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For Michael



INTRODUCTION

In recent years, overuse of the word “narcissism” has stripped away much of its weight and import. In today’s selfie-obsessed, social-media–driven culture, narcissism has become more or less synonymous with “vanity.”

Referring to someone as a “narcissist” has become the favorite lay diagnosis du jour of pundits and commentators who eagerly apply it to the latest celebrity engulfed in scandal or the politician caught in bad behavior. Most people use it as an insult or a put-down, a way to deflate others when they seem too self-important. We apply it to men and women across the social spectrum, from famous actors who misbehave in the public spotlight to friends who constantly post flattering photos of themselves on Instagram.

These days, it seems that almost everyone is narcissistic.

When a label applies to that many people, its meaning becomes diffuse and overgeneralized. Referring to someone as a “narcissist” has become cliché, so common that we no longer think about what it actually means.

    This book aims to rescue narcissism from trivialization and to shed light on its complex nature. Narcissism exists along a continuum of possible expressions, from healthy self-regard on one end to pathological narcissism on the other. In Chapter One, we’ll explore the traits of Narcissistic Personality Disorder as defined by the American Psychiatric Association (a clinical diagnosis that applies to only 1 percent of the general population), but most of the book will focus on those people I refer to as “Extreme Narcissists.”

They make up an astounding 5 percent of the population.

They fall short of the diagnostic threshold for Narcissistic Personality Disorder but they also differ in important ways from run-of-the-mill narcissists who think a little too well of themselves.

Extreme Narcissists are not just vain and irritating . . . they’re dangerous.

PSYCHOLOGICAL MEANING VS. DIAGNOSIS

This is not a book about diagnosis. I see little value in attaching diagnostic labels when doing so reduces complex individuality to a stereotype. It tells us nothing useful about why Extreme Narcissists act the way they do, or the psychic pain that lies behind their more destructive and often deliberately hurtful behavior.

In the pages ahead, you’ll learn to spot Extreme Narcissists among your friends, family, and co-workers, and you’ll come to understand what drives them. Along the way, you’ll also learn some useful ways of coping with the Extreme Narcissist you know. Once you recognize narcissistic behavior in others and how it affects your own psyche, you’ll be able to avoid inciting its most noxious expressions. You can develop effective ways of responding to the Extreme Narcissists in your life without wounding their fragile sense of self or reacting in ways that only provoke them further.

I hope you’ll also learn something about yourself in the process—how your defensive reactions make you an occasional narcissist. You’ll learn how to recognize and restrain those narcissistic tendencies we all exhibit from time to time, especially the ones that disrupt our personal lives and cause trouble in our relationships.

THE NARCISSISTS I DON’T KNOW

Throughout this book, I discuss real-life examples of people who exemplify the traits of Extreme Narcissism, and some of them are well-known celebrities. Whenever I write about a famous athlete such as Lance Armstrong or a politician like Eliot Spitzer, using their life stories as a way to shed light on the psychology of narcissism, a disgruntled reader or two will usually ask how I “presume” to diagnose a person I’ve never met.

I have a simple answer to this question: I don’t presume to diagnose anyone, much less a stranger. I’ve never seen much value in diagnostic labels.

On the other hand, although I would never presume to diagnose someone I haven’t met, I do know narcissism when I see it, even from a distance. I’ve been treating, reading, and writing about narcissism throughout a lengthy career. During and after my personal analysis, I spent many years coming to terms with my own narcissism and what lies behind it. Thanks to clients who have entrusted themselves to my care, I’ve had the opportunity to explore the myriad expressions of their narcissism, coming to understand the way it functions as a defense against pain, although that pain is often invisible.

Empathizing with my clients’ pain is at the core of the work I do and the only way I can fully understand what drives their narcissistic behavior. In the pages ahead, I’ll describe many of those clients and what I learned from them. (Personal characteristics and the details of their lives have of course been changed to obscure their identities.) Though I haven’t actually met any of the public figures I’ll be discussing, I’ve tried to empathize with them all the same, finding a way into their pain by closely reading the work of excellent biographers such as Walter Isaacson and J. Randy Taraborrelli.

In the process, I’ve spent long hours trying to understand famous people whose behavior can be deeply offensive. With each of them, I’ve managed to find at least one moment in their lives when their suffering became clear to me. In the course of describing their often brutal behavior—the vindictive ways they treated people close to them and the hurt they deliberately inflicted—I’ve tried to keep that moment in mind.

Narcissists are notoriously lacking in empathy; if we simply judge them, heaping scorn and derision upon their offensive behavior, we have merely responded in kind. I invite you to join with me in my effort to feel empathy rather than to judge. Whether they show it or even realize it themselves, Extreme Narcissists are always in flight from pain. Try to remember this fact as you read ahead.

In a way, it may actually be easier for you to empathize with celebrity narcissists, strangers viewed from a safe distance, because you don’t have to interact with them. You don’t have to endure their hostility and contempt, or live in fear of retaliation for your unintended slight. The Extreme Narcissists you know personally present a much greater challenge, for despite your best efforts to protect yourself or to mollify their pride, you may find yourself a target. Some narcissists are merely self-absorbed and socially tone-deaf, but others are dangerous. Not only do they cause personal, professional, and financial havoc in your life, they often attack your self-esteem. The more influence they wield in your life, the greater their power to affect how you feel about yourself.

When the Extreme Narcissist you know behaves as if you are stupid, inferior, and contemptible, you will likely feel hurt or angry, and it may sound like a superhuman challenge to empathize with someone who is attacking you. An intellectual understanding may be all you can manage, but it’s what you need to strive for, rather than mounting a counterassault to protect yourself and give voice to your anger. As I’ll show, managing an Extreme Narcissist depends largely on mastering your own reactions to their behavior, your own defensive responses to their assaults on your self-esteem. A central theme of this book is that coping effectively with the narcissist you know often means coming to terms with your own narcissism.

In writing this book, I’ve avoided theory and technical jargon, striving instead for the everyday language of emotion—the way you and I talk about our feelings when we’re among friends. There are few references to the many important theorists who have written about narcissism and whose views have influenced my own, but readers who would like to know more about those theories will find a list of suggested readings at the end of the book. For an overview of the most important theories about narcissism and how they relate to one another, I particularly recommend Andrew Morrison’s excellent book on the subject.

But I don’t believe you need to master the intricacies of psychoanalytic theory in order to understand narcissism. At heart, Extreme Narcissists fear that they are frauds, that they will be exposed as small, ugly, defective, or without value. They constantly strive to come across as “winners” because they fear that they are actually “losers” instead. The ineluctable bond between would-be winners and the losers they despise lies at the heart of Extreme Narcissism.

And that is something I believe everyone can understand.
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“I HAVE MANY DIFFERENT FACES”

The Narcissistic Continuum

Sam’s earliest memories involve his parents’ epic fights—voices raised, plates flying, tears and recriminations that sometimes ended in physical violence. His father would accuse his mother of infidelity, while she railed about his emotional neglect. Not long after Sam turned six, his parents divorced. During the ensuing years, he rarely saw his father, who remarried and started a second family. In the meantime, a long string of men, his mother’s boyfriends, moved in and out of Sam’s life. Most of them had a hard time coping with the boy’s defiant, hostile attitude. A few of them felt provoked enough to beat him. His mother never remarried.

During middle school, Sam was fairly popular and an A student, though extremely intolerant of criticism. He frequently wound up in the principal’s office for overly aggressive behavior. Even back then, before the antibullying campaign had gathered steam, his persecution of the shy and the weak regularly brought reprimands. In high school, he directed his immense competitive energy into athletics and eventually became captain of the football team, despite clashes with his coach over his disrespect and “glory hogging.” The coach knew his star player needed a strong paternal hand to help him manage that tormented, angry drive of his, but Sam rebuffed him. “You’re not my dad!” he snarled on more than one occasion. Eventually Sam received an athletic scholarship to Stanford and was recruited by Exxon upon graduation.

As a rising corporate executive, Sam was a fierce competitor, relentless in his drive to succeed, cocky and self-confident in a way that some colleagues found charming, others abrasive. He had no close friends and viewed other people with suspicion: From his cynical perspective, everyone in life was “playing an angle.” When necessary, he could feign deference toward his superiors, concealing his contempt and the immense envy he felt for their wealth and power. Rising through the ranks, he demanded complete and uncritical loyalty from his own subordinates. If they complied, he generously rewarded them. But if a member of his team failed to live up to his expectations, Sam would cast that person aside without regret. Over time, he gathered around him a devoted group of hardworking men and women who both admired and feared him.

His personal life was marked by the same competitive drive, demands for loyalty, and abrupt dismissals of those who disappointed him. After a long string of one-night stands and short-term relationships, Sam fell headlong in love with Miranda, a top runway model, whom he adored with idealistic passion. Once married, she gave up her career at his insistence. He then built them a showplace pointedly larger than the homes owned by his fellow corporate officers. They began to collect art and build a wine cellar. Sam and Miranda hosted lavish parties and elegant dinners, over which he presided with a kind of dictatorial charm.

As Miranda aged, Sam’s passion for her gradually cooled. When she became pregnant and “lost her figure,” he made snide comments and started an affair with one of his subordinates. Sam and Miranda had two sons, whom he loved in an authentic but limited way, seeing them more as reflections upon himself than as truly separate people. As a parent, he was perfectionistic and demanding but only intermittently focused on his children’s activities. He forgot school plays and athletic events he had promised to attend. He made sure his boys went to the most expensive private schools but never attended a single parent-teacher conference.

Though not an introspective man, Sam occasionally had his dark moments when he felt alone and uncared for, surrounded by hungry mouths he had to feed, literally and figuratively, or besieged by up-and-coming competitors who wanted his job. The world sometimes struck him as a hostile place, beset with dangers. At those moments, an angry sort of self-pity could set in. If it weren’t for his power and money, would anyone give a damn what happened to him? Even his own mother, sunk deep into alcoholism by that time, was always hitting him up for another “loan.”

As he reached the pinnacle of his career, Sam traveled the world extensively on the corporate jet, usually in the company of one of his mistresses. Whenever Miranda or the children complained about his absence, he called them ungrateful for failing to appreciate the affluent lifestyle he afforded them. Miranda eventually filed for divorce. Incensed, Sam hired a lawyer known for his slash-and-burn tactics, who so relentlessly persecuted Miranda that she finally gave up, walking away from the marriage with very little. Sam spread vicious rumors about her within their social set, telling unfounded tales about her promiscuity and drug abuse. Using his wealth as a weapon, he attempted to lure their children away from Miranda, threatening to cut them off if they didn’t take his side.

*  *  *

Sam perfectly fits the profile for Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD), a favorite diagnosis regularly made by reporters, bloggers, and professional psychologists opining in the public sphere. While the label is sometimes used loosely, with commentators applying the term “narcissistic” to just about anyone deemed conceited or overly focused on garnering attention, the American Psychiatric Association (APA) actually has precise criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder that are codified in its “bible”—the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders (or the DSM).

So who qualifies as an “official” narcissist? According to the DSM, a person must demonstrate at least five of the following features to receive this diagnosis:

• A grandiose sense of self-importance—in other words, the individual exaggerates achievements and talents and expects to be recognized as superior without commensurate achievements

• A preoccupation with fantasies of unlimited success, power, brilliance, beauty, or ideal love

• A belief that he or she is special and unique and can only be understood by, or should associate with, other special or high-status people (or institutions)

• A need for excessive admiration

• A sense of entitlement—unreasonable expectations of especially favorable treatment or automatic compliance with his or her expectations

• Interpersonally exploitative behavior—someone who takes advantage of others to achieve his or her own ends

• A lack of empathy—a person who is unwilling to recognize or identify with the feelings and needs of others

• Envy of others or a belief that others are envious of him or her

• A demonstration of arrogant and haughty behaviors or attitudes

Going by this strict definition, Sam definitely meets the diagnostic criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder. He displays an obvious lack of empathy; he is preoccupied with enormous success and needs uncritical admiration; he’s arrogant, envious, and grandiose, and he ruthlessly exploits other people. In fact, Sam demonstrates more than five of the nine diagnostic criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder, which points unambiguously toward this diagnosis.

But you probably could have made this diagnosis yourself, just by reading his story. Sam’s case isn’t particularly nuanced, and though you may not know someone like Sam firsthand, you’ve probably seen similar behavior in the escapades of high-flying politicians, actors, or business titans. He’s a classic case of Narcissistic Personality Disorder.

But what about the other narcissists who are all around us? What about those people who fall short of the diagnostic criteria for NPD but aren’t simply vain or conceited?


NARCISSISM EXISTS ON A SPECTRUM

Since the first edition of the DSM was published in 1952, psychological thought and science has undergone several revolutions . . . and the book itself has undergone several revisions, too. In early editions, Freudian theory reigned supreme. Narcissistic tendencies were attributed to our early experiences with our mother or father, and the cure would be psychoanalysis, and lots of it.

But beginning around 1974, Freudian theory waned in influence and a more “scientific” orientation came to dominate the DSM. As the pendulum swung, the APA’s diagnosis manual began to adopt a disease model of mental illness, where psychological disorders are largely viewed as a medical condition, one that can be cured by a pill rather than by talk therapy. With its symptom checklist and elaborate numeric codes, the most recent edition (DSM5) strives to identify psychological conditions that are as discrete and circumscribed as any physical illness, such as glaucoma or asthma.

There are many positive effects of this shift—and viewing psychological problems as diseases rather than as moral failings has gone a long way to alleviate the stigma associated with mental illness. At the same time, the APA has taught us to view many disorders as the result of chemical imbalances or genetic defects, without exploring the meaning of their symptoms or their roots in personal history.

Low levels of serotonin in your brain are the cause of your depression, patients are told. This pill will take care of it.

This prevailing view of mental illness is not only misleading, it’s dangerous. It focuses on extreme cases that fit a clinical definition without providing guidance for how to spot and cope with lesser though often serious expressions of a disorder. Narcissism isn’t a disease that you can turn off or on with a pill. Remember that nine-point narcissism checklist from the DSM? Sam would be diagnosed with Narcissistic Personality Disorder because he met five of the nine criteria. What if he only met four of them? Or what if his ability to empathize were severely limited rather than entirely absent?

Some men and women barely reach the diagnostic threshold for NPD. Others fall just short. A great many other people more closely fit another diagnosis but at the same time seem quite narcissistic. These people could be just as troubled, and just as destructive to themselves and those around them . . . and it can be difficult to get them the help they need because they don’t fit some rigid definition in the DSM.

In fact, narcissism exists in many shades and degrees of severity along a continuum, as do many other high-profile medical and psychological conditions, like autism or bipolar disorder. In order to understand narcissism—to make sense of the narcissists we all know and to find ways of coping with them—we need to look beyond its strict definition in the DSM. To see people like Sam as afflicted with a disease sets them apart, as if they have nothing to do with our own emotional experience and are therefore incomprehensible. But as I’ll show in the pages ahead, the narcissistic features they display are actually the most extreme form of traits that show up across the spectrum of mental disorders, and more mildly in the general population.

In short, narcissism is a universal aspect of human psychology, existing along a continuum of possible expressions.

Although the APA sets forth nine potential criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder—as if they were distinct disease traits as well defined as the fatigue and shortness of breath that often characterize anemia—those nine features actually overlap and interconnect. From a psychological perspective, where symptoms have meaning, those nine actually boil down to two: an inflated sense of self-importance and a lack of empathy for other people; the remaining features are by-products that naturally follow from them.

A person with a grandiose sense of self would likely believe herself to be unique, part of a superior elite and destined for greatness. She would feel entitled to special treatment, coming across as arrogant or haughty, and expect others to admire her. Someone who lacks empathy would more readily exploit other people for personal gain, or envy them for the simple reason that they possess what she wants.

An inflated sense of self-importance and a lack of empathy for other people: As I’ll be discussing throughout this book, these two psychological traits lie at the heart of narcissism. They largely define Narcissistic Personality Disorder according to the APA, but they often show up in other psychological disorders as well. An inflated sense of self-importance characterizes mania and the manic phases of bi-polar disorder. “Ideas of reference” that show up in paranoia, and various psychotic disorders, organize the universe around the self; other people become two-dimensional enemies, characters in one’s personal drama, with no authentic interior life of their own. People who struggle with manic-depressive illness have little emotional room left over for other people.

In other words, many individuals who don’t meet the full diagnostic criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder are narcissists all the same—Extreme Narcissists, as I refer to them. And they are all around us, causing us damage, wreaking havoc in our lives. We’re ill equipped to cope with them. Often we don’t even spot them until it’s too late.

Consider the case of Naomi.


THE NARCISSIST NEXT DOOR

People who don’t know her well often describe Naomi in saintly terms. In addition to her work as a kindergarten teacher, she organizes fund-raising drives for breast cancer research and takes an active part in her congregation’s outreach to the underprivileged. At Christmas, she coordinates a gift-giving program with her local social services department, making sure that all children in foster care receive every item on their Christmas wish lists. Twice a month, she volunteers for the hot line sponsored by a shelter for battered women in her community.

“What this world needs,” acquaintances often tell her, “is more people like you.”

Naomi’s three adult children have a very different view of her. “Mother is difficult,” they often say. It’s hard to know in advance what will set her off, but certain subjects are clearly dangerous. They learned long ago never to contradict their mother when she vilifies her ex-husband, painting herself as a long-suffering martyr abandoned by a heartless philanderer who left in search of younger flesh. They never mention contacts with their father and lie point-blank if Naomi asks whether they’ve seen him. Melissa, the youngest, once made the mistake of showing off an expensive watch she received from him on her birthday. Naomi acted deeply wounded and turned chilly toward Melissa, launching small digs and snide remarks for weeks thereafter.

Naomi tends to play rotating favorites. Sometimes Molly is the good girl and her sister, Melissa, the problem; then they’ll switch roles following some unintended slight to Naomi’s self-regard. Their brother, Josh, the golden child, her pride and joy, seems largely immune from criticism. It helps that he’s a successful surgeon with a large home in the finest part of town. He buys his mother a new car every few years and occasionally sends her on a Mediterranean cruise. At work, Naomi goes on and on to her colleagues about her dutiful, generous, loving, successful, and wealthy son. How he dotes on her!

If the two sisters have lunch alone, or all three siblings get together without inviting Naomi, they know better than to mention it: She’d feel left out and jealous. “Once her children are grown,” Naomi often says in martyred tones, “a mother just doesn’t matter.” However, at full family gatherings, she still makes herself the center of attention. When Melissa or Josh asks about Molly’s job at the local public TV station, Naomi soon forces her way back into the spotlight with well-worn subject changers: “That reminds me of the time . . .” or “Speaking of such-and-such, did I ever tell you about . . .”

Whenever events take a turn for the worse in the lives of her children, Naomi can be lavish in her sympathy. Molly once contracted a staph infection while in the hospital for gallbladder surgery, and Naomi visited her every day, preparing casseroles for Molly’s family so “they wouldn’t starve.” When Melissa lost her job, Naomi stepped forward with financial support and a great deal of advice. But if good fortune should come their way, she offers rote congratulations and lapses into silence. The day Molly won an award for a documentary she produced at the station, Naomi took to bed with a mysterious ailment the doctors could never explain.

*  *  *

Naomi doesn’t meet the diagnostic criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder, though she does display an inflated sense of self-importance and limited empathy for the members of her family. She’s neither grandiose nor preoccupied by fantasies of unlimited success, power, beauty, et cetera. Although emotionally manipulative, she doesn’t actually exploit other people for personal gain. She’s neither arrogant nor haughty. Of the nine diagnostic criteria listed in the DSM, she demonstrates three or four at most.

And yet Naomi is undoubtedly an Extreme Narcissist. She may not be as blatantly narcissistic as Sam, but, psychologically speaking, these two people have a lot in common. And both are destructive forces in the lives of those around them. Extreme Narcissists are people whose inflated sense of self-importance and limited empathy bring pain and turmoil to their friends, family members, and acquaintances.

Odds are you don’t personally know people like Sam, though you might have seen their names in the headlines or heard about them on the news: politicians, athletes, or entertainers whose careers have dramatically collapsed before the public eye following some scandal—the Anthony Weiners, Eliot Spitzers, and Arnold Schwarzeneggers of the world. They dominate the realm of celebrity, where the personality traits expressed in Extreme Narcissism prove useful as they claw their way to the top.

Until recently, Narcissistic Personality Disorder was believed to show up in about 1 percent of the population, or one in a hundred people, most of them men, but the latest studies point to a much larger number. Many of them have learned to disguise their socially unacceptable traits in order to control the impression they make and to better manipulate people. On a casual level, they can appear quite charming, so unless you get to know them well, you might never realize you’re dealing with a diagnosable narcissist according to the DSM.

But as a character trait rather than a discrete diagnostic category, narcissism shows up not only in the other personality disorders but across the spectrum of psychological illness, affecting as much as 5 percent of the population, women as well as men. In all walks of life, we meet the Extreme Narcissist on a regular basis. It might be your boss or a colleague at work. Your sister-in-law. That new person you’re dating or a member of your social group.

Many people think better of themselves than they actually deserve—men and women with no obvious psychological disorder but whose personality and behavior make them seem narcissistic. Self-centered or preoccupied with their own image, they’re fairly insensitive to the feelings of other people, though not entirely lacking in empathy. They’re often envious or jealous people who easily take offense. They may dominate conversation at dinner parties or make themselves the center of attention in large groups. They show limited interest in others and don’t usually recognize when they’ve hurt someone’s feelings. Less obviously narcissistic than Sam or even Naomi, and far from meeting the criteria for NPD, they are Extreme Narcissists all the same, at least some of the time.

Extreme Narcissists are all around us. They hurt us. They stir up trouble in our relationships with other people. We’re ill equipped to handle them because we don’t understand what makes them behave in the destructive ways they do.

It helps to know that all of the Extreme Narcissists you’ll meet in the pages ahead are trying to feel good about themselves, to prove that they have value, but they often do so in ways that make it difficult to feel any compassion for them. Usually, we can’t see what drives their behavior, in particular the unconscious shame that shapes their personalities. The Extreme Narcissist is in flight from himself, and most of what he says and does is an effort to disprove what he unconsciously fears is true—that he is small, defective, and without value.

As the profiles throughout this book will make clear, narcissism exists along a continuum of possible expressions. Sam, who meets the criteria for NPD, stands at one end of that continuum. In the pages ahead, I’ll be discussing other men and women who resemble Sam, among them the well-known athletes, politicians, and entertainers whose narcissistic behavior has garnered headlines; but Extreme Narcissists like Naomi are the primary focus of this book—people closer to the middle of our continuum, who fall just short of meeting the criteria for a severe clinical diagnosis, many of them clients from my practice or people they have known.

Before concluding this chapter, however, I’d like to introduce you to one more narcissist.

Me.

THE NARCISSIST IN THE MIRROR

Let me tell you a story about my own narcissistic behavior one day at my piano lesson.

I’d been studying with my teacher, Pei Fen, for more than four years at that point. My oldest son, William, had studied with her for two years before that, so we’d known each other for six or seven years. She’s a friend, as well as my teacher: In addition to the playing and instruction that goes on during our lessons, we also talk about our personal lives. Following her annual break during July and August that year, I went to my first lesson with a lot to tell her about my own difficult summer.

In addition to a highly stressful trip to Chicago for William’s graduation from college, I also had to cope with an unexpected and upsetting family crisis. The weather had been lousy all summer, and too many houseguests had come to visit, stretching my emotional resources as gracious host, though they were all loved and welcome. I was also worried about Will’s depressed state of mind following graduation. Because Pei Fen had known him since he was fifteen years old, I told her all about his graduation and my concerns. I talked about the bad weather and the parade of houseguests and my family emergency. I went on at length. I didn’t realize it beforehand, but I think I’d been looking forward to sharing my experience with her, unburdening myself in a way.

We eventually turned to the music, and I was about halfway through the opening theme in my Chopin piece when I realized with a feeling of shame that I hadn’t asked Pei Fen a single question about her summer. I’d been so immersed in my own concerns, so wrapped up in my personal universe, where I was of paramount importance, that I briefly lost sight of Pei Fen as a separate person and not merely a friendly ear. I stopped playing and told her, “I was so self-absorbed that I didn’t even ask about you.” It turns out she’d had a serious wrist injury early in July, which meant the cancellation of her summer concerts in Europe, and she was deeply anxious about her upcoming visit to an eminent surgeon.

My point in telling this somewhat embarrassing story is that at times, we are all narcissistic. Whenever we’re deeply stressed, emotionally thin, or overwhelmed by need, other people may temporarily drop off our emotional radar. If we’re caught up in pursuing some goal that matters deeply to us, we might lose touch with the empathy we normally feel. And when our pride receives a blow, we may try to shore up our self-image in ways not so different from the defensive strategies used by the Extreme Narcissists described in the pages ahead.

I have no doubt that you, too, are an occasional narcissist, just like me.

In the coming chapters, I’ll explore narcissism in many forms, all along the continuum, from clients in my practice to more visible, well-known celebrities and the Extreme Narcissism they display—the bullying narcissism of Lance Armstrong, for example, or the self-righteous narcissism of Donald Trump. But first, we’ll take a look at narcissistic injury—the occasional blow to our self-esteem that we all experience from time to time—and what it reveals about the inner world of the Extreme Narcissists you may know. I believe that understanding our own narcissistic tendencies is the best place to begin an exploration of the more pathological forms of narcissism.
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“I’M EASILY WOUNDED”

Self-Esteem and Narcissistic Injury

While Extreme Narcissists often appear to have high self-esteem, their grandiose self-image usually inflates their assets (or invents them whole cloth) and denies the reality of their deficits. In actual fact, the exaggerated self-esteem demonstrated by the Extreme Narcissist embodies a kind of lie; it reflects an ongoing effort of self-deception that is meant to deceive everyone else at the same time. Extreme Narcissists may sometimes appear indifferent to the opinions of other people, but in fact they always care deeply about how they are seen.

Because human beings are social animals, we develop our sense of self and self-worth within a social context, in relation to others. I may build self-respect by living up to my own standards and ideals, but I also need the important people in my life (my significant others, my colleagues and employers, my teachers) to respect me. If they do, that experience contributes to and supports my sense of self-worth. When they criticize me, even if I have a fairly robust sense of self, it may very well hurt. As a social animal, I naturally crave the approbation of the other members of my “pack,” and to receive their disapproval instead would wound me, shaking my sense of self-worth . . . at least for a time.

In the language of my profession, these blows to one’s self-esteem are referred to as narcissistic injuries. While psychoanalysts and psychologists usually discuss narcissistic injury in the context of mental disorders, it’s actually a universal aspect of everyday life: On a regular basis (and more often than you might imagine), each of us must deal with challenges to our self-esteem in the form of disapproval, slights, and rejection.

Your English professor gives you a C on that paper you felt so good about.

Somebody else gets the job you thought you were perfect for.

After your first date (which you thought amazing), the other person won’t return your calls.

On occasion, we all go through these types of experiences. If only for a brief time, they may challenge your sense of personal worth and make you question the view you hold of yourself.

Maybe I’m not as smart and insightful as I thought.

Maybe I’m not as highly skilled as I like to believe.

Maybe I’m not such a great catch after all.

You don’t necessarily voice such doubts to yourself in exactly this way, but you will feel them. Your face might go hot with chagrin, the world might suddenly seem a darker and less hospitable place. You might feel humiliated or grow downcast and depressed. We have all felt this way at one time or another.

Narcissistic injuries are inevitable, and different people respond to them in a variety of ways. Individuals with especially low self-esteem may isolate themselves and withdraw from contact, unable to show their face. Others find ways to ward off the pain by invalidating the source of it.

Professor X has never liked me, not from day one.

I didn’t get that job because I’m overqualified.

Now that I think about it, our date wasn’t really all that special.

In essence, these defensive maneuvers are lies we tell ourselves to ward off the truth and shore up our self-esteem. Often, they’re temporary measures that soften the blow, and we’ll eventually face the truth once the pain has eased. Some people are unable to tolerate the smallest blow to their self-esteem and will never back down from defensiveness. As we shall see, Extreme Narcissists find such blows to their fragile sense of self-worth to be so unbearably painful that they are constantly on guard against them, even before they occur.

But we all must face these challenges to our self-esteem. They’re inevitable.

To illustrate the everyday nature of narcissistic injury and our reactions to it, I’d like to describe one particularly awful day in the life of Natalie, a young woman in her midtwenties who works as a legal assistant at a midsized law firm in Atlanta.

“IT’S JUST NOT FAIR”

Natalie wakes up in a bad mood because she has once again slept through her alarm clock and is going to be late for work. She has a vague recollection of hitting the snooze button more than once . . . she probably should’ve gotten to bed earlier, instead of watching those two episodes of Homeland on Netflix. Natalie takes a quick shower, wolfs down a protein bar, and is about to leave the apartment when she spots a note from her roommate, Selena, on the kitchen counter. Selena is an assistant producer for one of the morning programs on CNN and usually starts work before dawn.

“Hey Natalie,” the note reads. “Just a quick reminder that it was your turn to clean the bathroom this week.” Natalie feels irritated by the row of smiley faces that Selena has placed above her signature. “Neat freak,” she says aloud, on her way out the door.

Climbing into her car, Natalie recalls with a smile that she and Brian have a date scheduled for that night. They’ve been going out for only a couple of months, but she feels it’s starting to get serious. Brian is an attractive guy with an offbeat sense of humor and a great job at Ernst & Young. They have a lot of interests in common. She has lately begun to wonder if he might turn out to be marriage material.

Because she didn’t leave home early enough, Natalie has run into the worst of the commuter traffic on the interstate and arrives at work even later than usual. She always makes up the missed time at the end of the day (plus, her bosses, Dan and Matthew, usually roll in much later than she does), but she still feels bad that she can’t get to work on time, despite repeated resolutions to do better. Nina, the receptionist, smiles and says, “Forty-five minutes—now that must be a record!” Feeling hot and irritable, Natalie shoots back, “There was an accident on I-75—it’s not my fault!” Even though she knows this is a lie, she feels justified in her self-defense.

Settling down at the computer, she pulls up her calendar and notes that her annual performance review with Barbara, the head of personnel, is scheduled for eleven. She’d forgotten all about it. With so much work in her in-box, the morning passes quickly. Natalie is a little nervous about the impending performance review but mostly she’s looking forward to a raise. She’s been with the firm for two years now and hasn’t had a raise since starting. Of course there have been some “glitches” in her work product—nobody’s perfect—but all in all, she’s done a pretty good job. She deserves a raise.

Barbara calls Natalie into her office at 11:00 on the dot. She’s extremely punctual, almost to a fault, and a stickler for details. She gives Natalie one of those big phony smiles that are her trademark and launches into the review, handing a single sheet of paper across the desk so that Natalie will have her own copy of the evaluation.

As she runs her eyes down the column, Natalie sees a fairly straight line of number 3s—Satisfactory. She also Needs Improvement in a couple of areas: “Punctuality” and “Attention to Detail.” Overall, her performance has received a 3, but there’s a short minus sign after the number. Natalie feels the heat in her face and scalp; tears fill her eyes, and she fights them back. For one moment, she has the panicky urge to go running. She keeps her eyes downcast because she finds it hard, almost painful, to meet Barbara’s gaze.

“The lateness isn’t a major concern,” Barbara says, “not in and of itself. As you know, we’re fairly casual around here and we all appreciate that you’re so careful to make up any time you miss.” When Natalie looks up, Barbara is smiling at her with sympathy. The fact that she can sense Barbara trying to be gentle only makes her feel worse.

“We’re more concerned about the number of unnecessary mistakes in your work product. Both Dan and Matthew feel you tend to rush through things. Maybe it’s because you’re so often late and playing catch-up, but we’d all like you to slow down and double-check your work from now on.” A memory springs suddenly to mind: last week, the call from the messenger service down at court because she’d forgotten to include a check for the filing fee along with the Davis complaint. She’d come in late that day, too, and had felt frazzled all morning.

Back at her own desk, Natalie has a hard time focusing. Barbara’s words from the performance review keep intruding into her thoughts, disrupting her concentration. She tries to remember whether she told Selena or Brian about the upcoming performance review. Maybe she won’t have to say a word about it to either one of them. As the after-noon wears on, Natalie wonders whether she should start looking for a new job, a better job with a higher salary. Law firms are so stuffy, lawyers so boring. This hasn’t turned out to be the exciting place she imagined when she started. Maybe Selena can help her get a job in television. She’d probably do better surrounded by more creative types.

Near quitting time, Natalie decides to cancel her date with Brian. Given her dark mood, she’d probably make poor company. She might start crying. If Brian were to ask her why, she couldn’t avoid telling him about the performance review, and she’s afraid he might think she’s a “loser.” Right now, all she wants is to go home, curl up in bed with a pint of Häagen Dazs, and watch the final few episodes of Homeland. She reaches for her cell phone and sees that Brian called earlier in the day, during her meeting with Barbara, and has left a message. Her heartbeat speeds up a little at the sound of his voice.

“Hey Natalie, it’s me, Brian. Calling about tonight. Listen, I’m not going to be able to make it. Actually . . . God, I really don’t want to do this over voicemail. Call me back when you can—we need to talk.”
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