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			You  Are WHY You Eat

		

	
		
			CHAPTER  2

			NARCISSISM IS THE NEW BLACK

			 

			This Narcissus of ours

			Can’t see his face in the mirror 

			Because he has become the mirror.

			—ANTONIO MACH ADO 

			 

			These days the new “N” word is narcissism.

			Most people know it’s not a nice word, but few people know what it really means. But just like Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart said all those years ago about pornography (“I know it when I see it”), it’s the same way with narcissism.

			The selfie. Reality TV. Social  media. What’s  your brand? Am  I fabulous? Will you follow me back? Narcissism is, indeed, the new world order. It is the reality TV star who can talk for 15 minutes about her new hair extensions or handbag. It is the professional athlete, such as Lance Armstrong, who says to the cynics and the skeptics: “I’m sorry for you. I’m sorry you  can’t  dream  big  and I’m sorry you don’t believe in miracles.” It is musicians, such as Kanye West, who was quoted in W Magazine saying, “I made that song because I am a god . . . I don’t think there’s much more explanation.” It’s people like Bernie Madoff, who bilked investors of billions while living a life of extraordinary luxury and maintaining a grandiose illusion that people wanted to believe. A Vanity Fair article on the financier captured his narcissistic behavior perfectly:

			“‘Bernie is not what you would call  Mr. Nice  Guy, not  someone you would want to have a beer with,’ one insider volunteered. ‘He was imperial, above it all. If he didn’t like the conversation, he would just get up and walk away. It was ‘I’m Bernie Madoff and you’re not.’” If we were to post a rogue’s gallery of prominent narcissists, it would go on for thousands of pages and be populated by celebrities, businessmen, prime ministers and presidents, athletes, musicians, artists, producers, and perhaps even your next door neighbor, your boss, or the guy sleeping next to you right now.

			 

			What Is Narcissism?

			The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) defines narcissistic personality disorder as a “pervasive pattern of  grandiosity, need  for  admiration, and  lack of empathy.” It is further characterized as “variable and vulnerable self-esteem, with attempts at regulation through attention and approval seeking, and either overt or covert grandiosity.” The person with narcissistic personality disorder is typified by symptoms including fantasies of unlimited success, beauty, or ideal love, the belief that he is special and unique, entitlement, interpersonal exploitation, envy, arrogance, superficial “close” relationships, and low levels of insight.

			Pathological narcissism takes in more territory than just the DSM criteria. Narcissism  is  ultimately  a  disorder  of  self-esteem. Narcissists’ grandiosity, quest for greatness, and braggadocio can result in most people viewing them as confident, smart, and successful (which they may ostensibly be), however you only need to scrape away with your fingernail to reveal that under the shiny top coat are people who cannot regulate their feelings and exist to obtain the approval of others. On days  they  receive  praise, they have a great day. On days they are criticized, it is all doom and gloom. It is easy to feel as though you are on a roller coaster. There are also days when they are deeply vulnerable and prone to shame, so this isn’t a simple picture. While the central pillars of narcissism are the self-esteem deficits that manifest as grandiosity, entitlement, lack of empathy, and admiration seeking, the “tells” of narcissism are a bit more far reaching, and we’ll explore them in detail in the next chapter. Narcissism also meanders into other diagnostic spaces, specifically its affinity with psychopathy.

			Narcissism is very much a “disorder of superficiality.” Given that the entire world is trending towards greater superficiality in all endeavors—work, school, parenting, and love—the narcissists’ propensity toward superficiality no longer seems that unusual. Narcissists fall in love (and quite often),  however it is often a rather superficial experience, focused on variables such as excitement, validation, appearance, and success. Even so, love is very real for them, and it is unfair and inaccurate to say that a narcissist is “incapable” of love. It is often “love-lite”—a surface-level experience that is usually quite seductive and sweeping and then devolves into something uncomfortable and empty when day-to-day life sets in. When it comes to love, narcissists are sprinters and not marathoners. It is often a rather grandiose experience, with numerous references to “falling in love at first sight,” and a “once-ina-lifetime” love story. Trust me, before long you will hope it is once in a lifetime, and that it never happens again.

			 

			The Dark Triad

			The Dark Triad is a term developed and presented by Delroy Paulhus and Kevin Williams from the Department of Psychology at the University of British Columbia. In a 2002 paper in the Journal of Research in Personality, they beautifully delineate the Dark Triad as composed of three overlapping but distinct traits: Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and narcissism. Machiavellianism is manifested through  exploitation  and  manipulation of other people, cynicism (especially in matters of morality and ethics), and deception (especially in relationships). In simple terms, people who are Machiavellian know how to work every situation to their advantage and do so coolly and smoothly. Psychopathy is pathological selfishness; consistent violation of laws, rules, and norms; lack of remorse; and cold and callous attitudes and behavior. Psychopathy can feel especially dangerous because of the lack of remorse and guilt, as well as a chronic unwillingness or inability to take responsibility for anything. The Dark Triad traits are highly related to and overlap with  narcissism,  and,  as  you will see, rarely are we dealing with “clean” narcissism, but rather various traits of the triad combining to make one extremely challenging person.

			 

			It Starts Early

			The theories on the origin of narcissism are thick and deep. There are two primary influences: early environment and our larger culture. Early environmental explanations usually focus on relationships with parents. The two key theorists on narcissism, Heinz Kohut and Otto Kernberg, both agree it has an origin in the parent-child relationship but have slightly different takes on it. Kohut focuses on something called “mirroring,” or the experience of getting approval from parents in a consistent and realistic way. A parent or parents who are off their game (for example, one or both are absent or are narcissistic themselves, so they lack empathy for their child or are distracted by other influences, such as substance use or other mental illness) cannot provide this consistent mirror. When this occurs, the child cannot develop a realistic sense of self and gets stuck in an undeveloped world view. Children are grandiose by nature, and those magical thoughts and superhero assumptions get compassionately shaped into a realistic sense of self in the presence of consistent mirroring. Without that, the immature childhood worldview can persist. Charming in a six-year-old, not so much in a forty-six-year-old.

			In addition,  this experience of mirroring also results in  the child developing mechanisms for what is called “self-soothing,” basically the ability to  manage  emotions  appropriately  and  on his own. Like a child, narcissists hold on to the grandiose view of themselves and keep looking to the  world  for  a  mirror,  so they remain dependent on the world for validation and approval to bolster their self-esteem. In addition, narcissists never quite learn how to regulate their moods, so they are inconsistent, can have strong sudden shifts and rages, tend to project their emotions onto other people, behave badly, and fix external ways to numb their emotions (drugs, alcohol, and sex are among the most classic ways).

			Kernberg argues it a little differently but in a similar vein; he focuses on the idea that the children who have unempathic parents (narcissistic parents) will remain emotionally hungry throughout their lives and then develop their outer world instead of their inner world. Subsequently, they will overdevelop a skill set that the parents value (for example, appearance, academic achievement, athletic prowess, playing the violin). Because they never developed skills such as emotional regulation, and become masterful at compartmentalizing themselves, separating their world of achievement from everything else, they become grandiose around their talents. If they experience any sense of weakness or vulnerability, they cut off that part of themselves (a process called splitting).

			Thus, for the rest of their lives, they oscillate back and forth between grandiosity and emptiness. More recently, psychiatrist Alexander Lowen, in his book on narcissism, posits that narcissism has often been linked to the experience of shame and humiliation in childhood—usually at the hands of parents who were controlling. A classic example of using power and control in childhood is spankings that are far out of proportion to the offense the child committed. Children who are also chronically exposed to criticism or mockery, or those who come from settings in which feelings are invalidated (“stop crying, it wasn’t that bad”), learn that power is the way in human relationships and feelings are not okay (in other words, they learn to exert power over their feelings as well).

			Ultimately, it leaves the child learning one thing: how to use power to influence his or her own relationships. Narcissists often have a history of rebellion, especially in their teen years, and Lowen

			believes that this may be due to a power pushback. The rebellion can shift  the  balance of  power  in  the family, and  the  child then learns to use manipulations like rebellion or acting out or even submissiveness to get his or her needs met (rather than having been taught to appropriately express those needs).

			 

			Healthy Narcissism

			Now that we’ve discussed the possible origins of narcissism, it is also important  to  distinguish  between  what  is  termed “healthy” narcissism and  pathological narcissism. There  is some  disagreement on the term “healthy narcissism,” which includes the ability to advocate for yourself, sometimes putting your needs ahead of others but remaining mindful of the impact of your choices on others, the ability to exert an opinion respectfully and ask that others recognize it, maintaining self-confidence, and pursuing ambition but not at the deliberate cost to other people. These are the general traits that fall under the umbrella of “healthy narcissism.” When people stand their ground, but do so in a way that reflects an awareness of how their conduct and behavior are impacting other people, that is healthy self-advocacy, and it is sometimes termed healthy narcissism. (I prefer calling it healthy self-advocacy given the connotations of the term “narcissism.”)

			Many times, the bravado of a narcissist is misunderstood as “self-confidence.” There is a difference—and it is a critical distinction.  Self-confidence is trust in your abilities, your personal characteristics, and your insight and judgment. Self-confidence is bred through consistent presence in loving and supportive environments, validating  experiences,  and  successes.  A self-confident person is often  a  good  problem  solver  and  stress  manager,  self-reflective and able to clearly observe, articulate, and take ownership of his faults and vulnerabilities. Because self-confident people have a wellformed sense of identity and values, they do not feel the need to disrespect other people, because they know who they are and do not feel threatened by other people or their views.

			The truly self-confident person is not empty and is in command of his emotions and sense of self, and this is manifested through empathy and genuineness. This is the opposite of the narcissist. Unfortunately, at first blush, because narcissists are able to clearly voice their opinions, speak highly of themselves, and are often ostensibly successful (wealthy, powerful, or leaders of some kind), it is easy to think they are high in self-confidence. But the key characteristics of narcissism—lack of empathy, arrogance, disrespect for other points of view, entitlement, and grandiosity—are not typically in the self-confident person’s playbook.

			The pages of this book will help you understand the difference between someone who is self-confident versus narcissistic. The confusion in these terms, however, frequently allows narcissists to get pretty far down the path (and into your life) before you realize that this is not self-confidence, but rather showmanship and bluster.

			As you read through the pages of this book, you will also recognize that on some days or at some times in your life, you also have some of the more “unhealthy” traits of narcissism (you become grandiose about a new opportunity, you become a bit demanding about good service in a restaurant, you take lots of selfies  and await those “Likes”). Keep in mind that we all engage in some of the “bad narcissism” patterns from time to time, but when it hits critical mass and characterizes your behavior in a predictable manner, that is when it jumps the rails into “pathological narcissism.”

			A key element of what makes narcissism pathological is that the pathological narcissist rarely, if ever, considers the impact of his or her actions or words on others (unless those others are useful to the narcissist). In addition, the unstable self-esteem of the pathological narcissist is the core conflict (whereas in healthy narcissism a well-integrated sense of self and identity are retained). As we cut to the core of what narcissism is really about, the differences between healthy self-advocacy and confidence versus pathological narcissism will become clear. Yes, sometimes we do put our needs and wants before others, but typically (and ideally) we do so after considering the impact of our actions on others.

			 

			What Is A Personality Disorder?

			Our personality is basically our unique “pattern of response.” It sets the course for how we as individuals typically respond to situations, stressors, and day-to-day life. It represents a framework for how our inner worlds are organized, and it is specific to each of us. In that way, personalities are like fingerprints – different for everyone. Our personalities in some way make us predictable—to ourselves and to the world—even when we are being “unpredictable.” Personality is both innate and developed through our interactions with our environments. Personality traits are in part inherited from our biological parents and can be observed across siblings and other relatives (a pattern you may have noticed in your own family) but are also shaped by the environment. Our personalities are pretty  consistent, and obviously some personalities are easier to work with than others (cheerful resilient folks often make easier and more pleasant companions), but the challenging personalities may be more seductive, simply because they are challenging.

			A personality disorder occurs when a person has a set of what we call “maladaptive” traits or patterns that interfere with relationships, work, behavior, and functioning in the world. A personality disorder represents personality taken to extremes, so instead of someone being orderly, he is obsessive; instead of someone being shy, she is paralyzed when she is with other people. In the case of narcissistic personality disorder, it is an inability to form deep connections with others, superficiality, and a complete lack of a basic and necessary human quality: empathy.

			 

			The Rise Of Narcissism

			A survey of 35,000 people conducted by the National Institutes of Health (NIH), and published by Stinson et al., estimated that 6.2 percent of Americans experienced symptoms of narcissistic personality disorder, and a far higher proportion of young adults in their 20s (9 percent) received this diagnosis than older adults over 65 (3 percent). This is concerning because these young adults are the ones who are looking to get into relationships, get married, and have children. While some of this research that looks at narcissism in large samples and over time has been criticized for methodology and other issues in how these narcissistic traits are measured, taken together, study findings do suggest that narcissism may be on the rise, and that young adults are the population at greatest risk. Turn on the television, and it suggests that these data are not wrong.

			In 2008, Jean Twenge, a professor at San Diego State University and a noted expert on narcissism, along with her co-authors, examined data from more than 16,000 university students across the U.S. and observed a 30 percent increase in narcissism scores in a 25-year period (from the early 1980s until 2006). Interestingly, she notes that these increases are on par with the increases in obesity observed during the same time period. (I find it particularly compelling that narcissism is not being cited as a public health threat in the same way as obesity; I would argue that narcissism is worse—it is not only harmful to the individual but destroys other people as well.)

			In The Narcissism Epidemic, Twenge and  Campbell  brilliantly lay out the numbers and the research on the issue, with the simple bottom line: Narcissism is an epidemic and no one is free from its effects. Much like any epidemic, whether or not you get the illness, you are affected. Think of it as a vast flu pandemic—either you get the flu or you end up having to take care of those with it, or do more work because those who are ill cannot do it. In a world in which narcissism has become epidemic, if you aren’t a narcissist, then you may be under the spell of someone who is a pathological narcissist, and it is taking a toll on your life. If we look at Twenge’s statistics, or the data from the NIH, and if there are more narcissists out there, then you are simply more statistically likely to fall in love with one. And the dice are loaded, because frankly, narcissists are better at winning a mate. This book will break down in detail how you fall prey, how to manage it, and how to avoid it from happening in the first place—or happening again.

			Technology appears to incentivize narcissism, offering constant reinforcement of validation-seeking and a steady diet of admiration. Devices, social media, and our chronic drive to share our lives allow people to outsource their egos and remain reliant on the outside world to do what they should be able to do on their own, which is to regulate their sense of self. It is very likely that the disproportionate difference in rates of narcissism between adults in their 20s versus those over 65 is a byproduct of the reliance on technology. The cultural pressure and norms around posting selfies and chronic validation seeking makes many of the behaviors associated with narcissism simply normal in younger adults. These expectations about validation and admiration then bleed into the rest of life. It is hard to engage in listening to another person with empathy if you are waiting for the spotlight to shine back on you. It is easy to fall prey to grandiosity when folks are just a few thousand Instagram likes or YouTube views away from “stardom.”

			The pendulum has also swung very far in the direction of giving young people a steady diet of “self-esteem” without any substance. In other words, our focus on simply saying “you are great” without recognizing hard and fast accomplishments is not doing young people any favors. If they repeatedly receive a trophy simply for participating, then not only will they anticipate a reward for simply showing up but also their flupped up self-esteem is not connected to any specific achievement. This is not to say that children have to run fast or get perfect grades to “earn” the esteem of others, but they do need to be clear on expectations for behavior and to experience disappointment. By experiencing disappointment, whether that is hurt, sadness, or simply coming in second, a child learns to lick his wounds, feel a range of emotions, and realize that everything will be okay without a sense of panic. It’s easy to tell children “you are great”; it is quite a bit more challenging to pay attention to them, foster their strengths, help them shore up their weaknesses, and meaningfully recognize their growth. The pendulum has overcorrected from the cruel era of rapping a disobedient child’s knuckles with a ruler to giving every child a trophy for showing up. Every child should have the experience of being loved unconditionally, supported, and encouraged, but this requires more than a standing ovation every time he or she enters the room. These shifts—in technology, in education, and parenting—are all likely contributing to the steady uptick in pathological  narcissism.

			Ultimately, in the narcissistic hall of mirrors, our inner worlds matter far less than the digitally enhanced images that appear to provide the narrative of our lives. As long as the picture matters more than the reality, we have a problem.

			 

			Our Culture Celebrates Narcissism

			Gaggles such as the Real Housewives of	(choose a community: Beverly Hills, Orange County, Atlanta,  DC,  New Jersey, New York), the superficial antics of the Kardashian clan, or the mean-spirited ramblings of judges on makeover/entrepreneurship/cooking/dancing/singing competition shows have become the narrative and town criers for an entire generation. Loud blasts of emotion and invective with little regard for how words and actions affect other people are the norm. We lambast bullies and yet give them endless platforms and attention for harming others. Hours and lifetimes spent acquiring possessions and sharing the imagery with the world have become a cultural zeitgeist that has elevated admiration-seeking and plumage-pimping above everything else. It doesn’t matter if you are mistreating others, as long as you look good. Empathy appears to have gone the way of the VCR.

			In addition, the acquisition of wealth is helped along by narcissism. Pathological narcissists are often singular in their pursuit of status, power, and wealth, and traits such as entitlement and lack of empathy make it quite simple to act in accordance with the dog-eat-dog ethos of capitalism. That Wall Street wonk with the big bonus and the multimillion dollar condo and house in the Hamptons did not get that via empathy and mutual regard. Our economy rewards the harsh competitor. These traits are not going to be turned off when these folks leave the office. While collaboration and connection can and should be fostered in corporate and competitive economic environments, as long as the perception of the “winner take all” mentality holds sway, it is difficult to push back. However, there is a solid body of literature that suggests that collaboration and compassion make for a wonderful and sustainable business model (unfortunately, the narcissists did not get the memo).

			Narcissism has contributed to a culture of  illusion. This  isn’t just about one grandiose person monopolizing a dinner conversation, or vapid television, or over-documented and over-shared lives on social media. We are sliding into a culture that is living in an illusion of grandiosity and a citizenry that has little or no ability to be alone. People can no longer sit quietly, and even when they are ostensibly alone, social media ensures that they do not have to tolerate the transient sense of solitude. The word “no” has become passé. People live to be seen, sometimes even “faking life” in hopes that their “pseudo-life” goes viral.

			We value wealth and its associated mythology at any cost; easy credit means that the illusion of a fancy façade, expensive car, and designer shoes can be easily accessed, with potentially dire fiscal consequences down the road. Maintaining the façade becomes more important than understanding why we feel the need for the façade in the first place. We often believe we “deserve” luxury goods, and because we are continuously blasted with these images via all media, there is an illusion that they are necessary and ubiquitous. The belief then becomes the reality. As long as I have the right toys, all is well.

			Beauty and youth have become an obsession in our culture. The weight-loss industry is a $20-billion cash cow. Cosmetic surgery is a $12-billion industry, and a $62-billion cosmetic industry keeps us eternally young and wrinkle free. But to what end? More than 90 percent of women report that they are dissatisfied with their bodies, and in an increasingly visual culture, the drive to achieve “perfection” is even more pressured. The post-modern Cartesian riff becomes “I am thin, therefore I am.”

			The democratization of media means that anyone with a phone can become a celebrity. Our short-sighted focus on self-esteem in children means that everyone gets a trophy, universities and education are “brands” instead of places of learning, standardized tests are used to assess wisdom, and grade inflation is rampant. The tribe has been replaced with followers and likes. Our economy, our bodies, our health, our children, and frankly our psyches are in big trouble.

			We have become an unkind world. Insults, mean words offered from the anonymity of a computer keyboard, social isolation, and a focus on “me” instead of “us” dominate our landscape. We often do not regulate ourselves or monitor our words and actions, and meanness, much like narcissism,  appears to be more prevalent every day. It now appears that many people are no longer having relationships with people, they are having relationships at people. As narcissists and narcissism saturates our culture and our population, we are all going to pay, and much of this will be paid for in our relationships.

			Relationship and dating shows, such as The Bachelor/Bachelorette and Millionaire Matchmaker, are just the tip of the iceberg of what has become the “emptying” of the intimate relationship. Dating apps such as Tinder predicate the beginning of a relationship on a simple “right swipe” on a smartphone, and the subsequent hookup culture created by such technology attempts to fast-track intimacy and cut out the process of deeper conversation and acquaintance. Increasingly, we are emptying the connection, respect, and empathy out of one of the most important and healthy of human experiences and turning it into branding, showmanship, and posturing. In the midst of this epidemic and cultural shift into narcissism, relationships have taken the hardest hit of all.

			 

			Don Draper: the Quintessential Pop-Culture Narcissist

			Sometimes the simplest frame of reference is one that is shared, such as a character in film or television. In my psychologist’s opinion, Mad Men may be one of the finest television programs ever made—and perhaps that is because it featured one of the best narcissists ever written. If you’ve watched it, then you will  get this, and if you haven’t, it is worth the investment. Spoiler alert: Don Draper, the handsome advertising executive, was a classic narcissist.

			Simply put, Don Draper is not a good guy. At the surface, when we first meet him, he is a successful advertising executive, husband, and father with a nice home in the suburbs. He is everyman. Within a week we recognize that he is a cheater and a liar and throws wives, kids, coworkers, lovers, and extended family under the bus, sometimes with tragic consequences. While he had some gritty and traumatic beginnings, that doesn’t qualify as a get-outof-jail-free card or rationalize  his  habitually  callous  behavior. He was forever a revisionist, constantly edited his life and identity, put his own pleasure and success before all else, and pushed through life  with  abandon, caring  little  about  the  ramifications of his actions, unless they inconvenienced him. Most people transitioned out of his life, but not without him doing a fair amount of damage to their psychological worlds. He had his dark nights of the soul; all narcissists do. He could rarely regulate his emotions, and alcohol, cigarettes, and lots of women were his ways of managing feelings and self-esteem. He walked through the world feeling like an imposter, and he used superficial methods to manage that feeling.

			Interestingly, most of us kept watching for years because we thought he would and could change. Week after week we thought he would find redemption; he could be a faithful husband, a decent father, and an honest person. It reminded us that we get drawn in and transported by a narcissist’s vulnerability, charm, and humanity. Don Draper was a fantastic example of the fact that these guys are actually sometimes really lovely, and so we let down our guard. He would have flashes here and there—of love, of connection, of passion—but at the end of the day, these were fleeting. Far more consistent were his dishonesty, selfishness, infidelity, lack of empathy, Machiavellianism, ambition, and at times downright cruelty. Simultaneously, he brought traits of devilish sex appeal, charm, intelligence, and charisma. Interestingly, even with a fictional character, where it doesn’t matter a lick in our lives whether he is good, bad, or indifferent, we still care about whether he can be redeemed.

			The last episode was spot-on for someone who studies narcissism. The writers and producers ended it brilliantly. Don Draper winds up, exactly as he should, alone. When he finally has a moment of seeming “empathy” at the very end, hugging a distressed guy who was alienated from everything and everyone in his life, it was the classic narcissistic response. For the first  time Don Draper is offering real comfort to someone, but only  because  he  was  experiencing the same distress as Draper (not because Draper suddenly became warm and fuzzy). And finally, at what could have been a moment of meditative transcendence, he instead uses that mindful moment to keep forwarding the cause of himself through the mental creation of an inspired advertising campaign. Even the deep moments get spun into the superfi

			Don Draper played with our minds, because sometimes he was downright kind, and there were more than a few situations in which he did the right thing. This is where narcissistic personalities can feel like a confusing menace—it would be much easier if they were cruel 24/7, but they are not. Those kind, connected moments play with our heads and awaken us to the possibility of redemption. The good moments keep us in the game; the bad moments leave us questioning ourselves. The roller coaster between redemption and disappointment is infinite in relationships with narcissists.

			So much of the mythology, film, and television in our culture is peppered by these larger than life narcissistic impresarios. They make for great leading men (and women): Tom Buchanan, Gordon Gekko, King Lear, Faust, the Wizard of Oz, John Willoughby, Miranda Priestly, Dorian Gray—you get the idea. They are fun to watch, not so fun to live with.

			Now reflect on every narcissistic character in a TV show, movie, book, or play that we thought might turn a corner and transform, and we may even watch these movies several times in hopes of that moment of redemption (as though the ending might change). Now extend that to the real people with whom we live who are pathologically narcissistic. We tune in to them not every week, but every day, and every hour, thinking (and hoping) they will change. The bulk of what they do is dismissive, disconnected, dishonest, and dysfunctional, and yet they give us enough flashes of “hope” and charisma and fantasy, so we hold out for the ultimate turnaround, or at least the hope that things may become easier. They validate the broken parts of ourselves, they validate the rescuer in us, they validate the concept of “hope.”

			And it never happens. They give us just enough rope to hang ourselves, to hang around, to stick it out. We throw bad money after good. Most of us were taught the redemptive power of forgiveness through religion, greeting cards, and new-age mantras. We keep turning the other cheek until we are out of cheeks.

			But, just like Don Draper, they never change. They never will. Even at the very end, when we hoped they would see the light. And yet most people go back to them, again and again and again. Why?

			 

			♦♦♦ 

			 

			The facts are clear. Narcissism is here and it is only going to proliferate more. There are too many incentives for it in our world: social media, wealth as  a  barometer  of  success,  reality TV, and the possibility of going “viral.” By definition, narcissism and narcissistic personality disorder are characterized by lack of empathy, entitlement, grandiosity, superficiality, and the chronic search for validation and admiration, and can include other patterns, such as lying, cheating, jealousy, paranoia, manipulation, and interpersonal exploitation. Narcissists are also quite charming, intelligent, articulate, well-put-together, and great showmen. Because relationships tend to be superficial for them, intimacy is a stretch, and as you can imagine, this cluster of traits does not bode well for relationships in the long term. In the next chapter, we will explore some of the most common traits of narcissists, the red flags that you may be in a relationship with a narcissist, and the different types of narcissists and the corresponding patterns in your relationship.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			ARE YOU IN A RELATIONSHIP WITH A NARCISSIST?

			 

			People speak sometimes about the ‘bestial’ cruelty of man, but that is terribly unjust and offensive to beasts, no animal could ever be so cruel as a man, so artfully, so artistically cruel.

			—  DOSTOYEVSKY 

			 

			This isn’t a clinical manual; it is a survival manual. No one can really diagnose someone they haven’t met. The one thing you can do is reflect on how they make you feel. You can also observe patterns, and it can be useful to have a blueprint with which to understand those patterns. People with narcissistic personality disorder or who are pathologically narcissistic are often experienced as “mean” or “difficult” people, who are very well disguised—the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothing.

			The last chapter gave an overview of narcissism and the development of narcissism. It also acknowledged the very real fact that narcissism is on the rise, so there is an increasing probability that you could find yourself in a relationship with a narcissist. So how can you tell the difference between someone who is simply charming and a little self-absorbed and someone who is manipulative, controlling, and completely lacking in empathy? How do you know, for sure, that you are in a relationship with a narcissist? This chapter is the longest—and perhaps most important—chapter in the book because it illuminates the most common personality traits of narcissists and the red flags you should watch out for early in a relationship. It will help you identify whether you are currently with a narcissist and empower you to know what to look for in future relationships to avoid getting involved with a narcissist.

			 

			QUIZ: IS YOUR PARTNER A NARCISSIST?

			 

			Answer “yes” or “no” to the following questions:

			
					1.	Does your partner seem cold or unfeeling in the face of your feelings or the feelings of other people, or does he seem to have difficulty understanding the feelings of other people?

					2.	Does your partner talk about his life, accomplishments, and work in an exaggerated or larger than life way (for example, having an impossibly good job, how he is going to have the greatest of everything)? Is your partner arrogant and convinced of his superiority over other people?

					3.	Does your partner believe that he is entitled to special treatment in all areas of his life (to receive special treatment from businesses, service workers, friends, and life in general)? Does he become angry when this special treatment is not accorded to him?

					4.	Does your partner manipulate people and situations to get his needs met with little regard for the feelings of other people?

					5.	Does your partner become intensely angry very quickly—and usually out of proportion to the situation at hand?

					6.	Does your partner often think that people are out to get him or take advantage of him?

					7.	Is your partner able to hand out criticism easily, but does he have a hard time hearing even the slightest feedback without becoming defensive and even angry?

					8.	Is your partner frequently jealous of you and your friendships, relationships, successes, and opportunities?

					9.	Does your partner do bad things and not feel guilty about them or even have any insight into the fact that these were not nice things to do?

					10.	Does your partner need constant admiration and validation, such as compliments, awards, and honors, and does he seek it out (for example, through social media or constantly letting people know about his achievements)?

					11.	Does your partner regularly lie, leave out important details, or give you inconsistent information?

					12.	Is your partner an expert showman? Making a big show of everything he does including parties, the car he drives, the places he goes, and the way he portrays his life to others?

					13.	Does your partner regularly project his feelings onto you (for example, accusing you of being angry at a time he is yelling at you or accusing you of being inconsistent when his life is chaotic)?

					14.	Is your partner greedy and materialistic? Does he covet more things and more money and stop at little to achieve these things?

					15.	Is your partner emotionally cold and distant? Does he become disconnected, particularly at times when you are experiencing or showing strong emotion?

					16.	Does your partner frequently second-guess you or doubt you to the point that you feel like you are “going crazy?”

					17.	Is your partner cheap with his time or money? Is he a person who will only be generous when it will serve his interests?

					18.	Does your partner regularly avoid taking responsibility and is he quick to blame others for his mistakes? Does your partner tend to defend himself instead of taking responsibility for his behavior?

					19.	Is your partner vain and absorbed with his appearance or how he displays himself to the world (for example, grooming, clothing,  accessories)?

					20.	Is your partner controlling? Does he attempt to control your behavior? Does he appear almost obsessive and compulsive in his need for order and control in his environment and schedule?

					21.	Are your partner’s mood, behaviors, and lifestyle unpredictable and inconsistent? Do you frequently feel like you do not know what is coming next?

					22.	Does your partner take advantage of you and other people on a regular basis? Does he take the opportunity to ensure his needs are met even if it means inconveniencing or taking advantage of the connections or time potentially offered by you or other people?

					23.	Does your partner enjoy watching other people fail? Does he take glee in the idea that someone’s life or business is not going well, especially when that person has typically done better than him?

					24.	Does your partner find it difficult to be alone or spend time alone?

					25.	Does your partner have poor boundaries with other people?  Does he maintain inappropriate relationships with friends and co-workers, and keep doing this even when he is told that this is uncomfortable for you?

					26.	Has your partner ever been sexually or emotionally unfaithful?

					27.	Does your partner tune out when you are talking? Does he yawn, check his device, or get distracted by papers and tasks around him while you are talking to him?

					28.	Does your partner become vulnerable or sensitive at times of stress or when things are not going well? Is he unable to cope when faced with significant stressors and become very fragile at these times?

					29.	Is your partner regularly neglectful or just not mindful of basic communication and courtesy (e.g. letting you know he is going to be late or reflexively saying and doing hurtful and careless things)?

					30.	Does your partner frequently use his appearance or sexuality to get attention? Is he very flirtatious or does he frequently use sexy banter with people outside of your relationship in his words, actions, and social media posts or text messages? If you answered “yes” to 15 or more of these questions, you likely have a pathologically narcissistic partner. If you answered “yes” to 20 or more of these questions, then it is pretty much a guarantee. Obviously, some of these characteristics are more problematic than others, and some may cause you more distress. For example, you may have answered “yes” to only a few items, including number 26, because your partner cheated on you. Not all cheaters are narcissistic, but that one behavior may have betrayed your trust in a significant and permanent way (however, it will be rare for a person with an unfaithful partner to have that as the only “yes” on the list). Some of these questions hold more weight than the others when it comes to diagnostic or pathological narcissism. The key questions include 1: grandiosity, 2: entitlement, 4: empathy, 10: admiration and validation seeking, 13: projection, and 18: avoidance of responsibility. These characteristics form the core of narcissism and fuel the dynamics of superficiality and inability to form deep and mutual intimate relationships. If your partner has these key characteristics, many of the other questions on the list will follow. No one will have a partner for whom all of these answers will be “no”—all of us have some of these characteristics—so you may have a sweet empathic partner who just happens to like a very clean car or closet. One snowflake does not make a blizzard and one “yes” does not make a narcissist. However, the more of these you are experiencing with your partner, the more challenging your relationship will be.

			

			 

			The Narcissist Checklist

			This checklist will break down each of these points in detail so you understand them. The list below represents a “constellation” of traits derived from diagnostic criteria for narcissistic personality disorder, theoretical writings on narcissism, and existing scales on narcissism. The list is followed by a comprehensive description of each of these indicators, drawn from clinical observations as well as theories and existing knowledge about narcissistic personality disorder. Again, this  is  not  a  diagnostic  manual—this  chapter  is designed to help you identify the kinds of traits and patterns you may have encountered in your relationship. Once you determine the traits and patterns, the next step is to learn how to respond to these patterns and this person.

			If you are dealing with 15 or more of these traits and patterns with someone in your life, then you are likely dealing with a narcissist (and perhaps even narcissistic personality disorder). The more traits he or she has, the more challenging it is going to be to maintain any kind of healthy and consistent relationship. These traits tie back to the questions you answered, but a checklist may help you quickly focus on the traits in question and understand them in a more specific manner.

			Keep in mind: We are all guilty of some of these things some of the time. As you review this list and think about your partner, or even other people close to you, think about how “patterned” or typical these behaviors are. Many of us will behave in an entitled or a jealous manner here and there; it is the consistency of these maladaptive patterns that makes them problematic. Some of these patterns can also be adaptive at times. The fact that something is a pattern means that these behaviors occur more often than not. For now, just look at the list, check off the ones that apply most of the time, and then read forward to understand each trait. After you read all of the descriptions, you may end up coming back to this list and revising some of your responses. First, however, check off the ones that are most relevant (these items link back to the quiz as well):

			 

			
					■	Lack of Empathy

					■	Grandiose

					■	Entitled

					■	Manipulative

					■	Angry and Rageful

					■	Paranoid

					■	Hypersensitive

					■	Jealous

					■	Lack of Guilt/Lack of Insight

					■	Needs Constant Admiration and Validation

					■	Lying

					■	Everything is a Show

					■	Projection

					■	Greedy

					■	Emotionally Cold

					■	Gaslighting (leaves you feeling as if you are “losing your mind”)

					■	Cheap

					■	Never Takes Responsibility

					■	Vain

					■	Controlling

					■	Unpredictable

					■	Takes Advantage of Others (or you) on a Regular Basis

					■	Engages in Schaedenfraude (Reveling in Others’  Misery)

					■	Does Not Like to Be Alone

					■	Poor Boundaries

					■	Infidelity

					■	Doesn’t Listen

					■	Fragile

					■	Careless

					■	Seductive

			

			 

			It can feel insurmountable when it is all in one list like this. These patterns likely began piling up over time, and many of these traits are interdependent. We will  now break these  traits down more specifically, so you can get a better handle on them. Each trait will include a detailed description of how it looks, because some of these can take very different forms. In addition, each behavior will feature a RED FLAG section to help you identify patterns early on and hopefully avoid them in the future.

			 

			LACK OF EMPATHY

			She was struggling to make ends meet, and he had been at best marginally available to her. To an outsider it looked like a relationship of convenience. He knew how bad her financial struggles were and yet would rarely offer to pay or would avoid spending time with her because he did not want to have to pay for a drink or dinner (though he was tremendously generous with colleagues and business interests whom he was trying to impress). He would regularly spend money on other people, but only if he felt they would be useful to him in his career or other pursuits. Instead, he would show up at her house relatively late, after she would have eaten, so he could avoid purchasing her dinner or eat what she kept in the house. One night, he stopped to see her at work, where she was having a uniquely challenging day after a subordinate employee was found stealing money. She was exhausted in every way, and he stuck around her office (even though she had not asked him to) as a way of “supporting her.” She did not want to hurt his feelings, so she did not ask him to leave, and she offered for him to sit in her office and wait while she attended to the crisis at hand. He criticized her for her handling of the crisis as well and told her that she was ruining his day with her complaints about work (even though it was he who came to her workplace). At the end of her work day, he suggested that they go out to dinner, and while at dinner he said, “You just wasted my entire day—I expect you to buy me dinner.” Exhausted by the day, the relationship, and her many other stressors, she reached into her wallet and pulled out her last $50 to pay for dinner, assuming that he would stop her, knowing her situation. He just sat back, smugly thanked her for dinner, and reminded her how lucky she was to have his support.

			Lack of empathy may be the key defining characteristic of the narcissistic person. It is the inability to identify with or recognize the experiences and feelings of other people. Basically, narcissists do not care or understand how other people feel and rarely consider other people’s feelings in their actions or words. They will often say very cruel things in an offhanded manner and are oblivious to the pain that they cause with their words. If they aren’t feeling something, then it is not happening or it does not matter. If they are sad, then they assume everyone must be having a rough day, and if they are joyful, you will be labeled a “buzz-kill” if you are not operating at the same level of joy (regardless of your current state of mind). While they never offer it up, they crave understanding from everyone else. Emotionally, life with them is a one-way street.

			The lack of empathy demonstrated by a narcissist is a mirror that does not look back at you. It can leave you feeling misunderstood, isolated, and confused. The lack of empathy experienced when in a relationship with a narcissist results in feeling unseen, unheard, untouched, un-smelled, and  un-tasted.  It  is  literally as though you only exist when you are useful. Of the numerous challenging traits presented by a pathological narcissist, lack of empathy may take the greatest toll on a relationship. It can make communication all but impossible and often results in tremendous frustration for you, after trying every means possible to communicate. Communication is predicated on the other person not only listening but also caring.

			Narcissists walk through life assuming that their concerns are of paramount interest to everyone that they meet. As a result, it is not unusual for them to launch into long diatribes about what is happening in their lives or about their own experiences, without any regard for the fact that they are taking the other person’s time or without even inquiring about how the other person is doing. Interestingly, after going on at length about their concerns and issues, they will become highly impatient or even scornful when other people share their problems with them. This typically unfolds as follows: You listened to their problems for a long time and offered some heartfelt and useful feedback and sympathy. When you start sharing your story, they yawn, check their phone, start tidying up, look around the room, and tune you out.

			 

			RED FLAG: LACK OF EMPATHY

			 

			The best early empathy RED FLAG is, in fact, the yawn. Or any behavior that evidences that on a regular basis he is not listening when you speak: picking up his devices, looking around instead of at you when you are speaking, or yawning while you are speaking. It is easy to discount these responses as fatigue, distractibility, or being busy. Those excuses do not fly. If he isn’t listening early on in your relationship, he is never going to listen. Watch how he listens; it is often one of the most useful tools for assessing his empathy early on. Without empathy, you are building your relationship on air and not on solid ground.

			 

			GRANDIOSE

			My dad knows everyone; we are practically royalty in the city where I am from. My new boss drives a Bentley and has a killer house in the hills. He thinks I am such a great guy, and he loves my ideas. This guy also owns venues in Vegas, New York, San Diego, Boston, and Miami—and with my connections, I should be running the club inside of six months. I am okay with starting at the bottom as a server, but I don’t intend to stay there. I am going to pitch an idea and line up the top celebrities in the business to headline this event. My boss knows my dad through his older brother, and so he will definitely let me put this together. I am so much smarter than everyone who works in this place, they will wish they were me after this event comes together, and I can easily see doing more events all over the country. It’s all who you know.

			 

			Grandiosity is a pattern in which a person tends to exaggerate accomplishments, talents, connections/relationships, and experiences. These do not have to be real experiences; grandiose people also tend to maintain over-the-top fantasy worlds. So if they haven’t accomplished much yet, they talk about what is coming in the future. For example, “I talked to a guy who knows a guy, who is friends with this billionaire venture capital guy, and I know he is going to want to invest right away.” They tend to talk in big language about the places they have been, the things that they have done, and the people that they know. A single “celebrity” meeting will launch a thousand tales.

			Grandiosity can also be manifested by a sense of self-importance— a belief that their existence is bigger and more important than anyone else’s and certainly more important than yours. A major challenge with grandiosity is that grandiose people often want notable credit and adulation even when they do not do anything. Basically, they want to be recognized (in a big way) for merely maintaining big fantasies. So convinced are they of their impending success that they already live in that “reality.”

			If they really are already successful in some way—hold a major leadership position, are famous, or have accumulated wealth— then the grandiosity is a permanent fixture, and they will repeatedly boast about their accomplishments, their many possessions, and their extraordinary experiences. Going to their homes and listening to them talk can feel like a tedious game of show and tell.

			Initially, it can be sort of fun to listen to these people. They are dreamers; they always have the next big idea, they know the “right people,” and they have big dreams and even bigger fantasies. They want partners, friends, and associates that are breathtakingly beautiful, or famous, or fabulously wealthy, because this fuels the fantasy. After a while it gets tiresome because the investors rarely show up, the projects rarely get launched, the books rarely get written, the “fabulous-ness” rarely happens. The “visionary fantasies” at some point have to be replaced with real life, a nearly impossible transition for a pathological narcissist.

			But that doesn’t daunt them, and they keep talking about the grandiose fantasies. When they do not materialize, they also get frustrated, and the disconnect between the reality and the grandiose fantasy can make the narcissist angry, frustrated, sullen, and prone to lashing out. They become angry at the world for not delivering on the big promises they made to themselves in their heads.

			It’s also not unusual for them to over-identify with famous, wealthy, or otherwise renowned people. They will presume “important” relationships to be closer than they really are (after meeting a celebrity or other notorious individual briefly at a bar, they talk about it to others as though they are well-acquainted). Narcissists often believe that they can only be understood by other high-status people, and they derive a sense of importance by creating these relationships. On the flip side, as they overvalue themselves, they tend to undervalue others, and it is not uncommon for them to devalue the contributions or accomplishments of other people who, like most of us, are just regular people (especially their partners). It is not unusual for them to neglect friends and family who have consistently been there for years in favor of newly acquired “higher status” friends.

			Their fantasies  and unrealistic  standards preoccupy  their  everyday thoughts. They live and breathe in a dream world where they will be incredibly successful and wealthy and can spend hours thinking about or researching real estate, cars, and other high-end possessions. They may also get themselves into financial hot water by overreaching to acquire expensive clothing, accessories, and other grown-up toys. You  may  observe  them  spending  money on club memberships, expensive tables at benefits, luxury hotels, and other means of access to people of “higher status.” Grandiosity is also connected to seeking out beauty, either spending lots of time achieving their own standard of beauty or bringing it into their lives via partners whom they largely select on the basis of appearance.

			Grandiosity is also seductive and can turn your partner into something “larger than life,” so when things are going well, it can feel perfect, but when he turns it off (which he will), it can feel like the sun going behind a cloud.

			 

			RED FLAG: GRANDIOSE

			 

			This is a book about relationships, and the RED FLAG when it comes to grandiosity and relationships is when narcissists talk about their “great love story” or the idea of an “ideal love.” It is so easy to get swept away in this early in the game, but that fairy-tale idealism often means all sizzle and no steak. By turning their romantic relationships into a “larger than life” concept, it often becomes intellectualized and not real. Nothing can live up to that vaunted perfection of the mythical love story, and as a result they are chronically disappointed in their relationships (it is hard to think about dealing with stuff like who is going to buy the toilet paper when you are in a “great love story”; it is difficult to imagine Romeo and Juliet arguing about unloading the dishwasher). In the early phase of a relationship, it can feel mighty special to believe you are in a great love story or that you are termed a “great love.” Just be careful when you hear that term thrown about by your partner. While it can be fun to live in a fantasy for a day, love is a long game, and it is far better to be a “real love story,” rather than some “pie in the sky” fairy tale.

			 

			ENTITLED

			Entitlement can be captured in six simple  words:  Do you know who I am? Not a day goes by in the tabloids when the ne’er-dowell son of a celebrity or business magnate behaves badly in a hotel, airplane, or other public place and reacts with the mantra of the entitled: “Do you know who I am?”

			But these words are not just reserved for the rarefied space of celebrities, tycoons, and their spawn. Many people out there, particularly pathological narcissists, believe their own hype. One of the women interviewed for this book said that when they met, her husband believed that he was such a gifted musician that he should never have to work and that she and others should support his art because he was a great artist (he is pushing 55 now and never quite “made it” but still expects the room, board, and adulation). Ironically, the women in his life did just that. He never worked a day in his life, and they kept a roof over his head and his entitled self in a sports car. He had no problem accepting this because he believed he deserved this special treatment. Another woman shared a story of a narcissistic husband who rarely worked but expected her to take on extra work so they could take lavish vacations to various cities, stay in majestic hotel suites, and order $150 bottles of wine at the best restaurants.

			Entitlement is the belief that one
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