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    INTRODUCTION



    When someone shows you who they are, believe them the first time.


    —Maya Angelou


    In July of 2017, a twenty-three-year-old man flying in a first-class seat from Seattle to Beijing rushed to an emergency exit door forty-five minutes into the flight. He then attempted to open the door while the flight was in midair and was overpowered by the flight attendants. When they tried to stop him, he became combative, and, when the flight attendants tried to subdue him, he screamed at them, “Do you know who I am…?” (Apparently no one did—it turns out the young man had scored his seat through a family member who was employed by the airline.)


    In July of 2014, Conrad Hilton III was seated in the first-class section of a flight to London. His antics began immediately after boarding and included berating his fellow passengers and calling them “peasants,” the attempted assault of a flight attendant, and a litany of obscenities on the ten-hour flight. He claimed that this had happened to him before, and his father would tidily bail him out. He was quoted as saying, “I could get you all fired in five minutes. I know your boss! My father will pay this out; he has done it before. Dad paid three hundred thousand dollars last time.” He was freed on a $100,000 bond and agreed to a plea deal that had him plead guilty to misdemeanor assault so that federal charges would be dropped against him.


    The allegations regarding entitled tantrums span far and wide. In 2009, it was Miley Cyrus at a burger stand: “Are you serious? You don’t recognize me? I’m Miley Cyrus.” Also in 2009, Dina Lohan (mother of actress Lindsay Lohan) was quoted as saying at a nightclub, “Do you know who I am? You’re making a huge mistake…huge.” (Double points for quoting Pretty Woman.) In 2006, it was David Hasselhoff slurring at Wimbledon, “All I want is a drink. Do you know who I am?” In 2012, Rihanna, dancing on and subsequently shattering a nightclub table, shouted, “Don’t you know who I am?” while being carried out of the club. In 2014, Shia LaBeouf, being disruptive during intermission at a Broadway performance of Cabaret, yelled, “Don’t you know who the fuck I am?” In 2014, Alec Baldwin, cited for riding his bicycle the wrong way in Union Square in New York City, said, “Fuck this…this is horseshit. Don’t you know who I am?” In 2007, when her credit card was declined at Banana Republic, Faye Dunaway roared, “Don’t you know who I am? I’m Faye Dunaway!” In 2013, in a Korean spa, where her tattoos received disapproval from the spa staff, Margaret Cho spat angrily, “Do you know who I am? I am Margaret Cho.”


    It’s not just our beloved celebrities engaging in this modern-day mantra—it’s first-class flyers like the unknown chap flying from Seattle to Beijing. It’s restaurant guests in eateries, ranging from Michelin-starred bistros all the way down to your local hot dog stand. It’s the elite travelers who toss “Don’t you know who I am?” (DYKWIA) tantrums when they are not upgraded (Don’t you know who I am? I am a platinum/diamond/global elite flyer). For some reason, travel tends to magnify this dynamic, and it’s a fascinating paradox. These people do not want to be subject to the rules, but they want the rules to be obsessively applied to others. (For example, a TripAdvisor review by an angry traveler stated that too many people were being allowed into the premium airport lounge, and he was furious that his family—who had not paid the fee to enter—did not have the rules bent for them.)


    It doesn’t just happen in the air. It can be the man in the small town who has to wait in a long line at a local business (Don’t you know who I am? I have the biggest plumbing business in town!) or the woman in church who takes umbrage at not getting the best seat in the house during a holiday service (Don’t you know who I am? I have been coming to this church and making donations for years). I saw it play out at a local Trader Joe’s parking lot in my town recently. An elderly man driving a souped-up Mustang screamed at an elderly woman pushing a dog in a stroller, “Don’t you know who I am? I could buy and sell you and your stupid dog!” He then noisily pulled into a disabled parking spot without the proper placard.


    “Don’t you know who I am?” is the buzz phrase of our time—and, clearly, the mantra of the entitled and narcissistic. The Urban Dictionary has given a name to this phenomenon, often referred to in internet circles as DYKWIA. The Urban Dictionary does not offer definitions, per se, but instead gives a list of synonyms, including “pompous,” “self-important,” “stuffed shirt,” “douchebag,” and “prick.” We can use this as a jumping-off point to set a tone, because this is often where many of us just chuckle to ourselves and view this as “someone else’s problem.” But we can learn from the DYKWIAers in our world.


    The phrase itself reflects an utter lack of self-awareness and a grandiose entitlement. Why would or should anyone know who anyone is, unless the person is in regular contact with the DYKWIAer? For example, I could use the phrase with my children if I picked them up at school and they looked in the car window and said, “Who are you?” I might then reply, “Don’t you know who I am? I am your mother.” The presumption of the DYKWIAers is that they are so special that they should be familiar to others, or that their status entitles them to special privileges, even if that means others go without. That status can be conferred by celebrity, wealth, royalty, or, most often, grandiose delusion. It is also important to remember that status is relative. You can be the most important man or woman in your small town or neighborhood or workplace but, most likely, no one outside of that sphere has any sense of who you are. Celebrity and status can be local or global (or solely in someone’s own head).


    In some cases, the primary reason for the “Don’t you know who I am?” conduct is being intoxicated and impaired—this can include prescription and nonprescription drugs as well as alcohol. Drugs and alcohol diminish self-awareness, impair judgment, result in disinhibited and, at times, combative behavior, and can fuel paranoia, anger, hostility, and confusion. Thus, the lethal combination of being in an intoxicated state and having to interact with others who will maintain normal social or legal expectations (for example, waiting in line, driving sober, speaking at a normal volume without issuing numerous expletives, paying a bill) can result in a rapid ramp-up of bad behavior, culminating in an entitled tantrum once there is any form of behavioral accountability.


    Other people who utter this phrase may actually be mentally ill and experiencing breaks in reality (for example, they may be psychotic or delusional). They actually believe they are special, not due to ostensible societal markers of status, such as celebrity, community status, or wealth, but rather because they maintain delusional beliefs that perhaps they have been chosen by some holy leader or anointed by the third moon of Saturn. This type of delusional entitled behavior may also be embedded within a manic episode as observed in bipolar disorder and, with the treatment of mania or other mental illness, these kinds of entitled diatribes should dissipate. Other elements of the person’s appearance and behavior at the time of an entitled rant will often be a giveaway that he or she may fall under the rubric of mental illness (for example, inappropriate or disheveled clothing, odd appearance, other strange utterances that do not make sense, unusual physical gestures). Such individuals require treatment and follow-up, and the entitled behavior is part of a larger context of mental illness.


    The focus of this book will be the toxic, narcissistic, difficult, entitled DYKWIAer. These are our psychological problem children. These folks believe their own grandiose hype. In the pages to follow, we will break down the phenomena of narcissism and entitlement, which represent a new normal in America and increasingly around the world. These people truly believe they are special and that the rules do not apply to them, and often hold strong to the childlike conviction that results in genuine surprise and then anger and rage when they are not given the special treatment to which they feel they are entitled.


    Pay attention to the DYKWIAers in your environment. They may not always utter the full phrase, but it will come out in other ways. They will sigh noisily, roll their eyes, express the fact that they feel put-upon by the world, by delays, and by what they perceive to be demands on their time and on themselves. You will look at them quizzically or perhaps at others in the room with the same silent question, “Are they really behaving like this?” Wisely, we often do not call them out, because there is no point. It may simply invite unhealthy conflict into your life and into your day that is not worth the bother. “Don’t you know who I am?” is the choir of narcissism that is sounding out from boardrooms and courtrooms and classrooms and any number of other rooms all over the world.


    Are Americans more narcissistic? A 2015 research study by Joshua Miller and Jessica Maples, researchers at the University of Georgia, and their colleagues from universities around the world, suggests that Americans themselves certainly think so. Research reveals that Americans rate American citizens as a whole as being more narcissistic than their close friends and family, and that Americans view Americans as a group as being more disagreeable and antisocial. In addition, respondents from around the world rated Americans as more narcissistic and antagonistic than their own countrymen and women. Whether this is the American valuation of individualism, our adherence to capitalism, our cultural ethos regarding the pioneer spirit and Calvinist work ethic, our adoration of celebrity, and our penchant for competition, it appears narcissism may be as American as apple pie.


    At the time the contracts for this book were signed, a series of scandals blew up in Hollywood and then nationally. It started with allegations against Harvey Weinstein, but before long the list grew to include media and entertainment stalwarts including Matt Lauer, Bill O’Reilly, Kevin Spacey, Mario Batali, and numerous businessmen, politicians, celebrity chefs, and tech gurus. On December 29, 2017, a Los Angeles Times headline read, a powerful person has been accused of misconduct at a rate of nearly once every 20 hours since weinstein. In this case, people knew precisely who they were. Their bad behavior was evidenced by allegations of sexual abuse, assault, harassment, and incivility, and, in most cases, their behavior was also characterized by tremendous rage, angry outbursts, entitlement, bullying, control, vindictiveness, and ruling through fear and intimidation—and all of it occurred under a banner of impunity. Few people had the courage to blow the whistle, due to realistic fears of retribution. The institutions that these men worked for also protected them and were more willing to sacrifice the women or other lower-rung employees who brought forth the accusations, than to kill their golden geese. Entitlement ruled the roost, and, until the potential fall and public humiliation of the mighty, as well as movements like #metoo, most of these guys ruled with invulnerability, and many, if not most, still do.


    What Does “Toxic” Mean?



    In 2018, Oxford Dictionaries chose “toxic” to be their word of the year. And that’s not because the world got interested in chemicals. People looked up “toxic masculinity,” “toxic relationships,” “toxic people,” and “toxic culture.” Oxford provides multiple definitions of “toxic,” with definition 1.2 being “Very bad, unpleasant, or harmful.” That’s a bit broad for our purposes. We also know that “toxic” can mean “poisonous,” and, by extension, something that causes death or illness.


    A struggle in this book and in this work and conversation is terminology—finding that right word that captures that triangle of narcissism, entitlement, and toxicity. They are not distinct entities; there is a lot of overlap, but there is also some independence. To term someone a “toxic person” or label a relationship as a “toxic relationship” or “toxic situation” or to describe a person’s actions as “toxic behavior” generally implies that he, she, or it is not good for us. These personality styles are typically antagonistic and high conflict—characterized by criticism, pettiness, contempt, incivility, argumentativeness, or all of the above. Whether that is because the individual lacks empathy or is entitled, superficial, full of rage, passive-aggressive, or contemptuous, the concept of toxicity is subjective, but most people understand it when they experience it. There are some universals (lack of empathy rarely feels good), but one person’s “toxic” boss is, at times, another’s “hard-driving” mentor.


    Toxic people are not necessarily uniformly toxic, which also makes it complicated. There are some people who are equal-opportunity tyrants—they treat everyone badly—but most are too smart for that. They have some folks they target and others whom they keep close at hand, because, if everyone thinks they are awful, it can make it difficult to sidle up to the bar. They may treat their employees horribly, and yet their families view them as loyal father figures or devoted mothers (or vice versa). They may cheat on their spouses, and yet have numerous fans who idolize them. They may sexually harass and assault women, and yet people are lined up to work with them because they think they will fast-track their own careers. They may be absolutely charming to their wealthy neighbors, private-club friends, or the person in the yacht next to them but humiliate employees, household staff, and anyone they perceive as in their service. It may be the mother who cheers on her kids who are “making the family look good” but who scapegoats or dismisses her children who may not shine on a public stage or who aren’t “well put-together.”


    The difficulty raised by this is that different people may have very different experiences of a toxic person. One of the most galling things I hear when the story of the abuse perpetrated by a particular narcissist is shared is, “He was always nice to me, so I really don’t get it.” The inconsistency of narcissists can result in survivors of these situations hearing invalidating statements like this, which can only add to the hurt. Narcissists view people as conveniences, opportunities, and tools—and they treat them accordingly. When you are useful to a narcissist, he or she will leave you feeling as though the sun shines only on you. When they no longer need you, that sun will quickly move behind a cloud. It’s amazing how so many people are putty in the narcissist’s hands.


    From that subjective perspective, a toxic person, toxic relationship, or toxic situation is one that makes the other person sick or uncomfortable. That said, these patterns can be slow. Like asbestos or some other toxin in the environment, a toxic person or situation can make you sick over time—it might not happen overnight. While the difficult, narcissistic, and entitled patterns we are about to explore often result in toxic relationships, it is not presumptive, and these terms will be used variously throughout the book. Not all entitled people are narcissistic, but nearly all narcissistic people are entitled—and we will break that down as well.


    Interestingly, I have been the target of criticism by folks within the discipline of mental health for being “unkind” to people by using the term “toxic” to describe them. In being circumspect, I can understand their criticism. It’s dismissive to label a person in such a scornful and stigmatizing manner. I struggled with finding a word for people who, through their words, behaviors, conduct, attitude, and emotional expression, consistently devalue, dehumanize, invalidate, and abuse other people. However, I acknowledge that many roads lead to the “reasons” why people are antagonistic, narcissistic, difficult, and abusive and that they have backstories too. But the bottom line is that, when someone abuses you, it hurts, and, over time, it takes a permanent toll. No, “toxic” is not a nice word. But these are not nice patterns. Nobody should be relegated to the status of a human punching bag. Nobody.


    Toxic behavior tends to be associated with traits congruent with narcissistic, antagonistic, psychopathic, dysregulated, and passive-aggressive personality styles. These are personality styles that often cause more harm to the people around them than any other personality or mental health/illness patterns we observe. The people with these personality patterns may not be experiencing discomfort, but the people around them likely are. This is not a “moral” judgment. Nor is this an indictment of people who engage in these patterns; this is an indictment of these patterns. They are invalidating, they are deceptive, and they are damaging.


    Why You Should Care



    So, who cares? Ruthless leaders have always been a part of the story. Entitled people, whether on airplanes or in restaurants or in schools or churches or just walking down the street, have always been an issue. Celebrity worship and entitled behavior have been around since there were celebrities and tycoons. Is this not simply an old story?


    Yes and no. These patterns of entitlement, narcissism, public tantrums, and toxic behavior are on the increase. The buzzword of the past few years has been “narcissism,” a topic I started to tackle in my book Should I Stay or Should I Go? Surviving a Relationship with a Narcissist. The almighty N-word has been used to describe the president of the United States as well as more than a few other world leaders, CEOs, senators, celebrities, politicians, and institutional leaders, athletes, oligarchs, fallen studio heads, actors, and a whole host of other folks.


    But who really cares about the toxicity and narcissism of people who may be in our headlines but don’t really have much to do with us personally? Does their behavior really have an effect on our day-to-day lives? Does it matter to me as an individual if the occupant of the White House sends an angry tweet? Should I react if a stand-up comedian, sitcom star, or B-list musician posts a racial slur? Does it really affect my health if a studio head sexually abuses his employees and I do not know those people? What do the grandiose and angry ramblings of a company head on the other side of the country really have to do with me? If I’m not in a relationship with the person, who really cares?


    All of us should.


    It appears that the fish does stink from the head down. This proliferation of human toxicity and narcissism in political and corporate leaders, celebrities, and other buzzworthy folks is a bellwether for the rest of society. The bad behavior is being observed everywhere, on airplanes and in hotels, in restaurants and fast-food joints, on freeways and bicycle paths, at your kid’s soccer game, and in college classrooms. You are witnessing it, as are your children, and so is everyone else around you. Entitlement, narcissism, incivility, and toxic and abusive human behavior and interactions are becoming the new normal. We devalue kindness, especially in men, and we characterize compassion and vulnerability as weakness. Having empathy in the current epoch becomes a setup to be manipulated or exploited. We admire the “strong,” and, increasingly the “strong” are those who are brash, controversial, unrepentant, and anything but kind, respectful, or circumspect. The bad behavior from the folks at the top of the food chain or those who are the most influential in our society poisons the well for everyone. The tone gets set. People are propelled by a belief that they are entitled to special treatment, that the rules do not apply to them, and that can get messy rather quickly. A devil-may-care attitude has overtaken the world. Many wealthy or powerful people say, “I’m going to say what I want to say, and I don’t care who I hurt,” and they use money to clean up their messes. We are living in a time of trickle-down narcissism, incivility, and toxicity. The rest of us are impacted by this, whether by simply witnessing it, its impact on our own behavior, or how we are hurt by others. People do what they see: The more we see, the more likely we all are to be sucked into this toxic tornado.


    Then there is the accelerant for the modern toxic and narcissistic world: social media. It’s here to stay, and it is a key means of communication, of learning about the world, and, increasingly, a tool for constructing identity. A world of people broadcasting their every moment via Facebook Live or Instagram or as an influencer—all of this provides fertile ground for the “Don’t you know who I am?” of it all, and it appears to be underscoring a deeper insecurity that is cutting across the culture and the individuals who occupy it.


    This book will take you on an ugly tour of the underbelly of this new world of toxic, difficult, and antagonistic behavior and relationships that stem from entitlement and narcissism. For the sake of your health, you need to understand this, because it is affecting you. If you are reading this book, then you likely have at least one toxic, narcissistic, entitled, difficult person in your life, be it a spouse or partner, parent, coworker, boss, sibling, friend, or neighbor. Or you are witnessing this kind of behavior on a regular basis—being yelled at by disgruntled customers, witnessing road-rage moments during your commute, seeing angry confrontations on the subway, overhearing temper tantrums at a restaurant, or simply reading the news or looking at your social media feed. Or you have witnessed enough “Don’t you know who I am?” tantrums and want to figure this out and what it means for you.


    I didn’t think I would come back to this topic; it was difficult enough to write about narcissism and intimate relationships in my prior book. The thought of expanding this to help us understand what the world has become very quickly—a world of DYKWIAers, of entitlement, of narcissism, of interpersonal toxicity, of incivility—was a bit overwhelming (and depressing). However, I was seeing a sadness in the world, in my therapy practice, in my students, in my colleagues, in my friends, and in my loved ones. A heaviness in the air. People were retreating, becoming anxious, apathetic, socially withdrawn, physically ill, and, most troubling, they were feeling helpless and increasingly hopeless. My clients who bring in a range of different issues and stories were simultaneously struggling with a similar ennui due to insecurity, discomfort, and uncertainty. In addition, I live in Los Angeles, probably one of the best-preserved natural habitats for studying narcissism and entitlement. If you want to study tortoises, go to the Galapagos; if you want to study penguins, move to Antarctica. But if you want to study toxic people and narcissism, Los Angeles may be ground zero. It’s a company town, and the company is show business—superficial, celebrity soaked, validation seeking, covetous, manipulative, and grandiose. Millions of people are saying, “Look at me. No, look at me.” (I have lived in Los Angeles for more than twenty-five years and have a complicated fondness for the city, but I could not have become a narcissism researcher or critic had I lived anywhere else; everyone here either manifests it or has been painfully affected by it.) This book is, at times, a polemic, a survival manual, a guidebook, a recipe book, a taxonomy, a roadmap, and a manifesto of hope. Not the hope that the narcissism will abate or that the narcissists will improve. But hope that individuals can start to recognize the goodness in themselves and engage in the fine art of self-preservation. It is never too late to take back your life from the scourges of individual and societal narcissism.


    The Genie Is Out of the Bottle



    In 1979, Christopher Lasch, a writer, a historian and an academic, wrote one of the most prescient books on narcissism: The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations, making him a sort of narcissism Nostradamus. In the late 1970s, Lasch was already pointing out that the US was veering into a direction of more pathological narcissism. He pointed fingers at the burgeoning “self-growth and self-enhancement movements” and that these were supplanting the importance of building communities and collective social structures and causing the loss of conviction in both our leaders and in people as individuals. Lasch also made the interesting observation that narcissism, as a pathological pattern per se, may not be on the rise, but rather psychiatrists and psychologists may be noticing it more quickly. He was already turning a lens on the societal shifts toward “all-or-nothing success” and work ethics that drew people away from community and family and only enhanced a pathological focus on the self. He pulled no punches and went after the holy grails, including education (which he also maintained had become a means of self-enhancement and a tool for maintaining increasingly authoritarian structures), and even reflected on what he termed the “commodification” of education—an issue that plagues us even more today. He foresaw the industry of external self-enhancement and the obsolescence of old age—a battle we fight via Botox and cosmetic surgery, as we fight our body’s natural process, try to deny the years that pass, and view aging as a deep inconvenience, with the grandiosity of narcissism unable to reconcile the body and mind’s natural tendency to give out over time.


    Most notable about Lasch’s observations and his thesis is that he was already warning, in very clear terms, about a dangerous genie floating out of the bottle. But, at that point, it was too late. The genie was out—the economy, both globally and domestically, took a permanent turn in the 1980s. The Self became vaunted above all else, and insecurity became fostered by materialism, consumerism, political structures, and governments. Lasch courageously opined that all structures—families, schools, governments, corporations—were part of this inside job of narcissism’s being supported from the outside in and the inside out. In some of the wisest words written about narcissism, he states: “Narcissism appears realistically to represent the best way of coping with the tensions and anxieties of modern life, and the prevailing social conditions therefore tend to bring out narcissist traits that are present, in varying degrees, in everyone. These conditions have also transformed the family, which in turn shapes the underlying structure of personality. A society that fears it has no future, is not likely to give much attention to the needs of the next generation….”


    We knew this was coming, and we allowed it to happen. Lasch’s thesis is spot-on and even more relevant forty years later. But we didn’t listen, learn, or pay attention, and here we are. The genie is out of the bottle, and I don’t believe we can put it back. How do we save ourselves, our children, our families, and our communities?


    Who Was Your First Narcissist?



    Everyone remembers their first narcissist. Who was yours? If it was your parent, then you have had one since the beginning. Or maybe you recollect a family member’s invalidating behavior during your childhood or the taunts of a mean-spirited girl from high school. Maybe it was even your first real boyfriend or girlfriend.


    Because children cannot make sense of this phenomenon, they will not only not label it as narcissistic or toxic, but also will take responsibility for it—blaming themselves for not being a good-enough child, because, if they were, then maybe their mother or father would be happy. Even when a first major narcissistic encounter does not occur until adulthood, many people still do not know what they are dealing with. I have received countless emails and worked with numerous clients who endured invalidating, cruel, lying, cheating, selfish, cold, calculating, vindictive, distant, entitled partners for decades without understanding what was happening.


    But, even if you look back and reflect on it in hindsight, you will always remember your first narcissist. That relationship impacted you in significant ways, and it may still be affecting you in ways that you may not be aware. That first (or second, or third) relationship with a narcissist may still affect your decisions, your sense of self-worth, and your aspirations—until you figure it out, and then you can slowly put the brakes on this soul-sapping situation. From a standpoint of terminology, the term “narcissistic relationship” will be used interchangeably with, and to imply, a relationship with a narcissist. While it is not the relationship per se that is narcissistic, the suffocating dynamics of a relationship with a narcissist can characterize the entire relationship. As such, the term narcissistic relationship will serve as a sort of shorthand for any kind of relationship with a narcissistic individual or entity.


    The fact is you have one (otherwise you would not be reading this book). Perhaps the only ones who do not have any narcissists or other toxic people in their lives are the narcissists themselves (but I am not betting on that, as narcissists tend to be pack animals and attract other narcissists into their midst).


    How This Book Can Help You Navigate Toxic People and Relationships


    This book will lay out the who, what, and why of our narcissistic and entitled world, spell out the dynamics of narcissism, and clearly illustrate how narcissism is hurting your health and sense of well-being. You will be better able to identify and manage the toxic, entitled, and narcissistic people in your life, and we will explore if (and, if so, why) these patterns are on the rise.


    In Part I, we’ll travel the narcissistic roadmap, uncovering what exactly narcissism really is and the five sets of patterns underlying narcissism. We’ll examine the primary patterns or behaviors within these traits, such as lack of empathy, lying, envy, insecurity, anger, grandiosity, paranoia, and much more. We’ll also look at the different “flavors” of narcissists and why it can be so tough to walk away from them. (Hint: Narcissists are charming, controlling, and manipulative, and, even once you identify them, it can be difficult to extricate yourself from them.) I’ll explain the new narcissistic world order and why social media exacerbates it. I’ll also share the three Cs of narcissism and why we fall for toxic people. We’ll consider the ways in which our economy, consumerism, and how we measure success all impact the rise of narcissism. Finally, this book will also serve as a recipe book for how to create a narcissist (or hopefully avoid doing it), with an overview of the theories on the origins of narcissism.


    In Part II, we’ll take a look at the toxic, entitled, and difficult people in your life, whether that’s your significant other, parent or parents, sibling, boss or coworker, friend, in-laws, or even your own child. When I wrote Should I Stay or Should I Go? Surviving a Relationship with a Narcissist, I focused specifically on the intimate relationship: husband, wife, fiancé, fiancée, boyfriend, girlfriend. This was compelled by the fact that I wrote the book in response to what I had observed in my clinical practice and the need for a “manual” of sorts to help people in these relationships, because it was causing so much grief for them. As I worked and talked with people about that book, one of the main issues I heard was, “This is all very interesting, but the narcissist in my life is [fill in the blank].” Often, it was a parent, sister, boss, daughter, or son-in-law. I encountered this time and again with my own clients, students, and people who attended lectures, and I realized that narcissism, entitlement, and just generally toxic personhood can result in very different repercussions, depending on the nature of the relationship. The impact of a toxic mother is quite different than the impact of a toxic best friend. Both hurt, but both also affect us in different ways—and require different solutions.


    It made sense. It can be difficult to “divorce” a parent. Enduring a boss or a toxic supervisor may be necessary to keep a roof over your head. So, while some of the core principles remain the same—the lack of empathy, entitlement, validation seeking, superficiality, arrogance, and coldness, as well as the fact that these patterns are very resistant to change and are all pretty consistent—the impacts of each type of person on your life may be quite different. In addition, your feelings about how you are treated by a toxic or narcissistic person may also be different. A narcissistic parent may bring forth different feelings than a narcissistic boss, a toxic partner, or a narcissistic child.


    Interestingly, most people who have one narcissist or toxic person in their lives have multiple narcissists in their lives. There are several possible reasons for this, but, most likely, it is a riff on a phenomenon called “habituation.” In the simplest example of habituation, if we get accustomed to something in our environment—a reward, or even something more noxious, such as noise—over time, we basically adjust to it, and it doesn’t capture our attention, nor do we question it. Human beings can be incredibly adaptive and adjust to varying climates and living conditions. In the same way, we can adjust to toxic relationships. However, just as a very cold or very hot room may make us uncomfortable, so too does a toxic relationship. As a result, once we get used to a person who is deeply entitled, toxic, or narcissistic, it can become a new normal. In this way, once we adjust to one narcissist, it becomes quite simple to adjust to numerous narcissists. Sadly, we humans are also able to habituate to unhealthy circumstances, and just because we adjust doesn’t mean it becomes healthy. We simply adjust to something unhealthy.


    People with narcissistic parents tend to gravitate toward other relationships with narcissists. Work on “co-narcissism” suggests that people who are raised with narcissistic parents become wired to be “pleasers,” to take on a role of providing validation to the people around them to the point of exhaustion. Without even thinking about it, people who were raised by one or more narcissists often gravitate toward narcissistic partners, friends, and work situations, because it is what they know. Overall, this suggests that a person with a narcissistic parent, who struggles lifelong with the feeling of being “not good enough,” becomes easy prey for other narcissists. In addition, people with narcissistic parents become skilled at being the delivery people of narcissistic supply (which is the validation, praise, and fluffing that narcissists chronically require from everyone in their world); after a childhood of trying to soothe, please, impress, and compliment a difficult parent, they become masterful as adults at doing that for other people too. They are often drawn to people who pull for appeasing and “handling” (grandiose bosses; charming, demanding, and charismatic partners; validation-seeking friends; entitled people), often writing off people who are not like this as “boring,” because the primitive drive to be with and please these types of people is so intense. Narcissism simply becomes your normal.


    Another possible reason is that you actually think you deserve this treatment. Whether it is secondary to childhood messages, early abuse, trauma, societal messages, bullying, or other unnamed factors, you may have received the message that you are not enough, you do not deserve to be treated better than this, and, in some ways, being treated without empathy, coldly, and dismissively feels “right,” or you do believe that you truly do not deserve better. Everyone deserves respect, empathy, dignity, kindness, and compassion. Everyone. But, if you do not know that, or believe that, it is easy to accept that the narcissistic abuse and patterns are what you deserve. It’s a shame that we can’t give noise-canceling headphones to everyone who has to spend time with a narcissist to silence their invalidating voice. Until we invent those, we need to do the silencing for ourselves.


    Ultimately, relationships with narcissists are kept in place by two mechanisms: hope and fear. Hope that it will someday get better and that the second chances will pay off. Hope that things will change. Hope that the narcissist will finally get it. Hope that he or she will finally apologize, and you can forgive this person, and everything will be fine. And then there is fear. Fear that you will always be alone. Fear that you will never be loved. Fear that you are wrong, and the next person will get the nice version of the narcissist. Fear that you are being too judgmental. Fear that you actually do deserve the abuse. Fear that this is as good as it gets, so asking for more is hubris at best.


    Overall, narcissism is becoming more common. As such, it can be more difficult to avoid, simply because more narcissists are around. Multiple roads get people to their narcissistic and toxic relationships and situations. And these relationships are different and have to be handled differently. There have been many good books written about each of these kinds of relationships individually and in far greater detail. Part II of the book is meant to serve as a compendium, and a brief survival guide to what each of these relationships does to you and how to handle them individually, while also understanding the larger context in which they are happening. Each chapter will have its own set of takeaways to help you manage the challenges of that particular narcissistic relationship.


    In Part III, we will get down to the brass tacks of how to stay sane in a narcissistic world and survive it—to reflect on how these toxic narcissistic relationships and toxic situations are affecting you. I hope to teach you how to avoid narcissists when you can and recognize them early when you can’t. Most important, this book is a primer for how to stay sane in an interpersonally toxic and narcissistic world. It will offer a step-by-step guide on how to navigate this terrain. There are ways to overcome this, retain your sanity, preserve your sense of humanity, and even thrive. But first, that means understanding the new world order. None of us is immune to these trends.


    The world is a deeply narcissistic, entitled, and unkind place. Read the news. Scroll through social media. Watch reality TV. Even if you are so blessed that every single person in your life is a sweetheart and you manage to dodge the narcissism bullet in your family, workplace, and friendships, you are still surrounded by it. It goes beyond the public narcissistic figures that populate our world, it goes beyond social media and chronically pinging and ringing devices, and it goes beyond the “Don’t you know who I am”–ing that defines the modern age. I have yet to meet a person who is immune to it (other than the people who are narcissistic).


    Think of it this way: To the degree that narcissism, entitlement, psychopathy, and all the rest of it contribute to a toxic river, is that something you want to be swimming in? If you knew a swimming pool was full of poisonous water, you would avoid it. How do you navigate a toxic world? How do you manage narcissism, and all the rest of it, when it is lurking around every corner?


    How can you keep yourself sane, protected, and safe in the current world order? Do you eliminate all narcissists, psychopaths, passive-aggressive friends, and toxic bystanders from your life? How do you silence the public voices that continue to polarize, politicize, and issue statements that, over time, will offend every segment of society, and that dehumanize and leave all of us feeling like we’re not enough? By now, you recognize that you cannot banish all the toxic people from your life. Some of them matter to you, or you do not yet know what to do about them, and so you have to work around them, whether the person is your spouse, your child, or a stranger. So what do we do?


    My goal in Part III is to help you protect yourself from toxic people and situations by teaching you how to break some of the patterns that may be attracting narcissists and close the gate on allowing any more to enter your life. I will explain why meaningful connections are now more important than ever and why self-preservation may be your best tool to fight narcissism. We are living in an era of incivility, and it’s important to learn how to strike a balance between managing this difficult terrain and protecting yourself from it, and I will teach you how to do this. A relationship with a narcissist—whether a parent, partner, friend, or sibling—can be a death by a thousand cuts, prolonged and subtle, until it becomes your normal, and perhaps ultimately your demise.


    This book is a call to arms. It will teach people how to enforce boundaries. I am not telling anyone to divorce their mother or father, husband or wife, sons or daughters, sisters or brothers, bosses or coworkers, friends or neighbors. That simply will not work for many people. But stop handing them your soul to tear apart. They do not deserve it. That means you need to take some responsibility and stop handing it over. It’s time to believe that you do, genuinely, deserve better. This book will provide you with the tools to erect the boundaries and gates that will allow you to engage in self-preservation and growth.


    Why I Wrote This Book



    Many people have asked me what my hope is in doing this work. To address narcissism? To find a way to reduce it? To change the world? Nope. Those are aspirational goals at best—and, frankly, they are naïve. The system is rewarding narcissism and human toxicity in all of its forms right now. It’s hard to sell compassion and empathy in a world that rewards narcissism, psychopathy, incivility, and materialism. Perhaps we can see it through a different lens. People who work in the area of substance abuse treatment and policy obviously would acknowledge that their work would be much easier if the drugs did not exist, or were kept off the streets, or were not produced. The people who work in substance abuse intervention know that is naïve, so they try to address prevention and early identification. Similarly, we try to address cancer prevention by asking people to not smoke or to have mammograms and colonoscopies. We try to address diabetes by preventing obesity. All of that said, people who work in substance abuse or obesity or diabetes also know their work would be easier if the world did not foster despair, insecurity, and inequity. The broken structures contribute to broken behaviors. My hope is that this book will give you a different type of prevention—one that empowers you with the information you need to detect narcissists and learn how to minimize their impacts in your life, even if you can’t banish them completely.


    Ultimately, I am writing this book because I am angry. I am angry at witnessing so many people being hurt and devastated by relationships of any kind with toxic and narcissistic people. I am angry at seeing good people, who are empathic, strong, and wise, losing the best of themselves to narcissistic people who tell them they are not enough, and who devalue, invalidate, and dehumanize them. I see so much wasted potential and shattered happiness at the hands of narcissistic abuse. I am angry that no one is providing young people, especially young women, with the skills to choose healthy partners (instead of controlling and abusive pseudo-Prince Charmings). Regardless of whether relationships with narcissists end or if they are sustained, they result in an untold toll. Even if you do get out, it is not as simple as just breaking up with the person. These breakups and divorces can create lifelong challenges, because a narcissist never lets go easily. Children get ruined by toxic custody battles and uninformed family court systems and enter their adulthoods tentatively, vulnerable to more narcissistic abuse, re-creating the cycles put into place by their toxic parent or parents.


    I am angry that people are sold a message of second chances and forgiveness that allows toxic and narcissistic people to continue to do cruel things and say cruel things with impunity. I am angry that people are called “judgmental” for calling out toxic people and, instead, are told to compromise with them or meet them “halfway.” I am angry that the damage wrought by toxic people, by difficult people, by narcissists, by sociopaths, and by psychopaths goes relatively unaddressed by our justice system, family courts, human-resource departments, risk-management systems, schools and universities, employers and, frankly, even the mental health system. I am angry that families, consciously or unconsciously, collude to protect the toxic amongst them or give them a free pass. I am angry that people who are emotionally abused are often doubted or told to adjust or communicate or “get over it,” as though only a bruised face requires intervention and a bruised soul does not. I am angry that we spend effort to encourage people to quit junk food, cigarettes, sedentary lifestyles, drugs, and alcohol, while never suggesting that people step away from toxic relationships that are destroying their health. I am angry at all of the lost human potential—lost to fear and self-doubt and controlling partners, families, and other people who clip the wings of so many gifted people. I am angry that most of the systems in the world reward toxic behavior—and that narcissistic and toxic people are exalted as leaders, celebrities, billionaires, and heroes. I am angry because all of this is having a detrimental effect on the mental health and psyches of anyone who encounters these toxic and difficult people, and anyone who lives in this world, and I want to provide guidelines, information, a framework, and, perhaps, an exit strategy so people do not keep shaving off parts of their souls in the name of toxic relationships. I want to help people learn to save themselves, to stop wasting their time rescuing other people, and, instead, spend their time rescuing themselves.


    Bullies, tyrants, despots, oppressors, and antagonists will continue to prosper. Sadly, there is not much we can do about it. We elect them to office, venerate them on social media, grudgingly admire them, and cheer them on. But we can protect ourselves. At a minimum, we can stop offering them our validation and exaltation. We can stop rewarding these patterns. We can transcend despite the gravitational pull of narcissism and incivility.


    It is my hope that, the next time you witness a “Don’t you know who I am?” tantrum, you will smile knowingly. And, after reading this book, it is my sincere hope that you become a toxic-person “whisperer,” a narcissist detector, an entitlement Jedi. Read on….

  


  
    Part One



    The Narcissistic Roadmap: Navigating the Toxic Potholes


    You have power over your mind—not outside events.

    Realize this, and you will find strength.


    —Marcus Aurelius

  


  
    Chapter 1



    Narcissists, Jerks, and Tyrants:

    Is Being an “Asshole” a Diagnosis?


    As individuals and as a nation, we now suffer from social narcissism. We have now fallen in love with our own image, with images of

    our making, which turn out to be images of ourselves.


    —Daniel J. Boorstin


    An article in Vanity Fair by Adam Ciralsky on January 17, 2018 (“Harvey’s Concern Was Who Did Him In:” Inside Harvey Weinstein’s Frantic Final Days) indicated that, when Harvey Weinstein finally got called out on years of sexual abuse, harassment, and the assault of women in Hollywood, he was less concerned about the harm he caused his victims and the heinous nature of his conduct than about who turned him in. When Bernie Madoff bilked investors of $50 billion and the wagons finally began to circle, he called his family and came clean but asked for a few days to ensure he got his affairs in order before he turned himself in—with no mention of the damage his actions had wrought on investors, charitable organizations, and older adults who lost everything.


    The millennials are taking a lot of flak for being the “entitled generation.” It’s tempting to call out young people for behaving more selfishly than we did, and the millennials will likely do it to their children too. In fact, the so-called entitled millennials are the product of the baby boomers, who were members of the generation once labeled the “Me Generation.” Joel Stein, in Time magazine (May 2013), opines that the seed of entitlement observed in the millennials was planted back in the 1970s before the millennials were even a spark in someone’s glazed eyes. The belief is that the entitlement epidemic may be fueled by a focus on instilling self-esteem—in essence, telling someone that he or she is great and special but not linking that to meaningful behaviors. It set up a precedent whereby six-year-olds were told they were superheroes and, at sixteen, and twenty-six, and thirty-six, they are still walking around the world believing that to be true and wondering why the world is not acknowledging their superhero greatness. The enhancement of self-esteem has set up a world in which very few people are able to endure frustration or disappointment (“If I am so special, why isn’t everything going my way?”). Life is not delivering, and members of multiple generations—baby boomers, Gen Xers, Gen Yers, millennials, Gen Zers, and those of other generations yet to come—are lost in their anguish over unmet expectations. Entitlement, at this point in history, is not solely the province of millennials or Gen Xers or baby boomers; all generations are equally complicit and may simply be manifesting it in different ways. We can’t just throw the millennials under the bus—entitlement knows no generational restrictions.


    As noted before, a toxic, high-conflict, difficult person is simply one who makes us psychologically sick through his or her behavior. This can be quite obvious (being in the presence of a cruel, insulting, tantrum-throwing bully) or subtler (a person who covertly insults you but is sometimes helpful or is passive-aggressive but sometimes praises you). Our tendency to forgive and give people second chances is often what keeps these toxic patterns in place. Toxic people and their behaviors leave us doubting ourselves and questioning ourselves, and they are given a lifetime of second chances, because many people lack the confidence to call them out or walk away from them. In addition, because they are often successful or wealthy, they have more power and privilege, and calling them out can be even riskier or more difficult. Now that the cultural conditions are a perfect breeding ground for toxic behaviors, this is not likely to go away anytime soon.


    The kingpin of the toxic-people world is the narcissist. So let’s start there.


    The Narcissist: The Insecure Tyrant



    Narcissism is a pattern characterized by entitlement, grandiosity, lack of empathy, validation seeking, superficiality, interpersonal antagonism, insecurity, hypersensitivity, contempt, arrogance, and poor emotional regulation (especially rage). Narcissism is an interpersonally toxic pattern; if it is a person’s predominant way of relating with the world, then it is not healthy for the people around the narcissistic person (it is also not healthy for the narcissist, but narcissists typically lack enough insight to recognize it).


    In 2019, you cannot talk about narcissism without conjuring the Trump presidency. His election and leadership have raised lots of hackles and red flags about the concept of narcissism. His supporters and diagnostic purists get hot under the collar when mental health professionals attempt to apply diagnostic terms to him without evaluating him (this falls under the rubric of something called the “Goldwater Rule,” which stipulates that a psychiatrist who has not seen a patient cannot offer a diagnostic impression). However, calling someone a narcissist is not a clinical diagnosis; it is descriptive and no different than identifying someone as friendly, or kind, or insensitive, or risk taking, or rude, or neurotic, or agreeable. However, the word carries lots of surplus meaning, and most of us believe it has a negative connotation—no one likes to be called a narcissist. And, frankly, most people don’t really understand what it means. It underlies a pattern that can be termed “toxic,” a word that allows us to take in more territory and bring in characteristics that do not fall under traditional diagnostic, theoretical, and clinical terminology. I don’t disagree with people who state that we have no place diagnosing people we have not met. I am a bigger fan of reflecting on their actual behaviors, and if they leave you feeling bad or sick or invalidated, or just generally uncomfortable, then we can use the label of “difficult” or “toxic” (whether or not they are narcissistic). Agreeing or disagreeing with Trump’s politics is beside the point. His pattern of behavior, which is often grandstanding, antagonistic, bombastic, accusatory, dismissive, divisive, dehumanizing, deceitful, and, ultimately, reflects his desperate need for validation, is all congruent with a pattern of narcissism. He isn’t the first narcissistic president, and he won’t be the last, but his is a more bombastic narcissism, which is why we are noticing it and why it is shaping the behavior of our culture at large.


    What Do They Look Like?


    Alas, there are no easily identifiable markings that would allow us to identify narcissists—though that would certainly make life easier. They don’t have horns or fangs or wear a dark cloak. They can be any gender, any race, any age, any sexual orientation, any height, any weight, any nationality, any religion. Where it gets interesting is that we sometimes get tricked by making faulty assumptions. One incorrect assumption that gets all of us in trouble is to assume that someone who is “fancy” or sophisticated or highly educated or from a prominent family or holds an important position or belongs to an exclusive and elite organization or club couldn’t be capable of being a toxic, narcissistic, psychopathic, or difficult person (that is, to assume that toxic people are somehow lowbrow or lacking a certain sophistication, patina, or panache). Quite the contrary—the privilege that accompanies the fancier folks amongst us fosters toxic behavior, and their legitimacy may mean that people have their narcissism radar down when they are with them. I am astonished at how often writers, journalists, pundits, and media types will gasp and be shocked at the hyper-unethical, illegal, or grossly uncivil behavior of a member of the privileged elite. It’s actually laughable, because having a degree from an Ivy League school or being a debutante does not imply virtue, so you need to be at the ready whether you are dealing with a rich man, poor man, beggar man, or thief. A person with five cents in the bank can be narcissistic, and a captain of industry can be narcissistic. Pay attention to the signs, patterns, and behaviors laid out in this book. If anything, narcissists and many toxic people appear better put together than the rest of us—the right clothes, the right address, the right credentials. Beware a wolf in sheep’s clothing. You can protect yourself from these highly camouflaged dangers and poisoned apples amongst us. You just need to know what to look for.


    The Toxicity Paradox



    According to James House, Karl Landis, and Debra Umberson, researchers at the University of Michigan and the University of Texas, “Social relationships, or the relative lack thereof, constitute a major risk factor for health—rivaling the effect of well-established health-risk factors such as cigarette smoking, blood pressure, blood lipids, obesity, and physical activity.” We can take this a step further: The lack of social relationships may constitute a risk factor for poor health but, by extension, the researchers’ findings also imply that toxic relationships can be risk factors as well. It’s actually an interesting toxicity paradox. For the amount of time, effort, and money people spend on healthy diets, getting enough sleep, special vitamins, exercising, healthcare, detoxes, and the avoidance of drugs, alcohol, and tobacco—all in the name of promoting health—something is being missed. All of these behaviors are integral to good health; that is true. However, when you take a longer lens and reflect on the amount of money spent on organic food to avoid the toxins of pesticides, or air filters to avoid toxins in the air, or purified water to avoid the toxins in water, or specialized household cleaners to avoid environmental toxins, or lower-emission or electric cars to avoid toxic exhaust emissions, or high-end cosmetics made from carefully sourced ingredients to avoid toxins on the skin, then why do most people keep toxic people in their lives? If people spent even a fraction of the time on removing high-conflict people and situations from their lives as they do on eliminating all of these other sources of toxins, their health would improve significantly and immediately. Think about it. Think about the last time a toxic person was removed from your life, either because of your efforts or not. After the initial shock wore off, reflect on how good you felt to no longer be invalidated.


    Conversationally, people call toxic, difficult, and antagonistic people lots of things, including narcissists, sociopaths, assholes, pricks, douchebags, arrogant bastards, jerks, psychopaths, evil, psycho, mean, and bad guys. Those words are often an alarm that a toxic and likely narcissistic person is lurking, and they are more colorful than the far more clinical “narcissist.” Aaron James philosophically reflects on the concept of the “asshole” in his book by the same name and defines the phenomenon as a person who “allows himself to enjoy special advantages in social relations out of an entrenched sense of entitlement that immunizes him against the complaints of other people.” He also goes on to suggest that this is simply who the person is. A philosopher calls them assholes; a psychiatrist may call them narcissists. I, a psychologist, simply view them as toxic.


    Are Toxic People Happy?



    The big questions that often arise around narcissism and entitlement are “Do they feel good?” or “Are they happy people?” The short answer is “Not really.” Most of the time, they do not think about it and typically only think about it when things are not going their way. At the core of it, difficult people and narcissists are insecure. And they manage their discomfort in a way that leaves everyone else feeling insecure. Feeling chronically insecure does not feel good.


    Their inability to tolerate frustration and their subsequent lack of resilience are deeply uncomfortable. They tend to use the world and the people in it as a tool for their own gain, and, because many narcissistic people (though definitely not most!) are financially successful, they tend to have eminently enviable “Instagrammable” lifestyles. While a recent study indicates that having enough money to buy time (someone to clean your house or being able to get take-in from time to time) can increase happiness (Kahneman and Deaton, 2010), much more money beyond that does not make a difference. This lends credence to the idea that pursuing more and more and more makes no sense, because we do not need more, and “happiness” for toxic and narcissistic individuals becomes an elusive target.


    When you witness toxic people on a good day, they will seem happy and as though they are on top of the world, grandiose, and full of dreams. Catch them on a day when things did not go their way, and there will be a cold, almost frightening darkness to them. Ultimately, the issue that does narcissists in is that it is never enough. Nothing is enough. You are not enough, I am not enough, their house is not big enough, their car is not fast enough, their job is not important enough, their vacation was not luxurious enough, their boyfriend is not rich enough, their girlfriend is not hot enough. Their parents weren’t supportive enough. Nothing is enough and so they are always on a quest. Hang around them long enough, and you yourself will start to believe you are not enough. The short answer? Any “happiness” they experience is transitory at best and linked to how things are going in their external worlds, rather than to an inner sense of identity, serenity, or well-being. In fact, we can and should regard narcissistic people with circumspect compassion (from a distance), because they are actually very insecure and malcontented and empty. That cannot be an easy way to live, and it is deeply uncomfortable. Unfortunately, they spend most of their lives taking that discomfort out on other people.


    What Is Narcissism?



    There is nothing but disagreement about the word “narcissism.” Clinicians who encounter it often consider it a manifestation of insecurity—a sort of malignant overcompensation. Researchers who attempt to measure it focus on individualism, self-expression, and assertiveness, and, when they measure it that way, they find that narcissism is associated with high self-esteem (for example, in the work of Jean Twenge, a professor of psychology at San Diego State University). The Narcissistic Personality Inventory is a questionnaire that measures narcissistic personality (but not narcissistic personality disorder) (Raskin and Hall, 1979). Once again, this scale still doesn’t get at the difficult and antagonistic underbelly of narcissism (it tends to focus on more superficial grandiose “normal” narcissism or, at least, the less toxic elements of it). Some researchers have found that it yields three sorts of “subareas” of narcissism on the basis of this scale (leadership/authority, grandiose exhibitionism, and entitlement/exploitativeness) (Ackerman et al., 2011), while others think there are seven areas: authority, self-sufficiency, superiority, exhibitionism, exploitativeness, vanity, and entitlement (Raskin and Terry, 1988).


    Another theoretical model that attempts to take on the measurement and conceptualization of narcissism is called the Five Factor Model of Personality (McCrae & John, 1992). This model considers personality as a hierarchical structure and breaks it down according to five dimensions: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Openness to Experience
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