcissist operates outside normative moral boundaries, with dysfunctional empathy and grandiose self-importance masking underlying shame that s/he himself is often blind to. Even many mental health practitioners do not understand narcissism and its devastating impact.


Survivors of narcissistic trauma feel alone in their experience, but the reality is that it manifests in remarkably similar ways from one relationship to the next, one family to the next. This is because people with the disorder exhibit consistent patterns of thinking and behaving that create a commonality among those who are treated to their outsize demands and manipulations. If there is a saving grace for narcissistic abuse survivors, it is this common ground: Survivors in a sense are all part of one big unhappy family, and finding that commonality can offer vital validation and insight along the healing path.


As young people we all go through narcissistic developmental phases, and as adults we have narcissistic traits that help us survive and self-advocate in a vast, often battering world. The kind of narcissism I examine in this book is neither normal “healthy” narcissism nor run-of-the-mill self-centeredness. The focus of this book is narcissistic personality disorder, a pathologically crippling mental impairment, and its traumatic effect on those treated to its distortions and abuses.


This book is meant to provide a road map for survivors of narcissistic abuse looking for answers and strategies for coping. Here you will find detailed explanations of the disorder, including causes and traits. We’ll analyze narcissistic behaviors in relationships and examine the roles that play out in families dominated by one or more narcissists. We’ll identify patterns of narcissistic abuse and neglect and their traumatizing effects and look at numerous real-life examples from survivors and interviews with clinicians. Along the way, we’ll lay out strategies you can use to help yourself and those you love heal and overcome trauma.


The purpose of this book is not to demonize narcissists. They have a profound impairment that causes them suffering, and often they themselves have been victims of abuse. It is natural to sympathize with the pain that drives them to such lengths of grandiose pretense and violent defensiveness. But narcissists do terrible harm, with little to no remorse. They are disturbed, deluded, and exploitative, particularly of family members, regardless of the emotional, psychological, and physical damage they cause.


This book is for the people narcissists have hurt: the survivors, who come in all classes, colors, creeds, sexual orientations, and gender identities. Whether you have (or had) a narcissistic parent, partner, or relative, or you love someone who does, this book is for you. If you are wondering whether someone important in your life is a narcissist and how to deal with it, this book is for you. Whether you are a scapegoat, “golden child,” or unwitting enabler (we’ll get to those terms in a bit), this book is for you. May it be a light of insight, support, and validation in your life. You deserve all of those things and more.


MY STORY


Over the years as an educational writer, journalist, and poet, I never imagined choosing to write about narcissism. But when I found myself working on a memoir, there was no way around taking a hard look at my own experiences growing up in a narcissistic family, experiences that caused lasting emotional and physiological damage in my life. I started writing articles and founded a blog about narcissism, The Narcissist Family Files (narcissistfamilyfiles.com). I had already come to understand much about narcissism through my own personal pursuit of healing from my past—intensive reading, research, self-reflection, therapy, and talking with certain key people who understood. But as soon as I began exploring the subject in earnest as a journalist, I realized I had more to learn and process and a passionate drive to help others struggling with narcissism-related trauma.


This book is drawn from my personal experience, research, interviews with clinicians and survivors, consulting, and writings about narcissism—in particular the narcissistic family, where pathological narcissism is engendered and tragically perpetuated across generations. I know firsthand how deeply wounding, complex, and persistent narcissistic trauma is. I’ve felt trapped and sometimes broken, and I’ve walked down more than my fair share of blind alleys. In the process, I have also learned a lot about resiliency, empathy, and the power of hope and healing. The smallest ray of light pierces darkness and leads the way.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



This book is organized in six parts that can be read sequentially from start to finish or taken in pieces most immediately helpful to you. I’ve provided a detailed Contents so you can readily find topics you may want to read about right away, such as the narcissistic family roles, coparenting with a narcissist ex, or managing an aging narcissistic parent. You may find it useful to begin by reviewing the defined terms in the Glossary, particularly if you plan to skip around. Or you may want to start at the beginning of the book and take things chapter by chapter. Throughout you will find survivor stories, with names and identifying details changed for anonymity.


However you choose to use this book, I hope you will read its entirety. You are likely to find that topics that at first appear unrelated to you do in fact have relevance. For example, adult children of narcissists not in a relationship with a narcissistic partner will probably still benefit from reading Part 4, “Partners of Narcissists,” to gain insight into an enabling parent, codependent patterns, and childhood roles. Partners of narcissists, likewise, may find it helpful to read Part 5, “Children of Narcissists,” to understand past or current family dynamics and ways to help children. And even if you are familiar with the particulars of NPD, you will probably find insight in Part 2, “Narcissistic Personality Disorder,” which explicates the commonly cited list of nine criteria for NPD by the American Psychiatric Association and explores other aspects of the disorder.


The bottom line is that narcissistic relationships do not happen arbitrarily. There are nearly always larger patterns at work that link how we are raised with how we live our lives and choose partners, friends, bosses, and the like in adulthood. As a survivor and writer, I believe in the power and redemption of the examined life. My goal with this book is to provide the right combination of both scope and specificity for you as reader looking to understand your experience and move forward on the vital path of recovery.


Part 1, “Reclaiming Your Rights,” establishes a context for your experience with narcissistic abuse by defining human rights and how and why narcissists violate them. I hold out a hand for those stepping beyond the first defense of denial and self-blame to begin to confront the dehumanization of life with a narcissist. And I validate your need to identify the narcissist’s pathology even and especially when the narcissist her-/himself will not.


Part 2, “Narcissistic Personality Disorder,” looks at narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) head-on. It interprets accepted diagnostic criteria for NPD and provides multiple additional perspectives into the disorder. It identifies causes of narcissism and takes a close look at the narcissist’s impaired empathy and its effect on others. It describes types of narcissists, including the closet, exhibitionist, and malignant narcissist, and it explores how and why NPD is an abusive disorder as well as patterns of narcissistic abuse. Part 2 concludes with the profound and underexamined issue of health consequences for survivors of narcissistic abuse trauma, including interviews with clinicians and a look at complex post-traumatic stress disorder (CPTSD).


Part 3, “The Narcissistic Family,” dives into another fundamental but underexplored subject: the narcissistic family, including unspoken rules and roles for family members. It identifies patterns that define family life, including isolation, rage, projection, shaming, gaslighting, triangulating, smear campaigns, cognitive distortions, and tragedy. And it addresses narcissistic “love” and contempt, as well as the realities of generational narcissism and hope for overcoming it.


Partners of narcissists are the focus of Part 4, “Partners of Narcissists,” which begins by analyzing narcissistic relationship patterns, from romance to devaluation to breakup, as well as how to evaluate if your partner is a narcissist. It examines codependency and trauma bonding and ways to overcome them, as well as strategies for managing a narcissistic relationship and getting out of one. Part 4 also looks at the realities of parenting with a narcissistic partner and a narcissistic ex, including ways to support your children and help them cope with dysfunctional family roles. It concludes with a look at parental alienation.


Part 5, “Children of Narcissists,” takes a hard look at the experience of children in the narcissistic family, beginning with narcissistic styles of parenting, including idealizing and devaluing, parentification, neglect, engulfment, infantilization, overindulgence, and overpraising. It examines the realities of the child roles of hero, scapegoat, golden child, lost child, and mascot, as well as the impact of the roles in adulthood and ways to overcome their trappings. Part 5 also covers why and how narcissistic parents divide their kids, how to deal with a golden child sibling, and sibling relationships in adulthood.


Finally, Part 6, “Overcoming Narcissistic Abuse,” focuses on overcoming narcissistic abuse trauma. It begins with strategies for processing trauma, including understanding grief and its forms, reassessing childhood stories, ending the cycle with the next generation, and finding appropriate therapeutic help. It explores ways to manage someone who has a narcissistic personality, from interpreting the narcissist’s “nice” behavior, to asserting boundaries (including going no contact), to coping with the aging narcissistic parent. Part 6 presents numerous strategies for recovery and takes a close look at trusting your instincts, processing your foreshortened sense of the future, taking a self-inventory, embracing your vulnerability, and welcoming back your inner exiles. The book concludes with final lessons about societal narcissism, the role of forgiveness, and healing takeaways.


As you read, remember to be patient with yourself. Facing painful truths about your family, your relationships, and yourself is always difficult, and it takes time. You may need to reread parts or set some things aside. You are likely to find that understanding comes unevenly, with some things rushing to the surface and others remaining stubbornly out of reach. Keep at it. You are worth it.















PART 1



RECLAIMING YOUR RIGHTS













one



Understanding Your Rights


AS SOMEONE WITH A NARCISSIST IN YOUR LIFE, WHETHER AS A PARENT or other family member, partner, friend, or other important person, one thing is certain: Your fundamental human rights have been violated. Your dignity, integrity, and basic freedoms have been crossed and curtailed in countless ways. This is why you feel beaten down, trapped, confused, angry, and sick in your soul and possibly your body. And making matters far worse is the fact that the person who violated your humanity is someone close to you—someone you have cared for and thought cared for you.


NARCISSISTS VIOLATE HUMAN RIGHTS


In 1948, the United Nations set forth a Universal Declaration of Human Rights,1 which countries around the world use to define what it means to be human and what we as a species agree deserves protection under the law. The document identifies thirty essential human rights for everyone. Let’s look at a few especially pertinent ones here in relation to the narcissistic personality.


1. Equal Entitlement to Rights and Freedoms


The idea that everyone is equally entitled to the same rights and freedoms runs fundamentally counter to the narcissist’s personal belief system. Contrary to the notion of equality and shared sovereignty, narcissists see themselves as superior and entitled to special privileges. For them, the world is a rigid and simplistic hierarchy of winners and losers, strong and weak, deserving and undeserving—and democracy suffers.2 If narcissists were to entertain the notion that life itself grants each of us equal value, their delusion of superiority would collapse and leave them with no defense against their underlying feelings of amorphousness and deficiency. They may claim to believe in equality and even decry injustice, but in their own lives they are tyrants.


2. Equal Legal Protection


Narcissists see themselves as above the law. As with equal rights and freedoms, the concept of equal protection under the law contradicts the narcissistic expectation of privileged treatment. From narcissists’ perspective, laws and social structures are useful only insofar as they protect their access to special social standing and freedoms. To the extent that they believe they can get away with it, they manipulate, exploit, and violate laws and legal systems for their own ends while readily using those same institutions to constrain and punish others. No better example of this is the narcissistic spouse/parent who lies and manipulates in court to punish her/his ex and control her/his children regardless of the harm it does to them.


3. Freedom from Cruel or Degrading Treatment


With infantile neediness, outsize entitlement, and dysfunctional empathy, narcissists are routinely cruel and degrading to others. They view life as a zero-sum game in which there is never enough power, self-esteem, respect, or love to go around, and others must fail for them to succeed. They do not hesitate to guilt, humiliate, or exploit others to “win,” and they behave abusively to assert their dominance.


4. Privacy and Freedom from Personal Attack on Honor or Reputation


Narcissists have little respect for the privacy and autonomy of other people. Seeing life through their own narrowly selfish lens and lacking compassion for others’ perspectives and feelings, they tend to objectify those around them rather than recognize their individual humanity. If it suits their needs, they violate boundaries and attack with distortions, innuendo, lies, and smear campaigns.



5. Free Thought


This fundamental right seems so intrinsic to being alive as to render it beyond question. But in relationship to a narcissist, thinking our own thoughts and holding our own beliefs are threats to be suppressed. Narcissists insist on agreement, and they use interrogation, bullying, guilt, and endless other tactics to get it. In their ideal universe, they would control the thoughts of everyone around them. This is because they have scripts or narratives about themselves and the people in their lives that they believe everyone should follow. The specifics of narcissists’ scripts vary, but they always support inflated self-beliefs of exceptionalism and entitlement, constructions meant to allay underlying shame and self-doubt. Their scripts portray them as special—smarter, stronger, better looking, more noble, more generous, funnier, sexier, more accomplished, and the list goes on. They expect others to follow the script, upholding their need to be recognized as someone worthy of admiration and privilege. Anyone who goes off script threatens the narcissist’s need to control the narrative. Such a person must be either brought to heel or defamed and potentially written out of the script.


6. Free Expression


Along with suppressing free thought, narcissists attempt to control what others express, particularly about them or things they believe relate back to them. Narcissists have trouble with the free expression of people around them for the same reason they are threatened by free thought. They feel compelled and entitled to exert their will over others to orchestrate a version of reality, no matter how distorted, that aligns with their needs.


COMING OUT OF DENIAL


As someone who has suffered violations at the hands of one or more narcissists, you have had your integrity and self-esteem targeted. The parts of you that come together to form and support you as an integrated, healthy person have been under attack. Particularly if the narcissist in your life has power over you in some way, you have been undermined, ambushed, and harmed emotionally and maybe physically. You may tell yourself it’s not that bad and that real abuse and neglect are things that happen in other relationships or families, not yours. You may believe the narcissist is so important, special, or needy that s/he deserves a free pass. You probably blame yourself or feel responsible somehow for the narcissist’s behavior, telling yourself what the narcissist always says or implies—that you are at fault and you need to change.


Denying reality can be a helpful short-term defense against overwhelming feelings.3 Pushing away painful truths can give us a chance to process our fears and prepare us to face challenges. Denial is natural and even to some degree necessary in children growing up in narcissistic homes. It can shield us from realities we can’t yet understand and help protect us from dangers we are not equipped to handle. But denial becomes a toxic form of lying when we allow it to paralyze us and use it to avoid taking appropriate action to protect ourselves and those we love. Long-term denial enables abusers and makes us and others vulnerable to further abuse. In time, denial becomes its own problem that keeps us stuck. Saying it isn’t raining when it is does not keep us dry. It keeps us from taking shelter and staying warm. Others may look at us and wonder why we are ignoring that we are wet and cold. They may encourage us to come in with them to a place of safety and comfort. But until we end our denial and acknowledge the weather, we get wetter, colder, and more alone.


RECLAIMING YOUR RIGHTS


Even when we are actively confronting our denial, we may find it difficult to sort out what has happened and may still be happening to us. Narcissistically disordered people by definition project their own shame onto others; routinely blame others for their problems; and violate emotional, psychological, and physical boundaries. As someone who has been chronically shamed and blamed and had your boundaries crisscrossed, you are likely to be confused and plagued with self-doubt. You may feel, consciously or unconsciously, that you are somehow less than: less important, less deserving, less worthy, less good. You need some reminders about your intrinsic human rights, rights we all share.4




1. You have the right to your own thoughts and beliefs.


2. You have the right to disagree with others.


3. You have the right not to share your thoughts.


4. You have the right to express yourself freely.


5. You have the right to love and not love whom you wish.


6. You have the right to your own feelings.


7. You have the right not to feel what others feel or want you to feel.


8. You have the right to equal treatment.


9. You have the right to respectful treatment.


10. You have the right to advocate for your needs.


11. You have the right to advocate for your loved ones’ needs.


12. You have the right to privacy and dignity.


13. You have the right to protect and defend yourself against attack.


14. You have the right to equal legal protection.


15. You have the right to personal safety and security.




If these rights sound like too much to expect, ask yourself why. Why don’t you deserve these rights? Why does the narcissist in your life deserve them and not you? Why does the narcissist get to violate your rights?


RECOGNIZING THE NARCISSIST’S HYPOCRISY


Bottom line: Narcissists will always place their needs before yours. They have a pathological disorder that makes them different from neurotypical people. For the nondisordered, it is extremely difficult to comprehend narcissists’ mind-set. They are riddled with hypocrisy and contradiction that make no intuitive sense to those who are emotionally stable.


The narcissist:




1. Is profoundly selfish but lacks a core self


2. Dismisses others’ abilities and achievements and overestimates her/his own


3. Feels intense shame and readily shames and blames others


4. Is hypersensitive to slights and criticism while being hypercritical of others


5. Expects a free pass but is intolerant and unforgiving


6. Expects adoration but treats others with indifference or contempt


7. Demands loyalty and support but readily betrays and abandons


8. Demands control but accepts little to no responsibility


9. Is self-serving but expects generosity


10. Is disrespectful but demands special treatment




Narcissists’ overcompensations for underlying emptiness and shame appear outrageous because they are outrageous. Their double standards are unjust and irrational, but make sense in their disordered mind. Narcissists’ condition is pitiable but dangerous. Cognitively they are adults, but emotionally they are toddlers. Would you trust a toddler to understand your feelings, care about your needs, make decisions for you, or be a parent?


UNDERSTANDING YOUR ANGER


As someone who has been treated to narcissistic abuse, it is virtually inevitable that you feel anger. However, you may not realize you feel angry because the narcissist in your life has told you in countless ways that s/he is not accountable—that whatever you feel about her/his behavior is wrong, unfair, and your fault. You may feel confused and ashamed of your own anger because the narcissist has projected her/his anger onto you, saying that you are the one with an anger problem. Possibly you have sublimated your anger and turned it on yourself in the form of hypercritical self-talk and self-sabotage. You may have tried to drown it in alcohol, drugs, self-harm, gambling, shopping, and other compulsive behaviors. It is important to recognize that you feel anger and that your anger at the narcissist’s abuse is appropriate and justified. Anger itself is not a bad thing. Anger is simply an emotion, and it has a rightful place in our lives. Anger can help us defend ourselves from attack and harm. It can embolden us to take needed action to protect ourselves and others and fight for justice.


But it is important to understand that the root of anger is a feeling of unfairness or harm. If you can sit with your anger and find the hurt and sense of violation driving it, you can begin to understand the full emotion and explore why you’re feeling it. Although certainly anger in some cases can help us, it can also paralyze us or lead us on a destructive path that only creates more problems. Understanding the hurt—those feelings of unmet need—driving our anger helps us work with our emotions, not against them. Discovering what we really need is always the first step to finding a way to fulfill those needs.


UNDERSTANDING YOUR NEEDS


Food and water are needs. Love, belonging, safety, trust, and a sense of purpose are needs. Alcohol is not a need. Disordered eating is not a need. Compulsive sex is not a need. They are ways we try to soothe ourselves or control things that feel out of control. If we don’t understand what we’re feeling and what we need, often the ways we try to feel better or exert control are counterproductive and create additional problems in our lives. Often we do them to distract ourselves from the core issues we don’t feel able to face. Like denial, seeking distraction is understandable as a way to alleviate pain. But escaping into distraction is a short-term fix that prolongs the unaddressed hurt and eventually adds to it. It prevents us from seeing ourselves and our situation clearly and blocks our ability to help ourselves get our needs met. Narcissists will always neglect our needs in favor of their own, and they may actively shame and punish us about our needs. But our needs do not go away, as much as we might wish and try to banish them. Needing means we are alive.















two



Identifying the Narcissist in Your Life


PERSONALITY DISORDERS CAN BE DIFFICULT TO DIAGNOSE FOR A PROFESSIONAL; it can be pretty dicey to take it on yourself if you are not educated in such matters. People’s behavior and motives are complicated, and labels are often simplistic and wrongheaded. Addictive behavior and depression, for example, can resemble aspects of narcissism, and personality disorders often coexist with those and other mental health problems. But realistically speaking, when it comes to pathological narcissism, an unprofessional “diagnosis” may be all you are going to get.


WHY AN OFFICIAL DIAGNOSIS OF NPD IS UNLIKELY


Narcissism has the dubious distinction of more often being treated for its traumatic impact on others than for the condition itself. As the saying goes, narcissism is a sickness for which everyone but the patient is treated.


An official diagnosis of narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) frequently does not occur for the following reasons:




1. People with NPD are notoriously resistant to psychotherapy. The therapeutic process threatens their need to believe that they are infallible and above accountability. And it calls on them to do something they by and large hate: reflect on their own feelings and behavior. Thus, a great many narcissists never set foot in a therapist’s office and as a result remain officially undiagnosed.


2. Narcissists who do pursue therapy often only do so to appease, at least temporarily, the demands of a spouse discussing divorce or a boss threatening the loss of a job. Sometimes narcissistically disordered people will seek therapy for help with depression or failed relationships. However, narcissists who experiment with therapy typically attempt to manipulate their therapist to support their delusions and/or quit to avoid the scary and painful work of self-reflection.1


3. Many therapists do not understand or recognize NPD (or the trauma that results from being around it).2


4. Clinicians who treat NPD oftentimes do not give an official diagnosis because of the stigma around it and the narcissist’s intractability.3




It is important to note that some people struggling with NPD do stick with therapy.4 Although there is disagreement about the efficacy of treatment, some therapists report degrees of success, and some narcissists themselves report becoming more self-aware and actively working on overcoming their distorted and reactive emotions and patterns of thinking and behaving. As with any serious mental health condition, pathological narcissism is something the person suffering with the problem must choose to work on. Loved ones can support the work, but the person with NPD must be motivated from within to change.


RECOGNIZING WHAT YOU’RE DEALING WITH


Having a narcissist in an important role in your life puts you at risk for significant if not devastating harm, and awareness is your best defense. People with NPD operate unfairly and abusively, with a toxic cocktail of infantile neediness and selfish disregard for the needs of others. You have likely been used, shamed, gaslighted, bullied, perhaps terrorized, and, adding to the craziness, told in endless ways that you are to blame for the abuse. The narcissist’s abusive behavior is a cancer destroying your self-esteem, health, relationships, faith, and financial resources. However much you give the narcissist will never be enough, and what you hope to receive in return will not arrive.


Identifying who and what you are dealing with—the complexly insidious nature of NPD—is essential for disentangling yourself from the barbed wire that has been strung in and around your life. The diagnosis is for you, not them. You need it to




• validate your confusion and suffering;


• understand what you’ve been through and why;


• undo the narcissist’s brainwashing influence;


• help others, such as children, in similar harm; and


• separate yourself from further abuse.




A WORD OF CAUTION


For those who have experienced narcissistic abuse, it may be tempting to confront the narcissist with your suspected diagnosis. But first consider your motives and the realities of the disorder. Has this person shown respect for your opinions, particularly if they are in any way critical of her/him? Is s/he open to self-reflection, personal accountability, or honest feedback? Has s/he demonstrated true concern for your feelings and needs? If the answers are genuinely yes, then you’re probably not dealing with a narcissist. If the answers are no, telling the narcissist is likely only to elicit, at best, distorted pride or apathy, and at worst, vengeful rage. A common refrain from some narcissists is that other people are narcissists, and you may find your diagnosis projected right back onto you and broadcast to your family and social circle.















PART 2



NARCISSISTIC PERSONALITY DISORDER













three



Traits of Narcissistic Personality Disorder


NARCISSISM IS CONSIDERED A SPECTRUM DISORDER, MEANING IT EXISTS on a continuum, with some people exhibiting a few traits and others having full-blown narcissistic personality disorder (NPD). NPD is a Cluster B personality disorder, along with borderline personality disorder, antisocial personality disorder, and histrionic personality disorder. Cluster B personality disorders are characterized by dramatic, overreactive, and/or unpredictable patterns of thinking and behaving. NPD occurs in 6.2 percent of people, with greater numbers among men, 7.7 percent, than women, 4.8 percent. It has a high co-occurrence with other personality disorders, such as disorders relating to substance use, anxiety, and mood.1


NARCISSISM FICTIONS AND FACTS


Fictions


Here are some ideas about pathological narcissism that are false and potentially dangerous:




1. False: The roots of narcissism are vanity and self-love.


2. False: Being a narcissist means you’re charming, smart, good-looking, and/or successful.


3. False: Only men are narcissists.


4. False: Narcissists are by nature great lovers.


5. False: Narcissists are masterminds with superior powers.


6. False: Narcissists can be cured by the right “empath” lover.


7. False: My narcissistic boyfriend/girlfriend will change for me.


8. False: If I make myself vulnerable, my narcissistic parent/partner/friend will trust me and open up.


9. False: Narcissists are evil geniuses who conceal themselves behind a charming exterior.


10. False: Narcissists really do care but just don’t know how to show it.


11. False: Narcissists just need to learn humility.


12. False: Narcissists will respond to reason.


13. False: Narcissists make great leaders.


14. False: Narcissists are always scheming and looking for victims.


15. False: All therapists understand narcissism and how to treat narcissistic abuse trauma.


16. False: Narcissists cleverly hide their true identities.


17. False: Narcissists know they’re narcissists.


18. False: Narcissists choose to be narcissistic.


19. False: Underneath it all, narcissists really do love their families and want the best for them.


20. False: Narcissists are obvious to spot.


21. False: If I leave my narcissistic spouse, the legal system will protect my kids and me.


22. False: Social media can make you a narcissist.


23. False: Narcissists don’t have feelings.


24. False: Narcissism is untreatable.


25. False: We’re all narcissists.




Facts


Here are some stark facts about narcissism that everyone should know:




1. Fact: Narcissistic personality disorder is a pathological and debilitating condition.


2. Fact: People with NPD lack a stable sense of identity and self-esteem.


3. Fact: Narcissists have an unrealistic view of people and relationships.


4. Fact: Narcissists have very limited or no emotional empathy for others, including their family members.


5. Fact: Narcissism is a coping mechanism based in shame.


6. Fact: Although some narcissists have the drive to become leaders, they do not operate for the greater good and tend not to support democracy.2


7. Fact: Narcissists habitually project their feelings onto others.


8. Fact: Narcissists are no smarter than anyone else.


9. Fact: People with NPD are ruled by self-doubt and shame but hide those feelings from themselves and others.


10. Fact: The narcissists’ grandiosity and superiority are fragile defenses.


11. Fact: Narcissists typically lack self-awareness and avoid introspection.


12. Fact: NPD begins to form in early childhood.


13. Fact: Many of the world’s most brutal dictators are malignant narcissists.3


14. Fact: Sadistic narcissists enjoy causing suffering and have no remorse.


15. Fact: Although narcissists can be quite calculating, they are primarily driven by unconscious emotions.


16. Fact: Narcissists may realize they are narcissistic, but they usually interpret that as a way of being special, not as a set of problems stemming from low self-esteem.


17. Fact: Some therapists do not understand narcissistic abuse and the complex trauma around it.


18. Fact: Narcissists often behave monstrously but are disturbed people, not monsters.


19. Fact: Narcissists view vulnerability as weakness.


20. Fact: If narcissists are not feeling threatened, they may be enjoyable to be around.


21. Fact: NPD occurs in both men and women, but is more common in men.


22. Fact: Narcissists do not treat others as they expect to be treated.


23. Fact: Narcissists lack moral integrity.


24. Fact: Narcissists feel justified when they hurt others.


25. Fact: Narcissists are incapable of unconditional love.




DEFINING TRAITS OF NARCISSISM


The American Psychiatric Association (APA) defines NPD as a condition characterized by pathological personality traits and impairments that show “a pervasive pattern of grandiosity (in fantasy or behavior), need for admiration, and lack of empathy, beginning by early adulthood and present in a variety of contexts.”


According to the APA’s criteria, published in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th ed. (DSM-5),4 a person qualifies for a diagnosis of NPD if s/he exhibits five or more of the traits in this list:




1. Is superior and grandiose


2. Has fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, beauty, or ideal love


3. Believes s/he is special and should associate with high-status people or institutions


4. Expects excessive admiration


5. Has exaggerated entitlement


6. Is exploitative


7. Lacks emotional empathy


8. Is envious and believes others are envious of her/him


9. Is arrogant and haughty




Let’s take a closer look at what the diagnostic criteria mean:


1. Superior and Grandiose


Narcissists adopt self-aggrandizement as a defense against underlying insecurity. They may be skilled at attracting, seducing, and influencing others to win praise and favor, but their grandiose superiority makes them abrasive and intolerant. They view others hierarchically as inferiors to be devalued, competitors to be beaten, or superiors to be won over.


2. Fantasies of Grandeur


Narcissists seek to inoculate themselves from fault by chasing an ideal of perfection. Needing to feel better than others to feel good enough, they have larger-than-life fantasies of invulnerability and omnipotence. Depending on their interests and strengths, they may dream of supreme achievement, intellectual prowess, unearthly beauty, and/or idealized romantic love.


3. Need to Feel Special


Narcissists derive their identity through the belief that they are special and should associate with other special, high-status people, causes, institutions, and the like, connections they lord over others in a campaign to further elevate themselves by devaluing those they view as competitors or underlings.


4. Admiration Seeking


Narcissists are well practiced at concealing their insecurity from others and themselves. But their profound underlying emptiness and shame are reflected in their correspondingly inordinate need for external validation. The term narcissistic supply refers to their compulsive use of others to feed their pretentious persona and placate their deep-seated feelings of inadequacy. Without admiration, narcissists experience destabilizing emotions, which can lead to deflation and depression. At home, they expect adoration without earning or returning it, often bullying family members into a habitual state of fear or guilt to get it and becoming enraged if the response appears tepid or feigned.


5. Exaggerated Entitlement


Because people with NPD must convince themselves that they are more deserving than others, to shore up their feelings of inferiority, they see themselves as entitled to special treatment and, without it, feel intolerably slighted. They expect more and better than what other people get and will not hesitate to make demands, lash out, cause a scene, play the victim, or sulk punishingly if “deprived.” They insist on favored status and superior service, from the best table in restaurants to special deals at stores to the most attentive treatment at the doctor’s office, salon, or gym. Being treated like a regular customer, whether in the world at large or at home, is impossibly demeaning and cause for resentment and retribution.


Narcissists’ entitled belief system is further reflected in their tendency toward social intolerance and hierarchical political beliefs, including a disregard for democratic principles and a belief in authoritarian and/or military rule.5


[image: Book Title Page] VIP TREATMENT


Travis and his family ate out and traveled a lot. His wife, Angie, said he always insisted on booking the best places, such as the Ritz Hotel when they went to Chicago. “He expected to be treated like an absolute king,” she said. “Everybody had to bow to him or he would cause scenes and yell.” Travis also was intolerant of noises and smells and would become enraged by electric fans, baby cries, or kitchen odors. “In restaurants he always expected the best table and would demand to be moved until he got it,” Angie said. “It was the same thing in hotels. Wherever we stayed, he would insist on getting a different room at least once, and we’d all have to pack up and move our things.” [image: Book Title Page]


6. Exploitative


When it comes to relationships, narcissists operate without a moral compass, exploitatively with their interests foremost in mind. They use and manipulate others to manage their unstable self-esteem and rationalize their behavior, often abusive, to justify themselves. Individuals with NPD believe the rules do not apply to them and look to gain the upper hand in every situation.


7. Empathy Impaired


Perhaps the most outwardly harmful characteristic of NPD is a lack of emotional empathy. Although narcissists can usually cognitively recognize the perspectives of others,6 they rarely connect emotionally with others’ feelings and routinely hurt those around them to bolster themselves. As far as narcissists are concerned, other people, particularly family members, are extensions of themselves to be manipulated to meet their needs, which always take precedence.


Signs of empathy are




• good listening;


• reflecting back compassion and concern;


• validating other people’s feelings;


• being willing to sincerely apologize and take responsibility;


• remembering and asking about others’ lives; and


• acting on behalf of others’ needs, even when it is inconvenient or difficult.




Consistent behavior to the contrary is a narcissist alert!
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Joanne had watched her mother die at the hospital the day before. She had been ill, but her death was sudden and surprised everyone. As Joanne was accompanying her father to his front door, her mother-in-law, who lived down the block and was walking by, launched into an angry diatribe about her car not starting. “She knew about my mother’s death, but she went off about how infuriating it was to wait for a tow truck and what bad luck she was having, without saying a word to us about it,” Joanne said. “We just stood there listening. Suddenly she interrupted herself and told my father, ‘It’s too bad about things.’ She didn’t say anything to me. Then she walked on, ranting about her car again. Dad and I just looked at each other in disbelief.” [image: Book Title Page]


8. Envious


Because they value appearances and superficial markers of worth and feel they deserve more than others do, people with NPD are prone to envy and the belief that others envy them. With an outsize sense of entitlement, they often actively covet what others have, whether material possessions, relationships, or achievements. When they see something as desirable, they are likely to go after it regardless of the consequences for others and, if thwarted, may try to sabotage or punish the person who has what they want. Because they view life competitively, they assume others are also trying to take what they have, which can lead to jealousy, paranoia, and false accusations.


9. Arrogant and Haughty


Narcissists continuously seek to elevate themselves, which drives them to rude, competitive, and explosive or punishing behavior, especially when feeling threatened or “crossed.” They also are prone to ridiculing, bragging, gossiping, gloating, condescension, huffiness, “correcting,” name-dropping, and/or making grand displays.


The Limitations of the APA’s Criteria


Although the American Psychiatric Association’s nine identified criteria for diagnosing NPD are a somewhat useful guide, it is important to understand the limitations of this list. Like any organization, the APA is a group of individuals with disagreements, biases, and political and financial agendas,7 including pressures to comply with demands from the insurance industry. Many people in the field have decried the oversimplicity of the DSM-58 and pushed for a revision to the criteria for NPD and for personality disorders in general.9


A major criticism of the existing nine criteria for NPD is that they are too broad and open to interpretation.10 Since a diagnosis can be made with five of the nine characteristics, two people labeled with NPD might only have one characteristic in common and therefore present with quite different personality profiles. Critics also fault the list for weighting all nine characteristics equally when in fact some are more salient than others. Many would argue, for example, that a lack of empathy is a more significant feature of NPD than being haughty or envious. Another problem cited is that the criteria for all four Cluster B personality disorders—narcissistic, histrionic, borderline, and antisocial—overlap in ways that often result in complicated and confusing “co-occurring diagnoses,” such as NPD and BPD (borderline personality disorder), or NPD with APD (antisocial personality disorder) traits. Some psychologists find it more helpful to view the four disorders as different manifestations of the same underlying condition or as four dimensions on the same continuum.11 An alternative dimensional model for diagnosing NPD, as opposed to the existing categorical one, was proposed in DSM-5.12


Perhaps the biggest criticism of the existing criteria, voiced by some leading psychotherapists who have direct clinical familiarity with narcissism, is that the criteria do not sufficiently address narcissists’ internal state—the thoughts and emotions that drive their behavior.13 The criteria also fail to fully acknowledge more closet (covert) expressions of NPD, which are just as debilitating as exhibitionist (overt) forms for people with the disorder, as well as for others treated to narcissistic abuses. Throughout this book, I explore these aspects of the disorder.


OTHER TRAITS OF NARCISSISM


In addition to the traits I’ve just described, there are other fundamental psychological aspects of pathological narcissism that are important to know to understand the condition.


Shame: The Narcissist’s Underlying Emotion


Beneath narcissists’ elaborate defense system is an emotionally unstable child driven by feelings of shame and unworthiness.14 Missing the early developmental support to establish resilient internal love of self, the child fails to form mature capacities for self-reflection, emotional awareness, empathy, and love of others.15 Instead, s/he overcompensates with claims of superiority and entitlement that s/he strains to assert through endless posturing. And s/he preemptively attempts to manipulate others to support her/his inflated self-beliefs and protect her-/himself from the shaming treatment s/he fears or may have come to expect.


As adults, narcissists walk a tightrope of self-deception, with their faulty emotional logic constantly tipping them off balance. Their defenses are artificial and unrealistic, but they must believe them to keep from psychological collapse and deflated depression. They need to feel superior to other people to feel good enough but are reliant on others for the validation they cannot give themselves. These tensions put them in constant conflict with their own impulses and with everyone around them, making for tumultuous relationships and love/hate attachments. In her insightful book Stop Caretaking the Borderline or Narcissist, Margalis Fjelstad describes the conflict:




[Narcissists’] negative feelings are so intense that they try to push them away by projecting them onto someone else who is emotionally and intimately close, such as a child or a spouse. The [narcissist] has a desperate need to have someone else in his or her life to carry these overwhelming negative feelings, someone to accuse of causing the internal pain, someone to hate so as not to hate himself. This internal self-hatred is the real source of the [narcissist’s] pain and anguish. [Narcissists] need someone to rescue them from these overwhelming feelings, to ease and soothe their fears. At the same time, they are afraid of being close to anyone… of being absorbed into someone else’s personality and being annihilated, and they fear being used or humiliated by the person they depend on.16





Attention Seeking


Another common trait of NPD is an excessive need for attention, which narcissists depend on for psycho-emotional sustenance. Although we all have social needs, narcissists demand a level of attention beyond that of most neurotypical adults, often resorting to manipulation to get it. Narcissists figuratively suck all the oxygen out of the room. To gain attention, exhibitionist narcissists typically dominate socially, whereas closet narcissists use more passive-aggressive but equally insistent methods. Either way, they are vying for attention and a leg up. The narcissistic father, for example, may bitterly resent attention given to his own children and punish his spouse for it.


Emotionally Reactive


Because narcissists are overwhelmingly concerned with getting support for their grandiose self-beliefs to defend against interior vulnerability, they are hyperdefensive and emotionally reactive.17 Their reactivity takes many forms, including haughtiness, huffiness, intolerance, blaming, and rage. The brittle and reactionary tendencies of people with NPD are exacerbated by their lack of emotional empathy, giving them license to routinely judge, hurt, and punish others.


Splitting and “Out of Sight, Out of Mind”


A defining feature of narcissistic personality disorder is a failure to internalize certain psychological milestones in childhood. People with NPD have two fundamental deficits that magnify their emotional reactivity and pathological treatment of others:




1. They experience mental splitting because they lack whole object relations.


2. They experience “out of sight, out of mind” because they lack object constancy.18




Whole object relations allows us to see ourselves and others in a fully integrated way as having both positive and negative qualities. Narcissists by definition lack whole object relations, which means they are unable to form a stable, realistic, and nuanced view of themselves and others. This psychological deficit means that they experience splitting, instead viewing people (or things) in opposite extremes as either perfect or worthless, all good or all bad, with little to no middle ground. Narcissists also lack object constancy, which is the ability to maintain an emotional connection with and positive feelings for people we care about in moments when we are physically apart from them or when they hurt or disappoint us. If a narcissist’s child gets a bad grade, for example, the narcissist may react with anger, forgetting that the child is normally a strong and conscientious student. Both psychological deficits are believed to result from disrupted attachment to primary caregivers early in life.


Narcissists’ lack of whole object relations and object constancy means that they constantly vacillate between idealizing and devaluing themselves and others and between emotional connection and disconnection. When narcissists are disappointed or angry with their partner, for example, their feelings about that person swing to contempt and rage. When they are physically apart from her/him, they experience “out of sight, out of mind” and struggle to maintain their emotional connectedness. This makes consistent, sustained trust and intimacy extremely difficult. Personality disorder expert Elinor Greenberg describes the problem this way:




Most of the abuse of romantic partners occurs because the [narcissistic] abuser lacks Object Constancy and literally forgets that they care about their partner and all the positive history and good moments are now totally out of awareness.… When someone lacks this ability, it increases the likelihood that they will cheat on their partner.19





Vacillating Self-Concept


Looking at narcissists’ internal experience, we find rigid and distorted self-beliefs that fluctuate between self-hatred and compensatory grandiose assertions of superiority and entitlement. Put another way, narcissists swing between deflated and inflated states of mind as they struggle to manage their self-esteem. They are highly dependent on others for the reassurance they can’t give themselves, leading them to seek inordinate attention and admiration. Because their internal state is fragile and fluctuating and because their defenses are built around the need to believe that they are special and privileged, they are haughty, arrogant, and oversensitive to criticism and slights. Their defensive coping mechanisms become abusive because of their poor self-awareness and lack of emotional empathy, which drive them to manipulate and punish others. For those treated to a narcissist’s extreme neediness, demands for special treatment, and callous attitude, the experience is draining and battering, like caring for an adult-size toddler armed with a nail gun.



Superficial Relationships


Given their myopic self-involvement, poor self-awareness, and fear of exposure, it is easy to understand why narcissists have superficial relationships. Their romantic partnerships tend to be short-lived exercises in giddy infatuation followed by harsh devaluation and possible discard. Narcissists, particularly men, often care more about the conquest than intimacy or lasting commitment.20 Narcissists also have more tolerance for narcissism in others, with like attracting like.21 Relationships or marriages that do last involve codependent and abusive dynamics. As friends, narcissists tend to be opportunistic and exploitative and have trouble sustaining connections over time. Both romantic partnerships and friendships are more likely to reflect expediency and mutual tolerance for dysfunction rather than shared concern and compassion. Psychotherapist and author of The Narcissist You Know, Joe Burgo described narcissistic friendship this way to HuffPost:




In my experience, narcissists rarely have lasting friendships, but when they do, those friendships are best described as a mutual admiration society: ‘I agree to support your inflated sense of self and you agree to support mine.’… These friendships can be quite stable and long-lasting provided that criticism is excluded and acceptance is unconditional.… True affection and real concern for one another are largely absent, and the attachment is fueled by mutual support for their narcissistic personalities.22
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Terry had long agonized over his father’s harsh criticism of Terry’s son David. David was a talented dancer who struggled with anxiety, and his grandfather regularly shamed him for not being “tough” and masculine enough. When David came out as gay, his grandfather wanted to send him to a conversion therapy school. “My father is off the wall, but this was too much. I told him no way,” Terry said. At Thanksgiving, Terry and his family showed up at the country club where his parents and whole family had been eating Thanksgiving dinner together for years. “When we arrived, we were informed that we were no longer members of the club and were not permitted for dinner,” Terry said. “My father had cut us out of the membership. I could see them sitting across the dining room. My brothers looked over but didn’t get up. My parents ignored us. It was a shock, but I guess I should have expected it. We went home and made a huge taco dinner, which became a new tradition. My wife had been wanting to get out of the country club obligation for a long time. This was what finally pushed me to end contact with my father. I needed to stand up for my son.” [image: Book Title Page]
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Isabel’s mother, Stella, often went to outlandish lengths to get attention. At the dinner table one night when Isabel and her sisters and father were talking, Stella suddenly slipped from her chair and collapsed onto the floor, apparently unconscious. They rushed to her side and called 911, at which time she awoke. The same scenario played out a few more times. If the conversation shifted away from Stella, she would dramatically drop to the floor. Isabel said, “Pretty soon we knew that Mom’s ‘fainting spells’ were more ploys for attention. After that, we ignored her and talked over it. She continued to fall sometimes. She’d lie there for a bit and then pretend to wake up in confusion.” [image: Book Title Page]


THE NARCISSIST’S FEARS


Beneath the narcissist’s larger-than-life persona are buried feelings of overwhelming fear. The narcissist has four primary fears that drive her/his defenses:




1. Being Exposed Whereas emotionally healthy people want to be “seen” by others and seek partners who are able to give them that recognition of self, narcissists attempt to conceal their faults and natural human weakness, both from others and from themselves. Ruled by insecurity and unable to recognize middle ground, narcissists are compelled to be “perfect” so as not to be exposed as hopelessly defective. Anything less than perfection, such as being ordinary or average, is the equivalent of worthlessness. Narcissists are threatened by anyone, typically a family member, who sees their flaws or fails to reflect back the version of themselves they need to believe in.


2. Losing Control Narcissists are truly the ultimate control freaks. Lacking a stable sense of identity and self-worth, they project an idealized image and work continuously to control that image and other people’s perceptions of it. Their need for control is so intense that anyone in their sphere must also be controlled to sustain their self-beliefs.


3. Being Humiliated Narcissists experience any form of criticism, real or perceived, as a devastating loss of face. Being deprived of special status and treated like a “regular customer” represent an unbearable affront. Small meaningless slights, such as questioning something they’ve said or failing to give them acknowledgment, which others would easily brush off, can be cause for rage. Anything that stirs up feelings of vulnerability is tantamount to humiliation, which threatens their precious persona and triggers their narcissistic injury, or underlying shame. Narcissists are so afraid of humiliation that they may preemptively humiliate others to avoid appearing vulnerable themselves.


4. Being Rejected For people with NPD, any kind of rejection—personal, social, or professional—represents intensely invalidating evidence of their unlovability. Whereas healthy individuals will in time pick themselves up and try again after rejection, narcissists resort to all manner of twisted rationalizing, hoovering (drawing someone back in), and bitter reprisal to avoid intolerable feelings of not being good enough. Rejected narcissists may fight with their spouse for child custody not because they want their children but as a way to hurt their ex. They also may launch a calculated smear campaign to discredit that ex and thereby gain the upper hand in court, within their social circle, and with their kids.




Pity for the Narcissist?


Narcissists’ fragility would arouse sympathy if not for their arrogant and often cruel lack of regard for other people’s feelings, boundaries, and life struggles. For those of us with narcissistic family members or friends, feeling love and concern for them is normal. But it is vital to understand that narcissists do not care about their family’s needs, most tragically those of their children and partner, unless those needs happen to align with their own.



THINGS NARCISSISTS DON’T DO



Narcissists play by different rules than the rest of us, with a double standard that means they expect special treatment in the form of benefits and exemptions. Just as they do things that are out of bounds for most of us, they also refuse to do things most of us do as a matter of course. Here are things emotionally grounded people do routinely, which narcissists rarely or never do.


1. Apologize


Admitting wrong is uncomfortable for most people, but the give-and-take in relationships at times calls for an acknowledgment of fault. Emotionally stable people usually know when they owe an apology and are willing to give it. Whether we interrupt, fail to deliver on a promise, say something hurtful, or lose our temper beyond reasonable bounds, we offer apology to show respect and caring.


Narcissists, on the other hand, never sincerely apologize. Seeing themselves as above reproach, they never feel they have done wrong. Their sense of superiority reinforces their belief that other inferior beings or unfair circumstances are always to blame for anything that goes awry, even (and especially) if the narcissists are actually responsible. When they express regret, it is for lost opportunities or misfortunes beyond their control, not their own choices.


Sometimes narcissists express a fake apology, or fauxpology, designed to pacify while deflecting responsibility back onto others. A fauxpology often begins with “I’m sorry you…,” as in, “I’m sorry you are so sensitive and thin-skinned” or “I’m sorry you can’t let go of the past.” They may also express regret, but not about something they have done.


2. Take Responsibility


Although narcissists are drawn to power, they repudiate responsibility. Because they have built their identity against fundamental feelings of worthlessness, they are intensely sensitive to shame and blame. Responsibility of any kind triggers narcissists’ fear of exposure to criticism. They are so averse to responsibility that they systematically stage their life to avoid it and become highly adept at denying and projecting it onto others, particularly those closest within their sphere of power: their partner and children.



3. Self-Reflect


Narcissists are terrified of their own shadows—the long-hidden child within who was irreparably damaged and whose feelings of inferiority they constantly overcompensate for. For narcissists, self-reflection is dangerous territory to be avoided at all costs because it represents unbearable vulnerability and requires a level of emotional strength and awareness they never developed. This is why narcissists rarely seek therapy, and they avoid honest communication, refuse accountability, and readily resort to raging defensive outbursts and mind games to blunt the truth.


4. Forgive


For the same reason that narcissists do not apologize, they also never forgive. To them, everyone represents a potential threat to be defeated, and they are hypervigilant to perceived or (more rarely) real attack. Life is a battle zone, and narcissists are always fighting for their survival. They regard any kind of hurt as cause for retaliation and possible revenge. If someone apologizes to them (often in a misguided attempt to end conflict), they see it as proof of their righteous superiority and may take the opportunity to further punish that person for whatever s/he may or may not have done wrong. Genuine forgiveness is not part of narcissists’ emotional lexicon, fundamentally because narcissists cannot forgive themselves.


5. Act Selflessly


Selflessness and altruism are the antithesis of narcissism. Because narcissists lack emotional empathy and have an inflated sense of entitlement, acting selflessly is beyond their comprehension. At their core, narcissists have little to give because they feel their survival is at stake and nothing else matters. Narcissists by definition are locked in an inward spiral of unmet early childhood needs and extravagant compensatory self-beliefs.


6. Express Real Feelings


When it comes to their feelings, narcissists hide, from others and from themselves. Narcissists lack the self-awareness to understand the underlying feelings that drive their behavior as well as the confidence to make themselves vulnerable enough to share those feelings. Narcissists operate competitively on raw survivalist instinct and are strangers to their innermost emotional realm.


7. See Emotional Nuance


Although they may be clever, particularly at manipulating people and spotting their vulnerabilities, narcissists lack an awareness of emotional nuance and are prone to simplistic black-and-white thinking. They tend to either idealize or devalue others, and project their own cynical emotional agenda, believing that others see life as they do—as a series of games or battles to be won. The wide continuum of emotion that healthy beings, especially the most empathetic, experience on a daily basis is lost on narcissists.
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