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To my kin: G, K, and M.






Chapter 1 WHY YOU’RE HERE


“I think I’m finally coming to terms with the fact that my mom may be a narcissist,” said Mel in our first therapy session. A creative and flamboyant woman in her early forties with curly red hair and tattoos lining her arms, Mel had sought me out after an aha moment last spring, in which she could no longer deny the reality of her mother.

“Honestly, I think I always knew, but something about this last round of spending time with her really jolted me awake.” Mel told her mom that after five years of tirelessly working at her art gallery job as an assistant, she was finally recognized for her hard work and received the promotion of her dreams: to chief curator. Instead of giving her the hugs, praise, and celebration she had hoped for (but deep down knew she wouldn’t get), her mother simply looked at her and said, “That’s nice, honey, but I really can’t hear about this right now. I’ve got a headache,” and walked off to her room, where she proceeded to lie down for a nap. Stunned, Mel walked out of her mother’s home, got into her car, and just sat. She was swirling with all kinds of emotions—rage, sadness, disappointment, shock—and yet felt as if the clouds had parted and she could finally see her mother for who she was: a narcissist.

When Mel and I explored her story further, we found countless times when her mother shamed Mel for an emotion, criticized her very normal needs as “selfish,” and batted away Mel’s boundaries as if they were made of gossamer. Examples of her mother’s lack of caring ranged from, “Do you really think you’re good enough to sing?” to “I don’t have time to listen to you cry,” suggesting that Mel’s feelings were an imposition. Through repeated experiences like the ones above, Mel never got the sense that she mattered to her mother. Nor did she feel that her mother ever really knew her, which is a common experience shared among adult daughters of narcissistic mothers.

Mel noted that this revelation of her mother’s narcissism was a long time coming, but what kept her from fully seeing the truth were the unhelpful beliefs she had taken in regarding mothers and daughters. “I always felt that I should love my mom unconditionally, that that’s what good daughters do, you know? I never got the sense that I was allowed to even consider what I needed in the relationship. For most of my life, my relationship with my mom was one where she mattered more than I did, and I could never just be her daughter that she loved unconditionally. There were countless conditions I had to follow just to get the bare minimum.”

Other adult daughters of narcissistic mothers have shared very similar beliefs they’ve unconsciously bought into about mother-daughter relationships. Ellen, a 29-year-old pharmacist, told me once, “It never occurred to me that my mom was being abusive and controlling until I started talking about it.” Ellen, like many adult daughters, learned early on to adapt to her mother’s emotional insensitivity, neglect, and childlike tantrums. Over time, these adaptations became repeated behaviors that consistently put her mother’s needs above her own.

When she awoke from this trance-like adherence to the often-toxic message that “family is family no matter what,” it was as if someone had finally turned on the light and she saw what she had been living in. She shared, “It was one of those beautiful autumn days where the sky is neon blue and the sun’s warmth feels like you’re wearing a weighted blanket. I was driving over to my mom’s house and all of the sudden I felt cold, as if a giant had blotted out the sun. My stomach got fluttery and cramped, and I thought I was going to be sick. When I pulled over to catch my breath and figure out what was happening, I realized that I was having a panic attack about seeing my mom. I was afraid that she was going to ruin this beautiful day with another one of her ‘episodes’ where she basically rips apart my life choices in some form or another.”

Ellen realized that she could no longer pretend that her relationship with her mom was “fine” or “just mom being mom.” Some dormant part in her began to awaken to the truth of what was happening. This healthy part of Ellen nudged her out of the belief system that was veiling the truth about her mother and finally helped her recognize the reality that something would need to change. That something would not be her mother, and this was when she knew she needed tools to support her own transformation.

Your story may not look exactly like Mel’s or Ellen’s, but you’re in their experiences. They are you: a woman who is coming to grips with the reality of her mother. Whether you’re just now realizing that your mother may be a narcissist, or have known your whole life and are no longer in contact, I hope to offer you a place in which you can be held, validated, and supported in your journey back to your self. We cannot give you a new mother, but we can give you a new relationship to all the parts of you that had to live underground during your formative years, and welcome them back home.

The Emphasis of the Book

This book is dedicated to you and to reality. We need both in order to take you out of the fantasy that narcissistic mothers live in and to bring you back into the truth of your feelings, needs, identity, boundaries, and aspirations. According to the Oxford Dictionary, reality can be defined as “the world or the state of things as they actually exist, as opposed to an idealistic or notional idea of them.” One of the main driving forces that keeps narcissism alive is fantasy. Narcissists are masterful actors who need to believe in fantasy so that they don’t collapse under the weight of reality, a defense mechanism stemming from their own traumatic childhoods. Narcissists need other people in their lives. Without others, they have no way to define themselves. A narcissist does not have a sense of self, which means that their “self supply” comes from everyone around them. Your mother needed you to help her maintain her fantasy and, in using you this way, subjected you to treatment that left you feeling confused and in doubt about your reality. You’ve had to constrict yourself, shrink your needs, and deftly maneuver around your mother in ways that perpetuated more pain in your life. Being raised by a narcissist causes significant deficits both in one’s self-perception and one’s beliefs about the world.

As a child, you took in the belief that your needs pale in comparison to your mother’s. Julie Hall, author of The Narcissist in Your Life: Recognizing the Patterns and Learning to Break Free, an expert in narcissistic abuse whose ideas will be shared in this book, puts it this way, “The fundamental experience of children in the narcissistic home is not being seen.”1 Children need to be seen and heard. Psychologists call this attunement, which is the ability of the mother/father/caregiver to be responsive to a child’s needs. There is a word for children who have been chronically unseen. It’s called trauma. Gabor Maté, a mind-body physician and trauma expert, defines the essence of trauma as “[the] disconnection from ourselves. Trauma is not terrible things that happen from the other side—those are traumatic. But the trauma is that very separation from the body and emotions. So the real question is, ‘How did we get separated and how do we reconnect?’ ”2

Maté’s last question is where we will put some of our focus: How do we reconnect? We do this by turning toward our own needs and learning the language of our emotions, so that we can use them adaptively. Through the practice of self-attunement comes responsibility, which means “ability to respond.” It’s one thing to know what you feel; it’s quite another to respond to your feelings adequately. Your mother taught you to ignore yourself, so it will feel quite unnatural to begin this process. However, anything that is learned can be unlearned, so take comfort in this! How would you respond to your own child, or to a child you care for, who is learning something for the first time? They may struggle, feel like giving up, cry, be confused, or feel deeply frustrated. How would you hold space for this little one to have their feelings, while helping them stay with what they’re learning? Can you direct this same response back to yourself?

So much of the work you will be doing will help your own inner child feel seen, supported, and safe. You are starting from a very young place within yourself. Treat that space with care and consideration. There is no rushing, pushing, bullying, or harassing allowed in this space. Only that which a child can grow from: nurturance, understanding, compassion, healthy limits, and plenty of room to make mistakes. You are entitled to this space for learning, growing, and messing up. In fact, I would encourage you to lean into imperfection and see it as a natural space that we all inhabit. None of us is ever going to be perfect and we aren’t always going to get things right. And that’s okay. I would like to invite you, as you do this work, to view yourself with as little judgment as possible. You likely internalized a lot of judgment. However, there is an antidote to judgment, and it’s called self-compassion, which is the ability to register and care for the part of us experiencing pain.

In many ways, you were your mother’s receptacle where she could dispose of her own unwanted feelings and negative self-beliefs. Any time your reality threatened her fantasy, you would pay the price. That might have looked like being shamed, accused, gaslit, judged, ridiculed, or ignored, all of which played a role in how you developed your sense of self and identity. However, if you did well at something—playing, unbeknownst to you, into her fantasy of the perfect family, perfect daughter—she took ownership of your success.3 As much as you attempted to build your own sense of self, which was your birthright, there was always a fissure in this process. Daughters who experience emotional whiplash from their mothers typically develop into people pleasers and perfectionists, roles that began as attempts to regulate their mothers’ changing moods. Underlying the people-pleaser façade is the fear of other people’s feelings toward you. When you take on a pleaser role, you have learned that the safest route is the one where the other person stays defined, not you. This means denying parts of yourself and living a half-life, so to speak. Paralleling the role of people pleaser is the impostor syndrome. This can be categorized as a fear that you do not really belong, and that others will eventually find this out. What people-pleasing and impostor syndrome have in common is the sense that who you are is not enough. Underlying this belief is another one: others cannot be trusted, nor can you trust yourself. If you can relate, I hope in this moment you can begin to feel some compassion for yourself and register the magnitude of what you’ve internalized.

Given that narcissistic mothers live in a fantasy, you and I are going to practice seeing through it and anchoring back into reality. I’ve heard countless stories of adult daughters who have been told by well-meaning, albeit ignorant, friends and family members to ignore the reality of their narcissist mother. To outsiders, she may look nonthreatening, but that is because she plays her part well. When an adult daughter begins to practice setting boundaries with her mother, these well-meaning yet ignorant individuals misinterpret this as being uncaring. I hear reports of outsiders saying things like, “She can’t be all bad,” “Why don’t you try seeing it from her perspective?” or my favorite, “Are you sure that’s what she did/said?” These individuals will never know what you know. But the truth is, they don’t need to in order for your experiences to be valid. You don’t need to see things from her perspective either because, truthfully, that’s an impossibility. Nor would it be healthy for you to try to do so. What we can do, however, is help you see things from your perspective. It is from this place that real change can emerge.

What I’d like to offer you is something deeper than simply understanding narcissism, though that is something we will cover. I’d like to offer you a new kind of relationship to your self. One in which your feelings can be honored, listened to, and treated as important information to make decisions from. A place where your needs are not only acknowledged, but responded to. In narcissistic abuse, among the primary aspects of self that get threatened are emotions and needs. In fact, these two life forces start to feel very endangered, taking such a significant backseat that they may become erased from awareness.

Throughout the book, you will see a lot of referring back to what you feel and need. The reason behind this is rooted in the belief that our feelings and needs are fundamental to who we are. Without our feelings, we would be lost. When our emotions or needs have been routinely ignored, minimized, or neglected by significant others, it teaches us to do the same. When we put our energy into escaping our feelings and needs, we end up experiencing more pain. For instance, can you imagine what would happen if you ignored your fear? In some circles, striving to be fearless is considered a sign of strength, but I would highly disagree. We need our fear to alert us to danger, just like we need all of our emotions to keep us healthy. We cannot live functional lives if we are running around without access to what we feel or need.

Along the way, you’ll meet many other women who share your experiences in some form or another. (The women mentioned in the book are composites of individuals with whom I’ve worked over the years. All names, identities, and details have been disguised and altered to maintain confidentiality.) These women will guide you through the chapters as they tell their stories, and you’ll be invited to stay connected to your own. You likely have some outdated belief systems that no longer require your adherence, and it will be vital that you create new ones so that you can live with more freedom.

This book is about helping you step into your truth. We will be doing some digging to help you unearth the parts of yourself that had to go underground in order for you to survive. The path toward welcoming these parts back into being always comes back to the body, which is where our emotions come through. Learning to tune into your body will allow for a deeper self-awareness to emerge. Paying attention to yourself in this way takes practice, patience, and a lot of compassion. When you can have a relationship to your body, you also form a relationship to your feelings, which serve to enhance your life, even when they’re painful. Your feelings only want to serve you. When all feelings can be seen as purposeful energies that have something to say, then there’s no need to be at war with them.

What We Won’t Encourage

I’d like to share a few things about what this book will not be encouraging or suggesting. This book will not be about finding ways to manage your mother. You will not be instructed to over-function for her or self-sacrifice to “keep the peace.” Nor will you be taught how to be a “better listener” to your narcissistic mother, offer premature forgiveness, or do anything that puts you back in a self-denying role. You are not responsible for your mother’s feelings or needs.

If you are looking to make peace with your mother through forgiveness in some form, I strongly encourage you to work with a therapist trained in narcissistic abuse who can help you do this safely. I know many adult daughters who have been unfortunately advised to forgive their mothers, which led them deeper down the rabbit hole instead of out. While some daughters may get to that point, many don’t, and it is vital that this be normalized. Forgiveness is not required for you to recover.

We will, of course, cover ways to set authentic boundaries with your mother, which will necessitate communicating with her, but always coming back to yourself, asking, “how am I feeling about this? What do I need in this moment?” If the answer is “no contact,” “I don’t like this,” “I want out,” “this doesn’t feel good,” “I’m not feeling safe,” then my hope is that you will heed that call and make taking care of yourself a priority in that moment.

This book will not be about empowering you to bash your mother or engage in mother-blaming either. While you may truly hate her and want to bash her, it won’t offer you relief in the end. I do want to encourage you to work with a therapist who can help you process the deeper feelings that may come up as you do this kind of trauma recovery. The aim of this book is about knowing you. Specifically, I want to invite your subjective experiences to have a seat at the table without needing to justify or minimize their existence. Along with honoring your subjectivity, we’ll also take a clinical look at what narcissism is, so that you can have more freedom to relate to it with objectivity.

Julie Hall, whose work I’ve previously mentioned, makes an important note about children in narcissistic homes. She states, “Children in narcissistic families learn to meet their parents’ needs while burying their own. They learn that to survive they must constantly work to read their parents’ emotions while masking or faking theirs.”4 It doesn’t matter if your childhood looked “normal” or even felt normal most of the time; you can still experience trauma under an idyllic roof. Trauma is not limited to overt acts such as physical violence, war, or sexual abuse. Traumatic experiences can be small, insidious, and covert, which makes calling them out difficult, since they cannot be seen in the most obvious of ways.

Emotional abuse, covert incest, gaslighting, unhealthy boundaries, and narcissism itself, are examples of unseen trauma. These traumatic experiences lead to a dysregulated nervous system much in the same way that overt physical trauma does. Adult children of narcissists who are grappling with their own trauma, attempting to put the pieces of the puzzle together, will often find themselves wondering if they even “had it that bad?” The reason for this doubt is partially due to the fact that being raised by a narcissist trains you to question reality, and narcissists don’t always present in the most obvious of ways. Many of the women I’ve worked with have described their mothers to be like Jekyll and Hyde, never knowing which version they would get. In one instance, their mothers are disavowing them, telling them how worthless they are, and in another offering affection and praise. Narcissists cannot see their own narcissism. Many, in fact, would describe themselves as upstanding citizens who only want the best for their children. They may even go so far as to say they would do anything for their children, which to them feels like the truth. The children, on the other hand, experience something very different.

If you find yourself questioning your experience, wondering if you’re just making it up, consider this a symptom of narcissistic abuse. Many adult children of narcissists will find themselves questioning the reality of their experiences, sometimes for years. The “was it really that bad?” question comes up a lot in therapy, and I always like to remind adult daughters that yes, it was that bad, but it wasn’t that obvious. You may not be able to directly point to one solid example of abuse, because in some cases, the abusive behavior was designed to keep you from seeing it. As children, we have no real choice but to believe what our parents tell us. If they say they didn’t do something, even though our experience tells us something else, we default to their reality in place of our own. If a child’s mind could talk, it might sound like, “My mom wouldn’t lie to me. She is the adult, after all. There must be something wrong with me, my memory is faulty, my feelings are wrong and inappropriate. I must have done something to deserve this.”

What may be helpful for you to keep in mind in your recovery is the recognition that you’ve been living under the influence of an individual who cannot perceive reality correctly. In some ways, it’s the equivalent of following the whims of a five-year-old who cannot perceive anything outside of herself. While you may understand this intellectually, it’s important to keep reminding yourself of this fact so that you can start to challenge the unhealthy beliefs you took in. At the beginning, this may feel like a tug of war between the part of you that can logically comprehend that you took in a false narrative and the part of you that has been conditioned to deny it.

I’d like for you to take a minute and reflect on some questions below. You can do this in the space below or in a journal, or think the answers to yourself. Do whatever feels right in this moment.

What are your hopes for yourself as you read this book?

If you could name the most toxic message that you’d like to overcome, what would it be?

How might your life look different if this toxic message weren’t dominating your thoughts and perceptions?

What are you willing to risk, change, and endure in order to live the life you most desire for yourself?

Now, I’d like to encourage you to reflect on where you’ve been in your life, where you are now, and what you want for your future self. Let this be free flowing, unrestricted, and full of your clearest wishes and intentions.

As you embark on recovering, it’s important that you take a holistic perspective that accounts for all parts of yourself and your life. In some ways it’s like planting a garden. We don’t simply throw a seed into the ground and hope for the best. If you want your garden to bloom and grow, you’ve got to tend the soil, make sure it gets the right amount of water and sunlight, and, of course, check and see how it’s doing every day. Perhaps you do some weeding to make sure the garden doesn’t get overrun. You get the idea. As you think of yourself holistically, you may discover some aspects that get more attention than others. This is neither good nor bad, just something to notice.

Below are a few things I believe are important for anyone recovering from psychological and emotional abuse to implement and practice.

Take Up More Space: This book is dedicated to your growth and self-discovery, so the first order of business is learning how to take up more space, both physically and emotionally. Journaling is a wonderful tool to safely express your emotions, where they can be exactly as they are: real and free to exist. If you live in close quarters with others, please secure a place and time for yourself to simply be alone with your thoughts and feelings. If that is hard to come by, there are creative options to try out: Find a room that’s comfortable for you, put your headphones on, play relaxing music, and let yourself journal. If you’re able, find a place in nature and take in its healing properties. Give yourself plenty of breaks and moments of self-care if emotions start to run high and you feel overwhelmed with the process.

Find a Therapist to Work With: Anytime we’re doing a deep dive into our family dynamics, emotional experiences, and traumatic memories, it’s nonnegotiable that we seek out professional help with a therapist. Working through narcissistic abuse should be done with the help of a therapist who has experience treating this population. If therapy is difficult for you to afford, there are plenty of therapists who work on a sliding scale to meet financial needs.

If you cannot find a therapist who specializes in narcissistic abuse, I would encourage you to start with a clinician who is trauma-informed. Please note that if your therapist begins to suggest that you try seeing things from your mother’s perspective, pushes forgiveness, downplays the narcissism, or brushes past your experiences, it may be time to look elsewhere. Some questions to ask a prospective therapist might look like:


	What is your understanding of narcissism? Have you treated folks who have experienced narcissistic abuse?

	Tell me about your orientation toward trauma recovery. How do you work with folks who have been emotionally abused?



Have a Supportive Person or Group to Be With: A supportive person can include a spouse, partner, friend, sibling, family member, or close colleague. Having a person that you can safely lean on during times of stress (and even joy) is so essential. However, please refrain from confiding in your children or attempting to reach out to your mother for soothing. These two categories are off-limits. A supportive person is someone you can express your feelings to and spend quality time with. You should feel safe and comfortable with this person. Joining a group whose aim is to recover from narcissistic abuse, trauma, or codependency is also a wonderful way to build community and connection.

Rest: Your nervous system will likely be activated to some degree doing this work. Some of the daughters I’ve worked with really struggle to slow down and rest, a symptom of over-giving to their narcissistic mothers. Rest is as important as setting aside time to exercise, meditate, connect with others, and spend time alone. I would suggest 20 minutes per day of simply resting, i.e., no phone scrolling, reading the news, watching tv, etc., as a good place to start. If meditating is something you find restful, utilize that practice as well.

Time in Nature: Another beautiful practice for regulating the nervous system is being out in nature. I find that this practice is essential for sustainable wellbeing. You don’t have to do anything extravagant like hiking or camping, though if that is part of your routine, then by all means do it. Being out in nature can also look like taking a walk, stepping outside on your front porch, gardening, or simply gazing out of your window, taking in the scene outside.

Healthy, Mindful Movement: Moving our bodies is a beautiful way to release stress, build up endorphins, and get out of our heads for a while. Ask your body what it would like more of or less of. For a while I thought I “should” do more high intensive interval training (HIIT), but when I asked my body what it wanted, I was floored when I discovered it was yoga and gentle walking. From then on, I’ve deferred to what my body wants rather than what Instagram tells me I ought to be doing. I encourage you to do the same.

If you are not able-bodied, have sustained an injury, or have medical reasons for limiting movement, you can still engage in breath work, adaptive yoga, dance classes for all, or anything that allows you to move creatively within your body’s capacity. There are some incredible teachers out there who specialize in these practices aimed at relieving stress and improving cardiovascular function. There are even free classes on YouTube that support fitness for all levels and body types. If you have the means, I encourage you to work with a practitioner who can support your physical needs in an honorable and safe way.

Regular Meals: Eating regular meals is way of engaging in self-care. Find foods that align with your value system and let them nourish and sustain you. Feeding ourselves regularly is an important part of tending to our bodies with care. If this has been a struggle for you, start small. Make a commitment to focus on treating at least one meal a day as a gift you are giving to your body. You might even consider mentally giving thanks to the incredible people and energy that has gone into growing and delivering your food. Sometimes taking a moment to appreciate this journey can add a layer of mindfulness and gratitude to the simple act of taking in nourishment.

Boundaries: We’ll definitely get into this in the chapter on boundaries, but for now I’d like for you to consider where you can build in more boundaries for yourself around your time, emotions, and physical space. What would you like to start saying “yes” to in your life? Honoring (and knowing) our boundaries is a lifelong skill that requires consistent effort, awareness, and courage to put into practice. Go easy on yourself if this is an area you struggle with. Hopefully, with building community, working with a therapist, reading this book (and others), you will begin to discover new and creative ways to set boundaries without anxiety or guilt.


All Emotions Have Importance

As you read this book and work on your healing, you may find yourself experiencing a range of emotions. That’s a good thing! We are wired to feel a spectrum of emotions, and all of them are natural. There is no such thing as an emotion that is “wrong.” All emotions are important. There will be moments when you will notice yourself feeling a great deal of resistance toward making changes in your life and challenging those unhelpful beliefs you took in. Don’t fret. It’s absolutely normal to resist what is unfamiliar. You don’t have to get any of this “right,” as that’s truly not the goal. Nor does your healing need to look like anyone else’s.

As you extricate yourself from the chains of narcissism, there may be instances where you find yourself tempted to put them back on, as that is what you know. You don’t yet know the real freedom that awaits you as a result of having a solid relationship to yourself. When you reach that place of emotional liberation and start to see yourself accurately, you may feel as though the fog has lifted, allowing you to see what’s truly possible for yourself. You’ll know you’ve made strides when you no longer find yourself worrying about what your mother will think, stuck in that endless cycle of running on a hamster wheel that goes nowhere. Forming a relationship to ourselves feels like sweet self-companionship; the most real commitment one can make. As the saying goes, “the way out is through,” and I believe you have exactly what it takes to get there. You are never alone when you are self-accompanied.
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Chapter 2 DEFINING NARCISSISM


Maternal narcissism is one of the most painful and enduring wounds for daughters to experience. The women I work with, all in various stages of narcissistic abuse recovery, know the profound agony of being motherless, despite many of their mothers still being alive and well. Maternal narcissism takes motherhood and flips it on its head, perverting it into a performance where image is everything, and the only person that matters is mom. The adult daughters I’ve worked with have described their experiences as feeling like they were put into a performance they didn’t ask to be in. Nothing felt real or authentic.

Maternal narcissism is an insidious force that often lies hidden in plain sight. Under the guise of motherhood, most outsiders will not see it, leaving daughters wondering if they’ve been making up their mothers’ behaviors or simply being “bad daughters” to their perfectly “normal” mothers. What daughters don’t realize is that they’re perfectly sane in their assessments of their mothers; it’s the outside world that is unfortunately blind to this narcissism. This blindness also extends to the narcissist herself. Your mother does not see reality accurately, nor does she see the impact that her actions have on you. The sad reality is that even if you could prove to your mother how she has hurt you, she still would not see it. Her fragile self-esteem could not afford the blow.

For most adult daughters, their mothers’ narcissism lurks like shadows, trailing behind their backs where they cannot see. One researcher describes maternal narcissism as “a self-centered, self-reflecting pathology where a mother is incapable of placing her child’s needs above her own.”5 She is essentially blind to her child’s needs, thereby making her blind to her own narcissism.

Narcissistic personality disorder can be defined in several ways, but in short it is a pervasive and chronic disturbance in personality that is persistent throughout the lifespan. Many of you who are reading this are likely already acquainted with the definition of narcissism found in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), which I would argue is incomplete and does not define narcissism in all of its layered presentations. For posterity, however, the definition will be included as a foundation to work from. According to the 5th edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) is defined as “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.”6 The DSM goes on to describe this disorder stating, “typical features of narcissistic personality disorder are variable and vulnerable self-esteem, with attempts at regulation through attention and approval seeking, and either overt or covert grandiosity. Characteristic difficulties are apparent in identity, self-direction, empathy, and/or intimacy.”7

Elsa Ronningstam, a clinical psychologist who specializes in narcissism, provides another definition similar to that of the DSM: “patterns of fluctuating and vulnerable self-esteem ranging from grandiosity (in fantasy or behavior) and assertiveness to inferiority or insecurity, with exceptionally high standards, self-enhancing and self-serving interpersonal behavior, intense reactions to perceived threats, and compromised empathic ability.”8

Underlying such an individual’s presentation of grandiosity, lack of empathy, and a need to be considered above others is a fractured sense of self so deeply rooted that it no longer registers consciously. In Narcissism: Denial of the True Self, psychoanalyst Alexander Lowen, MD, has suggested that individuals with NPD need to rely on an image of themselves to compensate for a significant sense of fragility and shame. He states, “The narcissistic image develops in part as a compensation for an unacceptable self-image and in part as a defense against intolerable feelings. These two functions of the image are fused, for the unacceptable self-image is associated with the intolerable feeling.”9 He goes on to describe that as children, these future narcissists experienced repeated blows against their self-esteem, rendering them powerless against an all-powerful other.

With repeated injuries against their self-esteem, their only recourse has been to build and sustain a false self, one that is powerful, impervious to being vulnerable, and admired (loved) by all. When a narcissist experiences a feeling that threatens their self-image, they rely on defense mechanisms to shield themselves from the threat. This is where you come into play. Mothers who cannot experience their own vulnerability, real feelings, or needs will experience yours as an intrusion upon their lives. Since your mother likely did not receive any attunement for her emotions and needs as a child, she will feel resentful of yours. Maternal narcissists are developmentally young girls themselves. They are still looking for their mothers to finally see and appreciate them, but tragically this will never come. Instead, they look to you in hopes that you will fulfill their needs, which cannot be done either.

Underneath your mother’s narcissism lies a profoundly insecure, shame-prone, and devalued sense of self that drives her need to feel special. It’s hard to fathom that narcissists feel anything but superiority and a high degree of self-esteem. The façade of superiority is merely a balm against facing the deep inner chasm of emptiness that threatens to swallow them up at any time. The Psychodynamic Diagnostic Manual’s definition of narcissism (not too dissimilar from the clinical DSM) states this notion succinctly: “The characteristic subjective experience of narcissistic individuals is a sense of inner emptiness and meaninglessness that requires recurrent infusions of external confirmation of their importance and value.”10

Narcissists who display overt symptoms of narcissism such as grandiosity, inflated superiority, and lack of empathy would never admit to their inner sense of emptiness. This would betray their image of invulnerability. The overt narcissist’s personality traits act like a shield against acknowledging the deeper feelings of deficiency and inadequacy that lurk underneath. To recognize these feelings would be staring into an abyss, which can be highly disorienting. Narcissists with more depressive tendencies might be aware of their inner sense of emptiness; however, they would use it like a tool to induce guilt and caretaking from others in their lives. We’ll discuss the differences between grandiose (overt) and depressive/vulnerable (covert) narcissism later on in this chapter.

The Narcissist as a Parasite

Narcissism itself can be thought of like a parasite in the way it operates within relationships. Julie Hall, in her book The Narcissist in Your Life: Recognizing the Patterns and Learning to Break Free, compares narcissism to parasitism, stating, “Individuals with NPD are always seeking the attention and affirmation they did not receive at crucial developmental stages. Their incomplete sense of being compels them to seek self-worth externally. Narcissists as a human parasite take a heavy emotional and physiological toll on their ‘hosts.’ ”11

Since narcissists need others to define themselves, they become parasitic, always looking for the next person to sustain their sense of self from. Of course, when individuals learn this and begin setting boundaries, the narcissist may retaliate. Some covert narcissists may resort to depressive spells, unconsciously attempting to induce guilt in the other, a subtle form of manipulation. In the natural world, a parasite leeches off of the host until eventually the host is killed and the parasite moves on to the next one. In psychological terms, the host doesn’t die; however, more often than not, the host comes to feel depleted of her essence, and is likely to experience significant mental and physical health problems.

You may have symptoms or experiences such as these:


	Moderate to severe depression

	Chronic anxiety

	People-pleasing, self-doubt, and chronic self-blame

	Gastrointestinal distress like irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), Crohn’s Disease

	Autoimmune conditions

	Sleep disorders

	Eating disorders

	Difficulty saying no

	Fear of others manifested as social anxiety

	Hypervigilance

	Fear of emotions—yours and others’

	Weak boundaries

	Dissociation



The parasitic bond forged between narcissistic mothers and their daughters leaves daughters in a chronic state of internal conflict. On the one hand, daughters are expected to deny their feelings and needs so as not to threaten their mothers. Yet, despite this, their mothers remain perpetually disappointed in them. This leaves daughters feeling as if they are never going to be good enough for their mothers. The truth, however, is that they won’t be, because narcissists have expectations that are rooted in fantasy. You will never be good enough for your mother, not because you are lacking or deficient, but because no one will ever be good enough for a narcissist.

Narcissists use the defense of projection as a means of denying their unwanted feelings. In many cases, their children become the bearers of these painful emotions, which eventually take a toxic form within the child.12 Projection is a defense mechanism whereby an individual takes something within themselves that they don’t want to have and “projects” it (like a film projector) onto others. If I don’t want to feel guilt for not showing up to a birthday party on time, I might project that guilt onto the host, claiming that they are hosting this event at an absurd time. That they should be the one to feel guilty for starting so early, not me for running late. Narcissistic mothers do this repeatedly.

Children must learn to adapt to their environment to survive. When an environment is scary and toxic, children have to rely on their own defense mechanisms to make it through. For the most part, children believe what their parents tell them. When a narcissistic mother projects her sense of “badness,” guilt, shame, or unworthiness onto her child, the child will internalize this as a “truth” about her. The greatest gift I hope to bestow to you is the recognition that you have internalized false data. You took on a belief that wasn’t yours to take in the first place.

Your mother appointed you as the holder of her unwanted feelings and insecurities. She could not respond to your rich emotional life or needs without coming into direct contact with all the ways she was not attended to by her mother. Your authenticity threatened to reveal her inauthenticity. When an individual has a relationship to themselves, by standing firmly in who they are, they cannot be manipulated, swindled, or defined by a narcissist. For a narcissist, this leaves them with two options: Either the narcissist moves on by rejecting or dismissing the individual, or they become hostile, exploding with rage or imploding into victimhood. In the latter two reactions, the narcissist is attempting to guilt trip the person into compliance.
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What rejected aspect of herself did your mother project onto you?

How has this shown up in your life?

Can you identify when your mother projects her own guilt or shame onto you?

When she belittles you, what aspect of herself is she really belittling?

Narcissists deny reality, which means they are also denying parts of themselves. This denial of reality comes from early childhood experiences in which being their authentic selves was routinely rejected and scorned. As you are now aware, narcissists learned early on to disown their real selves in favor of a false self-image as a way to eradicate the pain or possibility of rejection. The problem with this is that the real self doesn’t actually go anywhere. It’s still there; it’s just out of awareness. To keep it out of awareness, a narcissist must rely on their defense mechanisms, which perpetuate their denial of reality. This is why telling a narcissist that they have hurt you or made a negative impact on you tends to go nowhere. They truly cannot fathom that they have done anything wrong, so they continue on as if you are the problem.

What was the image your mother portrayed to the world? How did she go about maintaining this?

Let’s take a moment to identify some of the ways you can return your mothers’ projections back to her. Identify at least three things that were projected onto you. They can be things like “You’re too needy,” “It’s weak of you to cry,” and “You’ll never amount to anything.” Any judgment that was unfairly placed onto you can be regarded as a projection. Consider how those don’t belong to you, and treat them like items you are returning to a store you no longer wish to shop at.

Some examples:


	“I was never the one who was weak. You were incapable of facing your own limitations.”

	“I was not the all-bad child you made me out to be. No child deserves that label.”

	“A failure? I never failed; it was you who couldn’t bear failure or imperfection.”

	“My body was always good enough and should never have been the container for your own body-hatred.”

	“I was never bad the way you told me I was. Your judgment spread like a poison that I never agreed to ingest.”

	“You couldn’t let yourself feel, but I paid the price. My feelings were never the problem.”
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