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Dedication

To my mother,
whose last words before an unexpected death were,
“I have to learn how to assert myself.”
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INTRODUCTION

There is a group of unsung victims whose number is very great. They often do not seek the help they need because they do not recognize that they suffer from a problem for which there is a solution. These are the children of narcissistic parents. I know their plight from the inside since I am one of them.

A friend asked me, “What are narcissists? Aren’t they people who think themselves special?” The answer to this is yes and no. All healthy people regard themselves as special, unique beings capable of achievement and worthy of love, and it is no coincidence that this is exactly the way their parents saw them during their formative years. People who are relatively free of narcissistic traits (most of us have some) do not attempt to place themselves above others. They are unconcerned with such comparisons. They stay in touch with their feelings and try to do their personal best. Their standards are internal and realistic since they have a good idea of who they are and what they can accomplish (such objectivity is not insignificant). They are not free of idealistic wishes and dreams.

Narcissists are wholly different. They unconsciously deny an unstated and intolerably poor self-image through inflation. They turn themselves into glittering figures of immense grandeur surrounded by psychologically impenetrable walls. The goal of this self-deception is to be impervious to greatly feared external criticism and to their own roiling sea of doubts.

This figure of paradox needs to be regarded as perfect by all. To achieve this, he or she constructs an elaborate persona (a social mask which is presented to the world). The persona needs an appreciative audience to applaud it. If enough people do so, the narcissist is relieved that no one can see through his disguise. The persona is a defensive schema to hide behind, like the false-front stores on a Western movie set. When you peer behind the propped-up wall, you find … nothing. Similarly, behind the grandiose parading, the narcissist feels empty and devoid of value.

Because his life is organized to deny negative feelings about himself and to maintain an illusion of superiority, the narcissist’s family is forcibly conscripted into supporting roles. They have no other option if they wish to get along with him. His mate must be admiring and submissive to keep the marriage going and his children will automatically mold themselves into any image that is projected upon them.

Here the tragedy begins. A narcissist cannot see his children as they are but only as his unconscious needs dictate. He does not question why his children are incredibly wonderful (better than anyone else’s) or intolerably horrible (the worst in all respects) or why his view of them ricochets from one extreme to another with no middle ground. It is what they are.

When he is idealizing them, he sees their talents as mythic, an inflation that indicates they are being used as an extension of his grandiose self. When he hates them and finds their characteristics unacceptable, he is projecting hated parts of himself onto them. Whether idealizing or denigrating, he is entirely unaware that what he sees is a projection and that his views are laying a horrible burden on his child.

It is uncanny to observe how early the process of projection begins. Before the child is conceived, roles are already assigned in the narcissist’s mind to the flesh of his flesh. The expected characteristics are confirmed by subtle actions of the fetus in the womb, and when the baby arrives the parent starts ratifying his projections through his interactions with the child.

For example, a narcissistic father was able to stop experiencing feelings of weakness as his own by finding them in the personality of his four-week-old daughter. He never questioned the validity of his perceptions. Such thoughts would occasionally reappear, only to be pushed aside and defended against by focusing on others’ flaws, including those of his child. He buttressed his argument by judging her physical movements feeble and low in energy as well. Clearly, she was “biologically inferior.” The baby’s characterization stuck and her fate was sealed.

The mother duplicated her mate’s view, unconsciously suppressing doubts and contradictory perceptions. Her thinking was influenced by the fact that her husband could only accept her when she agreed with him. She was in love with him at the time and very much wanted to please. It is worth noting that a person who marries a narcissist often does so to augment low self-esteem by amalgamating his or her ego with that of one who radiates greatness. They are excessively threatened by their mate’s potential rejection and will readily give the required responses.

This child grew up according to parental blueprint. She became an overly compliant person, often turning to her narcissistic father to make her decisions. She took up her mother’s profession and her mother’s submissive role as the appropriate way to express femaleness and to relate to men. In doing so, she assumed the role that her narcissistic father could accept in a woman.

One hallmark of the child of a narcissist is that these children tend to take values wholesale from the parent rather than tailor them to fit their own personalities. Narcissists appreciate carbon-copy children, since any change or difference from their prototype is experienced as a criticism.

The young woman became the “perfect” daughter, obediently expressing her parents’ nouveau riche values. She played tennis, took sailing lessons, spoke French, and summered in Europe. She was not outstanding in any of her acquired skills, probably because her participation lacked passion. Her whole self was not involved in anything she did. She was upset that no great talent ever emerged from her efforts. She was somewhat overweight although attractive, but rarely dated. None of the young men she encountered could measure up to her dad.

Still, she was remarkably agreeable, always smiling and nodding, suspiciously free of malice. In fact, she was rather boring. Inexplicably, this paragon of pleasantness came to be troubled by mounting feelings of rage. She was confused. Why should she be angry if all was so perfect in her world? She had never perceived anything damaging in the pressures placed upon her to become a polished showpiece. Such thoughts were taboo.

Her rage became uncontrollable. It took the form of world destruction fears in which everything was going to be blown up in a nuclear holocaust. This obsession reflected a projection of her repressed explosive feelings. Fortunately, these fears drove her into therapy. Her parents found it upsetting to accept that she needed help since this reflected upon their adequacy as parents. Their daughter had to be on the brink of insanity before she or anyone else in the family could admit that something wasn’t right.

The offspring of narcissists grow up fulfilling their assigned roles. They may sense that they are in a state of falsehood, but do not know what to do about feelings of nonauthenticity. They try all the harder to become what they are supposed to be, as if their feelings of uneasiness come from an improper realization of their role. If their parents see them as miserably deficient, from the shape of their bodies to the power of their minds, that is what they become. If they were portrayed to themselves as great muckamucks, especially if they have innate ability to fulfill a powerful role, they become the movers and shakers of society.

At heart, children of narcissists, raised up or cast down by the ever-evaluating parent, feel themselves to be less than nothing because they must “be” something to earn their parents’ love. Conditional love offers no support for the inner self. It creates people who have no personal sense of substance or worth. Nourished on conditional love, children of narcissists become conditional. They find themselves unreal.

The stories in this book concern the struggles of children of narcissists to free themselves from the web of their parents’ distortions. Here we see the psychological reefs on which our lifeboats may be wrecked, not the least of which is our own unhappy narcissism acquired through identification with the powerful parent.

The people in these anecdotes often feel hopeless and paralyzed. Sometimes they break through to a sense of their true selves. Then they know freedom and joy. The journey is a rough one for all who undertake it. It is also the only trip worth taking.

You who recognize your story on these pages can take hope from the experience of the others, that it is possible to undo the illusions under which we were raised. Let us all work to rid ourselves of falsely imposed images in order to find our true identities.


1
HOW TO RECOGNIZE A NARCISSIST AND NARCISSISM

It has been said that narcissism is a common condition of modern society, that in the past there were narcissists but never in such profusion. Louis XIV, when he uttered his famous comment, “L’état, c’est moi” (I am the state) was expressing the quintessential narcissistic viewpoint of monomaniacal self-centeredness. The French Revolution was set off by his feelings of narcissistic entitlement. Louis’s ego was so inflated that he felt it represented the needs of all France. If Louis ate, France should feel satisfied. Marie Antoinette offered her own narcissistic reaction to the starving masses begging for bread when she uttered her insouciant cry, “Let them eat cake.” Since her belly was filled, their request for mere subsistence seemed ridiculous. These two comments are like bookends of similar design. They imply, “My needs are all; nothing and no one else counts.”

A narcissist is interested only in what reflects on her. All she does or experiences is seen as a reflection of self. The name of this psychological aberration is derived from the ancient Greek myth of Narcissus, a beautiful young man beloved of the nymphs. The nymph Echo fell in love with Narcissus’s beauty but he paid no attention to her increasingly mournful cries. To the gods looking down upon the play of men, unrequited love was a crime. They punished Narcissus in appropriate symbolic form by causing him to fall in love with his own reflection, ever reaching out to embrace an illusion.

Each time Narcissus reached for his adored image mirrored in a pool of still water, it would dissolve into numberless ripples. The narcissist, who is constantly trying to repair her injured self-esteem by adorning and admiring her gilded self, is also haunted by the terror of psychological fragmentation should she become aware that this self is not all she claims it to be.

The narcissistic character disorder is described in the DSM-III (The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) as having the following characteristics: an inflated sense of self-importance; fantasies of unlimited success, fame, power, beauty, and perfect love (uncritical adoration); exhibitionism (a need to be looked at and admired); a tendency to feel rage with little objective cause; a readiness to treat people with cool indifference as punishment for hurtful treatment or as an indication of the fact they have no current use for the person; a tendency toward severe feelings of inferiority, shame, and emptiness; a sense of entitlement accompanied by the tendency to exploit; a tendency to overidealize or devalue people based largely on a narrow focus; an inability to empathize.

This list is extensive but not all-inclusive. We are said to live in the age of narcissism. Few of us are entirely free of its traits. It is in our label, “the Me Generation,” and shows up in popular expressions such as “What’s in it for me?” and “taking care of number one.” Those who are philosophically inclined might ask which comes first, the narcissism of the individual or that of the society in which he is formed. There probably is a point at which the ills and emphases of a society and the neuroses of individuals living within it feed into a common stream.

If society worships such external things as how you appear to others, your status, power, and money, a person may acquire the belief that what she keeps inside, her emotions and the deeds that only she knows about, do not count. Yet the only real and lasting sense of self-worth that a person can have is the feeling of and for her essential self, the sense of being real, of doing what possibly she alone thinks appropriate. Having an appreciation of the subjective intangible is what we mean when we say that someone has “character,” a rare trait today.

Applying the values of an externalized society to one’s self causes narcissistic wounding. We use the word narcissistic to show that it is self-love that is harmed. When self-love depends on externals, on others’ opinions of what you are and do, the self is betrayed. A woman who possesses great natural beauty was described by her boastful mother in front of company as “beautiful as a movie star.” When she heard these words, the daughter cringed in shame, feeling herself to be worthless because she was only valued for her surface.

A healthy self has nothing to do with stardom. Psychological health comes from acceptance starting in early infancy of all that you are, good and bad, dirty and clean, naughty and nice, smart and stupid. In the adult, health is manifested by an accord between ideals and actions, by the ability to appreciate yourself for what you attempt to do as well as for what succeeds. It means recognizing that although you are not perfect you are still worthy of love.

In high school, coaches attempt to strengthen character by telling their charges to do their best and to ignore whether the outcome is win or lose. Our externalized society is so addicted to winning that such advice is but a weak antidote to the pressure placed on youngsters by hysterical parents, idealizing students, and the school board, all of whose egos need a win to contradict a basically shaky self-image.

To grow up to be a whole person, infants, toddlers, and children in their formative stages need the experience of genuine acceptance; they have to know that they are truly seen and yet are perfect and lovable in their parents’ eyes; they need to stumble and sometimes fall and to be greeted by a father’s or mother’s commiserating smile. Through parental acceptance, children learn that their “is-ness,” their essential selves, merit love. Self-love is learned through identification. Positive self-regard is the opposite of what the narcissist knows. He is “in love” with himself precisely because he cannot love himself.

As a child, the narcissist-to-be found his essential self rejected by his narcissistic parent. The wounds of the parent are a template for the wounding of the child. Each narcissistic parent in each generation repeats the crime that was perpetrated against him. The crime is non-acceptance. The narcissist is more demanding and deforming of the child he identifies with more strongly, although all his children are pulled into his web of subjectivity. How can he accept offspring who are the product of his own unconsciously despised self? His attitude is a variant of the Groucho Marx Syndrome, “I would not join any club that would have me as its member,” here transposed into “I would not love any child that would have me as its parent.” The child has rejection as its birthright.

The child who will eventually turn into a full-scale narcissist most often had a narcissistic mother. The reason why the maternal narcissist is more often likely to turn her child into a fellow narcissist is because the mother most often provides the predominant care that defines the baby’s early world. If the father is narcissistic and the mother is not, the father’s traumatic impact is attenuated at the time when the child is establishing a sense of self.

The narcissist-to-be turns away from a world he perceives as devoid of nurturance and love (since a mother’s care gives the child its first version of the world). He withdraws into grandiose fantasies to shield himself from profound feelings of unworthiness caused by the fact that his mother does not really love him. Grandiosity permits him to believe that he is complete and perfect unto himself, thus shielding him from his secret sense that he is a ravening beast, ready to murder others in order to eat and survive. The food of this beast is admiration.

The narcissistic mother, caretaker of the child’s earliest years, is grandiose, chronically cold but overprotective. She invades her child’s autonomy and manipulates him to conform to her wishes. She rejects all about him that she finds objectionable, putting him in the anxiety-ridden position of losing her affection if he expresses dissatisfaction. She responds to his baby rages and fussing with anxiety, anger, or withdrawal. He becomes unable to cope with the ugly feelings that threaten to erupt and destroy the bond between him and his mother, the bond he depends on for survival.

His mother’s grandiosity models a way out of his dilemma. She places him on a common throne, sharing the rarefied air of her greatness. By appropriating and embellishing the aura of specialness in which she has enveloped him he can create a grandiose fantasy about himself to escape to. This fantasy eventually crystallizes into a psychic structure we call the grandiose self. A new narcissist is born.

For all his air of self-sufficiency, the narcissist is full of interpersonal needs. He is more needy than most people who feel they have something good inside of them. If he is to survive, he must find a way to get his needs met without acknowledging the independent existence of the person off whom he wants to feed. To admit that a person is necessary to him gets him in touch with feelings of deficiency, which plummet him into intolerable emptiness, jealousy, and rage. To avoid this experience, he inhabits a one-person world. Either he exists and other people are extinguished or vice versa. In his mind, he is center stage and other people are mere shadows beyond the proscenium. This solution creates a new conundrum: “How can I get fed without acknowledging the feeder?” The solution is to dissect people and to turn them partially into objects, to make them inanimate. A person comes to represent a need-fulfilling function or an organ like a breast, vagina, or penis. There is no overall person to consider.

It is like living life in an automat in which various emotional foods are displayed behind little glass windows, with one crucial difference. In this automat the customer does not have to pay. He is entitled to eat. He remains aloof from people in his automat world. Since he is not psychotic and totally out of touch with reality, he is occasionally forced to recognize the presence of a benefactor. The emotional incursion of such an idea is warded off by demeaning the gift or the person who has given it. If a gift is unworthy he doesn’t have to feel gratitude. Not to say that he does not at times proffer thanks. A narcissist can be quite charming when he wishes to impress, but his words are not deeply felt.

He usually does not see the need to go to such lengths with his family. They belong to him and are supposed to cater to his needs. His children are particularly crushed by his lack of recognition for their attempts at pleasing him since he is the main figure in their world. Adding insult to injury, they can always count on his criticism when what is offered falls below his standards.

Despite his bubble of grandiosity, the narcissist is remarkably thin-skinned, forever taking offense and feeling mistreated, especially when people appear to have eliminated the extras in their response to him. Less than special immediately implies that someone may be thinking the emperor is naked, precisely what he fears. He is enraged whenever the aching corns of his insecurities are stepped on.

He is wounded when the child he deems special fails to live up to expectations, reacting with a rage one might have for a limb that has failed to provide support. His children and his mate learn how to soothe him by propping up his grandiosity, and the special child learns not to let him down.

A narcissist tends to have transient social relationships since few wish to abide by her rules. She has quick enthusiasms, business associates but few friends. Her closest are other narcissists who keep a comfortable distance while exchanging gestures of mutual admiration. Neither makes emotional demands on the other.

In a mate, if she does not choose a fellow narcissist, she will cohabit with a person who feels inadequate and who needs to hide in a relationship. This suits her well since she doesn’t want to recognize the existence of another being. Often, her mate is the child of a narcissist, already indoctrinated to regard exploitation and disregard as love. Others lured by the narcissistic aura are those in whom healthy childhood exhibitionism has been repressed. The period of healthy exhibitionism finds the little boy showing off his muscles to Mom, who is supposed to be properly impressed, and finds the little girl flouncing her new dress before Dad to court his admiration. If the parent puts the child to shame for showing off, the need for attention gets repressed into the unconscious. Repression means that the need is not satisfied and continues to press for expression in the adult without her being aware of it. The repressed adult may select an exhibitionistic mate to achieve vicarious satisfaction.

It should be understood that the narcissistic personality represents a serious malfunction, something that might be labeled an illness under the medical model. Since the medical model does not really describe human personality, a better measure of narcissistic tendencies might be the degree to which the individual is able to be truly productive and loving. A narcissist may be productive professionally but often is held back by his or her fear of being less than perfect. Such a concern can truncate creativity and certainly undermine relationships.

The grandiose narcissist in her automat world may not feel the emptiness of her life, although her narcissistic traits cause suffering in all those with whom she has intimate contact. She only comes to recognize that something is wrong (not necessarily with herself) when the environment no longer supports her grand illusions and she fails to live up to expectations of greatness. At this time she may become depressed and seek psychotherapy to relieve the pain.

The narcissist who hopes to change through analytic psychotherapy will find that treatment is not easy. The process must be arduous because it requires that she admit to human failings; that she recognize the need for other people, who have the choice to give or not to give (you cannot commandeer love). It means once more experiencing the feelings of being a helpless and manipulated child who sustained considerable damage at the hands of unloving parents. She will have to see the emptiness of a life compulsively controlled by the need for admiration and ostentatious achievement. The outcome of her struggle to uncover an authentic self will be the ability to lead an ordinary life, one with real joys and sorrows, not the fictitious pleasures of a mirrored image.


2
WHO IS THE ADULT CHILD OF A NARCISSIST?

Not all children of narcissists are identical but most share from a pool of common traits. The extent to which they manifest problems specific to having a narcissistic parent depends upon the degree of severity of the parent’s narcissism and the presence or absence of ameliorating influences in the child’s life. These would include loving grandparents who are frequently around, interested teachers or other adults who can understand the child’s plight.

Unfortunately, one reason a narcissistic home can be so destructive is that narcissists tend to be very insular, having only a few close friends who are also narcissists, equally insensitive to the needs and feelings of children. Others drawn to a narcissist are themselves children of narcissists, too mesmerized by the replay of their early childhood relationship to take an autonomous position with regard to her children.

Nor would she allow it. The narcissist rules the emotional atmosphere of her home. She establishes an airtight reality from which her children have little chance of escaping. Those children whose parents separate can fare better if they live with the nonnarcissistic or less narcissistic parent. This often does happen, as the narcissist rarely wants the nuts-and-bolts responsibility of rearing her children.

She wants to be there on special occasions when she can make a showy gesture. She will bring a present, rent a sailboat, tell remarkable stories about her accomplishments and turn herself into a heroine. Against this display, the daily ministrations of the other parent fade into obscurity. Often, it is only as an adult, or when the grown child becomes a parent himself, that the contribution and loving spirit of the nonnarcissistic parent is recognized.

A child living in a home separate from the narcissistic parent is only occasionally bathed in the icy sea of his or her parent’s peculiar world view. Even so, the narcissistic parent, who is loved, needed, and identified with by her child, must have a profound effect.

The peculiar view espoused by the narcissistic parent is that her child as an independent being does not count. Here are two examples of how narcissistic parents could not relate to the real needs of their children.

A young woman just out of college, living on an extremely limited budget, asked her socialite mother for a vacuum cleaner for her birthday. Her mother agreed. When the date arrived, her daughter received an expensive gift certificate to a fancy hair salon for “the works.” Wild with frustration (and able to express her feelings after several years of therapy), she asked why she hadn’t been given the gift that was promised. Her mother answered in the aggrieved tone of one who has been unfairly attacked. “But that’s what I thought you needed, dear.” It was impossible for the mother to understand why her gift was not altogether loving. The mother had given her daughter the gift that she herself would have wanted.

In the second example, a narcissistic mother again pleased only herself, being unable to appreciate the age-appropriate interests of her children. She took her two youngsters to Paris, where she cooped them up all day in a hotel room while she went on a buying spree in the fabric houses. She returned in the late afternoon, to find two bored and angry children who demanded gifts for having been good. She felt unjustly attacked by the “little ingrates.” Had she not brought them to this wonderful city of charm and culture which she had been out enjoying all day? They should have been able to appreciate it through her own experience, apparently through osmosis.

Osmotic expectations are extremely common in narcissists since they do not recognize the psychological boundaries between themselves and their children. The children should be as happy as they or, on other occasions, as miserable. If the child is happy when the parent is sad, it is taken as a sign of disloyalty and insensitivity.

The mother on her buying spree felt that her children should have been overjoyed knowing that their backsides would soon rest on wonderful Parisian upholstery fabric. How could they be so unappreciative of all the efforts she had made on their behalf!

The child of a narcissist is never seen as she truly is. Even before birth, the parent has attributed characteristics to the child which jibe with the fulminating needs of his unconscious. After birth, the child is maimed by endless attempts to improve her. She is found intrinsically unlovable and defective because she is born of a parent who feels horribly insufficient (although he can’t admit it) and who unconsciously puts this label not on himself but on his child. The child can be attacked and corrected without the parent recognizing that he himself is the target.

The pressure from a narcissist to conform to expectations is like the water in which a fish swims, so relentless and uniform that the child is hardly aware of it. Struggles are infrequent while the process of shaping is going on. Of course, there are moments when the child feels mentally assaulted and may fight or cry, but even then she also feels bad, wrong, and confused. She feels what the parent indicates she should feel, since her shortcomings are a shameful disappointment to the parent. To be included under the parent’s umbrella of grandiosity, the child must exhibit pure excellence in whatever the parent deems important. Otherwise she is pushed out.

Proper teaching involves the concept of improving functioning, something external to the self, not improving the inner person, which must be seen as intrinsically acceptable. Identification of the inner child with the behavior or the product of her behavior damages her self-esteem. She comes to believe that even if she does succeed she is merely gold over shit, the facade of beauty over true ugliness. The “successful” child of a narcissist feels like a fake since the true self is identified with failure.

Children of narcissists emerge from this crucible with a common and most serious problem. They feel that they do not have the right to exist. Their selves have been twisted out of their natural shape since any movement toward independence is treated as a betrayal and something that can cause the parent irreparable harm.

The narcissistic parent’s philosophy of rationalized self-interest prevents the child from understanding why he feels guilty about having autonomous motives. The narcissistic parent’s principle, “You don’t count,” means the child’s effort to be seen as an individual is worthy of consideration, if only for trying to understand that her problems are felt by the parent to be an act of treason. The child’s move toward autonomy is greeted by the parent’s pain, resentment, and anger, from which the child learns that becoming a separate person is wrong.

A narcissist attempts to define his children’s reality. He tells them what they are feeling and thinking, in contradiction to what they really do feel and think. For example, a father responded to his child who had just exclaimed, “I hate Grandma” (the narcissist’s cold and narcissistic mother) by saying “You don’t hate Grandma. Only a bad child could hate such a wonderful Grandma. You love Grandma.” This statement created vast conflict and confusion in the child’s mind. The child was experiencing what is known in the vernacular as “mind fucking.” He was being trained to distrust the reality of his thoughts and to allow others to think for him.

Because the narcissistic parent contradicts his child’s perception of his own feelings and thoughts, the child grows up confused and tries to establish relationships with people who think for him as a continuation of his childhood experiences.

The narcissistic press for symbiotic unity requires that the perceptions of the child and parent be identical. In the example given above, the parent is attempting to keep away his own feelings of rage toward his mother.

Since the child is the carrier of the narcissistic parent’s perceived but rejected imperfections and grandiose fantasies, his self-image is disturbingly contradictory. He is a miserable failure who will never accomplish anything and must live his life in the shadows. He also is capable of total perfection and glory. His contradictory views of himself reflect the outer shell and the inner core of the narcissistic parent’s self-view.

Whatever the parent feels is his or her problem is transplanted into the child. A narcissistic woman needs to be the most beautiful of all but fears that she is ugly. When this parent thinks that she lacks any other value, her child will be seen as an ugly failure and subjected to an endless campaign of reform to obtain some worth.

A narcissistic man obsessed with intelligence wants to be thought a genius, while secretly fearing he is an idiot. He sees idiocy in his child and persecutes the child into pretending to be a genius to cover up his idiocy. The entire problem has been transplanted. Ironically, the child may be extremely bright but can’t fully use that intelligence nor take credit for it because he believes that he is only an idiot acting like a genius.

A child’s sense of self-worth is damaged by false labeling. The more exaggerated his personal label, the less he feels his intrinsic worth. Like olives in a jar, he is summed up and his qualities exaggerated with little regard for the truth. With olives, the word great is used to designate very small fruit. The more a person’s worth is exaggerated the smaller he feels. False labeling destroys one’s sense of worth. All is for show. The narcissistic parent also feels imprisoned by the label he has placed on his child. He feels painted in turn by the image he has given the child and is always trying to raise the image’s assigned value.

The child’s inner self, which requires unconditional love, is treated as identical with his external behavior and his products. The child is subjected to a barrage of criticism which he eventually comes to believe. It isn’t that his paper is well written—he is a genius. It isn’t that he didn’t understand a certain theorem in geometry—he is an idiot. The narcissistic parent frames his comments in such a way that the child’s inner self is implicated. As a result, the child cannot be objective about what he does and cannot utilize criticism effectively. It hurts too much to take it in.

Consequently, he often has serious problems with performance. There are many ways of hiding. Some choose inarticulateness. Their thinking cannot be evaluated through the murk. Others cultivate the “fudge factor,” a messy way of writing so that the teacher cannot read responses. The child can later argue that he meant something else. As an adult, he may act superior and throw out esoteric references as a smoke screen, counting on the fact that people tend to revere as superior that which they cannot understand.

Others fearing to try their wings are content to show early promise and to live with the belief that they could be great (and win their parents’ love) if they ever applied themselves, which they dare not do. They might have a great natural tennis swing but they will never practice. The fantasy of approval for what they might do is preferable to the reality of possible rejection for what they can do.

The child who is continually warned about a dire end is being impregnated with the narcissistic parent’s warded-off impulses and almost inevitably will eat of the forbidden fruit. A parent who repeatedly predicted that his daughter would “end up in the gutter” for being cute and sexy, by his verbalized lack of faith in her common sense put pressure on her to conform to his expectations by harming herself. Her promiscuity caused him pain and pleasure, which upset and gratified his daughter as well. She was unaware that her sexual acting out represented loving submission to his wishes as evinced by his prediction.

Many children of narcissists turn out rather paranoid. They develop hair-trigger sensitivity to anything that might be perceived as an attack, whenever someone commits an error, omission, or blunder that affects them. They are affected when they need not be, believing that people are deliberately out to hurt them. Life can be quite unbearable, as they always find themselves the targets of other people’s bad moments. Repeatedly attacked by the narcissistic parent, they have come to believe that they were to blame for his or her moods. The experience of being a target is later extended and generalized to the responses of spouses, friends, children, rude cab drivers, people who squeeze them out of seats on subways, and the drunks who call out dirty names as they walk by.

Having learned to accept without question the opinions of the narcissistic parent, the child often transfers this onto the world in the form of a pervasive or specific-to-certain-situations gullibility. She can be manipulated by someone who speaks with authority even if the supporting evidence is lacking. She may fall prey to the seductive power of cults, wherever love is promised for surrender.

Her choice of friends will tend toward the narcissistic, people who demand uncritical acceptance. She assumes her familiar role at their feet, the one who listens without being listened to; the one who laughs but doesn’t get to tell a joke; the one who calls but never is called. She arranges her life around their schedules. Friendships are frustrating and unfulfilling, not unlike the relationship with her narcissistic parent, but she does not know any other way. She is in the grip of a compulsion psychologists call transference, still trying to win the narcissist’s love.

She does not know how to protect her interests since she was called selfish by her parents if ever she put her needs ahead of theirs. Loving meant total selflessness, giving the loved one whatever he or she wanted without resentment, competitiveness, or jealousy, even if giving harmed the giver. She was to make the other person happy. Children of narcissists can be a remarkably unselfish breed.

All children need love to survive. If there is no real affection, the child will interpret what attention the parent does offer as love. If all the child receives is criticism, then criticism is interpreted as love and the behavior the parent criticized will be repeated. If the child was only attended to for being slow, sloppy, lazy, careless, etc., all passive-aggressive traits, then these will be retained into adulthood. That is how maladaptive behavior can become ingrained and cause all kinds of difficulty in later life.

Since children of narcissists feel so bad about themselves, they often develop characteristics of the skunk, objectionable behaviors that drive people away. By being offensive, they avoid the pain of getting close.

As painful as early rejection and loneliness can be, the skunk person prefers to control the rejection. To bring this about, he becomes such things as an obnoxious interrupter, a borrower who forgets to repay, sloppy, unkempt, or smelly. He commits a thousand offenses and by doing so and getting rejected for these, preserves the hope that his real self might be loved if ever he eliminated the provocation. He defers seeking love until the future.

Bombarded by evaluations and labels that are not appropriate to him, the child of a narcissist does not know what is real and what is not. He does not know who he is and is prohibited from experimenting through trial and error to find out. The child who was constantly told “You’re no good,” ends up feeling just that. He is what they say—bad, ugly, stupid, and an embarrassment to others. The narcissistic parent who so often suffered from shame for personal shortcomings in the eyes of his scornful parents looks at his own child with disgust and subjects him to the scorn he once knew. He masters the trauma of his own early experience by taking the active role and doing it to another as helpless as he once was.

The child is raised to mockery, nasty laughter, a finger pointed in accusation, expressions of disgust and rejection. The outcome of so much shaming is that the child shrinks away from contact. He seeks invisibility to feel safe. Grown up, such a person will live behind and through people but never out front for himself. The exposure of his inner being is too threatening.

He grows up feeling unlovable, since he has been taught that not having been loved is his fault. At best, his acceptance was conditional. A straight-? student whose grades are boasted about at a party by his narcissistic mother feels like a gilded bird in a gilded cage. It is not he who is appreciated.

The narcissistic parent lives on within the mind of the adult, even in the absence of the real parent. This inner parent is known as an introject. It keeps reinforcing childhood roles and behaviors acquired for survival. The introject still threatens to withhold love if the child departs from its program. There is no place to run to, no geographical hiding place to get away from this harsh inner voice. The child of a narcissist grown has the job of rooting out the influence of the inner parent by careful examination and analysis.

A final and tragic irony is that the child of a narcissist may himself have acquired many narcissistic traits, up to and including being a full-blooded narcissist. Some common features might include: self-centeredness, the compulsive need to be right and to have other people submit to his views, an inability to take criticism, the desire for perfection in self or in others he is close to, hypersensitivity combined with the continuous feeling of being mistreated, an exaggerated need for acclaim and support, and an even more desperate need for reassurance that he is loved.

In a home where the narcissistic parent was sadistic and his spouse or child the victim, the child of a narcissist may emulate the sadistic role since this is what was perceived as powerful. Children do not know that there are possibilities other than those demonstrated by Mom and Dad and so sometimes select the role that appears to be less hopeless. The adult child may victimize his spouse, children, friends, and employees. He may even victimize himself, attacking his own weaknesses with the hateful savagery of the internalized narcissistic parent.

It is extremely painful for the child of a narcissist to discover that he has become what he hates, that he has incorporated from his narcissistic parent the very traits that hurt him the most. We do not like to see such things in ourselves. Sometimes, the child of a narcissist develops a blind spot about his behavior, not unlike the parent who also cannot see the truth. Nevertheless, if the child of a narcissist wishes to achieve autonomy and self-respect, such traits must be greatly reduced and interpersonal sensitivity developed.

In the stories that follow, we shall see how various children of narcissists have struggled with these issues.


3
THEY MAKE YOU CONFORM TO THEIR WILL, EVEN IN YOUR THINKING

The power of the narcissist’s influence permeates everything with which the child has contact. It becomes automatic for the child to conform to the parent’s viewpoint in order to avoid disapproval. A narcissist disagreed with tends to either attack or withdraw. Either response would threaten a child. The habit of agreeing with the parent becomes ingrained. Even a grown child with some intellectual grasp of the parent’s dictatorial and twisted approach can still find herself abandoning her own perceptions and goals and joining the parent. This collusion is a kind of emotional flashback brought on by parental pressure.

The childhood habit of conformity has been reactivated. Once the child has shifted from her own point of view to that of the parent, she may feel quite out of touch with her self without understanding why. Having abandoned her own position, she finds herself in a no-man’s-land. Her mental paralysis is seized upon by the parent as an opportunity to extend his control. The parent calls the shots and the adult child goes along in confused submission, like a prisoner of war who has been partially brainwashed. She gives the desired responses as long as she is prompted by her jailer.

For those adult children who have developed a fairly autonomous self, submission occurs mainly in the presence of the narcissistic parent. For those who have not developed sufficient autonomy, this submissive behavior will go on throughout life, in response to both the negative inner parent and the pressures of the real parent.

The following story is an example of a short-lived regression to the experience of confused submission.

This piece was written with my father in mind. I imagine him looking over my shoulder saying, “What the hell are you doing? You know you can’t write.”

The story given below is my own, that of a person who has been working on herself for a long time and is reasonably aware of her parent’s difficulties. It shows how I succumbed to the narcissist’s pressure, although I recovered soon afterward and gained insight into what had happened.

Imagine being raised in a room in which all the walls are distorted. Instead of being rectangular they are trapezoidal, and they continually change their shapes ever so slightly. The only window is a narrow slit set high up and containing distorting glass. Whatever can be seen through this glass appears hazy and indistinct. This is what happens to your perception of reality when you live with a narcissistic parent. Not only do narcissists see things idiosyncratically, at deviance from reality, which is common in all disturbed people, but they insist that you see things this way too. They insist because every difference in your perception is experienced as an attack upon themselves. They methodically wipe out their children’s attempts to develop their own perceptions.

The following is an example of what happens when I regress into allowing myself to be manipulated by my father. He and his wife were in Florida for the winter months. In his last phone call to me, he said that my eighty-eight-year-old Aunt Sara, who lives in an old-age home, was failing. He said that she was “giving up” and no longer cared to live in a body that refused to obey her, that she had sunk into herself and would not respond to speech or touch. My father said that when the will to live is abandoned, death often follows. He said that I “would of course want to see [my] aunt while she is still alive.” I agreed to come as soon as possible.

Aunt had been struggling with progressive Parkinson’s disease for the last few years. Now she was unable to speak except for occasional bursts of sound when she was excited. She was confined to a wheelchair, strapped in against her will. Aunt Sara had always been a cantankerous, rebellious sort and so had fought the necessity of learning to use a walker properly, picking it up with two hands, pushing it ahead of her, and advancing step by step. Parkinson’s had made her unsteady on her feet but she wouldn’t give in to it. She would stagger along wildly, clutching the offending walker over her head in one hand. As one might expect, she had several nasty falls, resulting in blackened eyes, black-and-blue chins, and, eventually, a broken rib. The old-age home refused to take responsibility for her if she insisted on walking about as she did, so she was unwillingly strapped into a wheelchair. On one occasion, she was discovered sawing away at her restraining straps with a knife she had secreted from the dining hall. Unable to walk, unable to speak, unable to write, and eighty-eight years old, she lived in a chronic, bottomless despair.

Paul, her henpecked husband, as despised as he had been needed, had died seven years earlier. This had made it imperative that Sara go into a home. It is not unusual for all members of one family to be narcissistic to some degree, and so Aunt Sara had the narcissist’s hatred of her husband because she depended upon him. The efforts of the slave must not be noticed while he gives royalty its due. When it came to mates, Sara knew that she could have done better.

Nevertheless, she was not a consummate narcissist like my father. She was capable of affection and concern, and had demonstrated these to me, her niece, in the many years we had lived in kitty-corner apartments in the same building. As a little girl, I and my dog had visited Aunt and Uncle almost every night, while she fed me sugar cookies, her stand against my tyrannical mother, who wanted to control my every move. This made me uncomfortable at the times when I was feeling loyal to my mother. I accompanied my aunt, who brushed my hair, gossiped with me, and was a fixture in my life. No, I could not let her die unacknowledged. I made reservations to go despite an extremely busy schedule that would only allow me to stay the weekend.

My father exists in a rigidly structured routine in which the central, controlling factor, as one would expect with a narcissist, is himself. He has embarked upon a writing program that has consumed most of his time for the last ten years. His schedule is as follows: up at eight, exercise for forty-five minutes, breakfast served by wife (who has already eaten), write until lunch, eat lunch, write until four, stop, go for a half-hour run, return and take a nap, get up and have dinner served by wife (who has already eaten); watch TV and read at the same time, or lecture to wife on political topics. Father’s wife goes to bed before him. He reads until 2:00 A.M. and then goes to sleep. The next day the routine is repeated. Time spent trying to please wife by meeting her needs: nil. In order to be with him, she must type his manuscripts, cook and serve his meals, listen to his political analyses, making only slight attempts to disagree with him on minor points, so as to maintain the illusion of being a separate person. She is shy about asking for what she wants, especially for nonsexual affection. He needs to think that all he does is fine with her. Naturally submissive, she sometimes complains about his selfishness, but mainly accepts it and goes on.

When Father’s wife expressed a desire for such things as pleasurable outings, her ideas were dismissed as the workings of an immature mind. He scorned her as though she were a child, his characteristic way of demeaning a woman. He was engaged in more important things than the frivolous pursuit of entertainment.

When his wife railed against his rigidity and his unwillingness to deviate from his program for her, he refused to speak to her for days. He has threatened to leave her. One wonders how he would survive without her services. Typically, she practices an unconscious self-censorship, choosing to view him as a superior man above petty needs and vices. Her need to lose herself in a partner fits in with his own need to obliterate the differences between them.

Father’s rigid schedule is not entirely a concomitant of his narcissism but also represents an attempt to remain organized despite some brain damage received in a car accident many years before. Yet his schedule is pursued with all the self-centeredness of a narcissist. It follows that although he lives a mere twenty minutes from his older sister languishing in a nursing home, he sees her but once a week for an hour. A day-care worker was engaged to spend a few hours a day with Sara, to stimulate and amuse her. “That is enough socialization for her,” Father had declared. He thinks himself quite dedicated and loving for that once-a-week break in his work schedule.

I arrived at the airport in Florida at 1:00 A.M. and was in my father’s apartment by 2:00 A.M. True to form, he was waiting up for me. His wife sprang awake unnecessarily. She emerged from the bedroom to ply me with food in the intrusive way she employs to show her egoless love. All I wanted was to end the social chatter and go to sleep. I was exhausted.

Early next morning, I got out before anyone had awakened, to run and take a swim. I dallied a while at the beach. This was my time alone. When I returned to the apartment, my father’s wife snapped, “Where were you? You were away so long.” The slave resents another’s freedom without recognizing the source of her pique. “Swimming, running, like always,” I said. It was my morning routine whenever I visited them. She knew that.

My father spoke. Now we have the moment of the body snatchers, the moment when the daughter surrenders her personhood in order to become an acceptable extension of the all-knowing one. “When would you like to see Sara? Today or tomorrow?” I could write a scenario around what I should have answered. I could have said, “I want to see her on both days for several hours. You and I can do things together during the time that’s left over.” If my father objected to driving me, I could have said, “I’ll borrow your car or take
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