


NARCISSISTIC LEADERSHIP 

Narcissism has become а contemporary pandemicthat seems to have been normalized, 

accepted, and even celebrated, both in society at large and Ьу some of our political 

and business leaders. ln this book, world-renowned psychology and leadership thinker 

Manfred Kets de Vries explains this modern phenomenon and imagines how you 

would help the narcissist on the notional "coach's couch." 

Consumerism, competitive urges, individualism, and identity politics are examples 

of how our present-day culture has reinforced the self-glorification that drives 

narcissism-this cult ofthe self. Although а healthy competitive spirit is part ofhuman 

nature, for narcissistic people it can turn into an all-consuming character trait. They 
view the world almost exclusively in terms of "winners" and "losers," and to lose is 

unacceptaЫe. Unfortunately, social media seems to provide ample opportunities to 

magnify the competitive or narcissistic disposition present in all of us. 
Starting with an in-depth discussion of the ancient myth of Narcissus, the various 

shapes in which narcissism expresses itself are highlighted. Subsequently, taking 

individual and group perspectives, various strategies for how to manage narcissistic 

people are explored. Using case examples of interpersonal and group approaches to 

change, concepts such as the working alliance, the emotional seesaw, the grey rock 

approach, boundary management, Socratic questioning, the sandwich tactic, and the 

need to Ье empathic are introduced. Also, referring to change in а group setting, the 

importance ofthe psychological dynamics ofthe group-as-a-whole is presented. 
Narcissistic Leadership offers а unique and original approach to exploring the 

ramifications of narcissistic leadership and will Ье of interest to the general reader 
as well as the key audiences of organizational leaders, psychoanalysts, coaches, 

psychotherapists, sociologists, and social psychologists. 

Manfred F. R. Kets de Vries is the distinguished clinical professor of leadership 

development and organizational change at INSEAD and the founder of INSEAD's 

Global Leadership Center. The Financial Тimes, Wirtschaftswoche, Le Capital, Е/ Pais, 
and The Economist have rated him among the world's leading management thinkers. 

Не is the author of more than 50 books and hundreds of articles and the recipient of 
numerous awards, including four honorary doctorates. 
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PREFACE 

That pride, like hooded hawks, in darkness soars, From Ьlindness bold, and tow'ring 

to the skies. 
-Edward Young 

ln reality, there is, perhaps по one of our natural passions so hard to subdue as pride. 

Disguise it, struggle with it, stifle it, mortify it as much as one pleases, it is still alive, 

and will every now and then реер out and show itself. 

-Benjamin Franklin 

The idea of writing this book of essays on narcissism originated with see­
ing Todd Field's intriguing film Tar.1 This movie is the character portrait of 
а woman who, while defined Ьу the world she believes she has mastered, is 
also unraveling before our eyes. It's what makes this particular film а genuine 
tragedy. In fact, this film highlights how narcissistic behavior can Ье used not 
only for good but also for bad. Although Lydia Tar does not exactly sell her 
soul to the devil, she demonstrates that talent is one thing but morality is а 
very different matter. 

The film is the story of а Б.ctional classical conductor at the height of her 
career who engages in activities that in one respect make her very special but 
in another contribute to her downfall. It's а ruthless but intimate portrayal 
of art, lust, obsession, Machiavellian behavior, and power set in the world 
of contemporary classical music. The Б.lm portrays an episode in the life of 
а self-described sapphic individual who favors а masculine dress style in her 
everyday life and who wears the pants in her marriage to another woman. 

D01: 10.4324/9781003569855-1 



2 NARCISSISТIC LEADERSHIP 

However, it is also the portrait of а specific leadership style that's usually 
associated with men. In that respect, Tar is а universal fаЫе about power, 
whatever а person's gender may Ье. It demonstrates how power can corrode 
people's ideals and fantasies and acts as а timely reminder that those whom 
we may Ье tempted to idealize are also human; in fact, all too human. And 
even though the movie starts off as the chronicle of а brilliant conductor nav­
igating her career, it becomes а study of what happens when the social media 
and а new puЬlic morality merge to thrust someone, given all her warts, into 
the limelight. 

Power сап corrode people's ideals and fantasies and ... the people we may Ье 
tempted to idealize are also human; in fact, all too human. 

This character portrait shows Lydia Tar's complicated relationships 
with her family, the other people she associates with, and the industry 
in which she is working. As the film makes quite clear, she is in the kind 
of position where hubris pretty much comes with the territory. In this 
respect, the film illustrates how she not only shapes the music but also 
manipulates the world she is working in, а modus operandi that eventu­
ally turns very sour. The film is essentially the portrait of an artist stuck 
in а narcissistic megalomaniac ЬuЬЫе, exploiting the people she is deal­
ing with and in the process becoming somewhat self-delusional. On top 
of this heady mix, we aren't just observing а rollercoaster ride of success 
and self-destruction but we also become part of а story around #МеТоо 
and cancel culture. 

Fictionally, Lydia Tar, the conductor and composer, was а highly success­
ful protegee of Leonard Bernstein-a relationship which had set the stage 
for her meteoric success. We understand, following а very puЬlic interview 
that's presented in the film, that her career had been а steady ascent through 
the great orchestras of Cleveland, Boston, and New York to her current 
position at the Berlin Philharmonic. In the interview, she is described as 
а virtuoso pianist, an ethnomusicologist, and even а popularizer of music. 
We also hear that she has а Harvard Ph.D. and belongs to the highly exclu­
sive "EGOT" club, having been awarded an Emmy, а Grammy, an Oscar, 
and а Tony. What we also learn is that she has recorded all of Mahler's 
symphonies but one, saving the most momentous symphony for last. This 
recording, Mahler's Fifth, will соте out soon, as will her book, Tar оп Tar-a 
book that's certain to become а bestseller. What becomes quite clear, watch­
ing the first part of the film, is that Lydia Tar is an exceptionally talented 



PREFACE 3 

woman, who also inspires the people who work with her to scale peaks of 
greatness. 

On the one hand, this celebrated genius is enjoying the best that Western 
society has to offer: performances at the most renowned concert halls, ren­
dezvous with other famous people, exclusive dinners in star-rated restau­
rants, and rooms in the most luxurious hotels. Yet, on the other hand, we 
are shown indications of domestic and professional trouЬle. Lydia Tar lives 
with Sharon, the Philharmonic's first violinist, and their young, adopted 
daughter, Petra. But what's there for all to see is an edginess to her various 
relationships. Their child is being bullied at school. The orchestra's long­
serving second conductor has outstayed his welcome. And Tar's assistant, 
Francesca, who has her own musical amЬitions, looks at her boss with 
barely concealed irritation. Little Ьу little, it is dawning on us, as the viewer, 
that what contributes to these negative interpersonal developments is the 
fact that Tar is, Ьу default, narcissistic. Clearly, Lydia Tar is only interested 
in Lydia Tar. 

Gradually, we come to realize that as well as seeing а brilliant conductor, 
we are watching а flaming narcissist, swept up in the dizziness of power. 
Not only is her home life а mess, but we start to become aware of the trou­
Ьled internal politics in the orchestra-the conflicting personalities and ten­
sions а conductor needs to manage. In her role as some kind of orchestral 
"СЕО," the film shows Tar's imperiousness, her sadistic tendencies, and her 
Machiavellian talent for manipulating other people. Seeing her in action, it 
becomes quite evident to the viewer that conducting is not а democracy. It 
much more resemЬles а dictatorship. And although she has gotten away with 
her imperial style for а long time, her narcissistic ways of handling her vari­
ous constituencies have started to become more noticeaЬle to the people who 
have to deal with her. 

With respect to her darker side, Lydia Tar is also а woman of great sexual 
appetites. Here, one concern in the movie seems to Ье that sticky proЫem of 
how and whether to separate the art from the artist-a proЫem dramatized 
when Tar gives а guest lecture at the Juilliard School of Music in New York. 
During her lecture, she has а dispute with а young, gay, nonwhite conductor 
in training who is dismissive of Bach on account of the composer's patriar­
chal lifestyle. This person's criticism gives Tar а great opportunity to make 
an incisive comment about cancel culture, saying: "Unfortunately, the archi­
tect of your soul appears to Ье social media." The student leaves the lecture 
hall furiously but not without saying, "You're а real Ыtch." It's а chastening 
sequence, illustrative of the conductor's arrogance. But it also demonstrates 
her killer instinct. 
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And а "Ыtch" Tar is. Most likely, as insinuated Ьу this student, Tar would 
prefer artists not to stand out because of their personal indiscretions, one 
reason being that she has many indiscretions of her own. It is clear that she 
strongly believes in the value of art, whatever the moral values of the artist 
may Ье. And from this perspective, Tar has many skeletons in her closet. She 
turns out to Ье а serial seducer of young would-be female conductors, includ­
ing а young protege whom she had pushed to suicide. And in the context of 
this particular personal trait, the film also shows her scheming to hire а musi­
cian who has caught her еуе. Eventually, this lustful weakness, and her will­
ingness to use her power and prestige to advance а sexual agenda, becomes 
Lydia's downfall. But while this tragedy unfolds, the people around her have 
great difficulties in dealing with а woman too exceptional to submit to the 
traditional judgments of society. It is а very hard choice to reduce а person 
with Tar's talents to her sexual discretions. 

Given her narcissistic disposition, Tar's wife Sharon describes all of her 
relationships-except with their adopted daughter-as "transactional." Due 
to her talent and position, Tar has been аЫе to get away with her destruc­
tive narcissistic behavior. Yet, however talented she may Ье with music and 
conducting, her success doesn't last. Her modus operandi brings about her 
downfall. The film reveals how her life has become increasingly chaotic and 
fragile. But as we all know, the Ыggest egos are the most fragile. 

Despite her steely nonchalance, guilt, shame, and insecurity chip away at 
her, while simultaneously consuming the people who she interacts with. 
Slowly, Tar is descending into а hell of her own making. She loses sleep, has 
seemingly extrasensory encounters, experiences less satisfaction in work, and 
even is losing friends and lovers. But Tar, given her success as а conductor, 
keeps on papering over these mishaps. In fact, she has had а long history of 
getting away with her indiscretions. 

The Ьiggest egos are the most 
fragile. 

Looking at her behavior patterns, Tar is а typical narcissist, noting that 
rules are for others but not for her. What's there for all to see is that she has а 
great sense of entitlement, including the right to indulge in her sexual indis­
cretions. In that respect, the world of classical music offers many opportuni­
ties. We could even hypothesize that the exalted nature of music-more than 
perhaps would Ье the case in other domains-gives the people who work in 
this area the illusion that to do so is their divine right. 
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Eventually, however, Tar's past catches up with her. The conductor's 
transgressions-real, exaggerated, or invented-are discovered, and they 
turn out to Ье her downfall. She loses her position, her foundation, and her 
fame. Moreover, she never gets the opportunity to conduct Mahler's ~mphof!Y 
No. 5-the performance that would have been the capstone to her career. То 
top it all, furious over her sexual indiscretions and Tar's lack of communica­
tion, her wife, Sharon, bars her from seeing their daughter. 

Following these setbacks, Tar retreats to her old studio and grows increas­
ingly depressed and deranged. Cancel culture (or maybe it's just the treatment 
she deserves) has reached out and found her, and Ьу the film's end she has hit 
rock bottom. Eventually, she returns to her modest childhood home on Staten 
Island, where certificates of achievement bearing her Ыrth name, "Linda 
Tarr," hang on the wall. We observe her weeping when she is watching an 
old video recording of the Young People's Concerts in which Leonard Bernstein 
discusses the meaning of music. While there, in her childhood home, her 
brother Tony arrives and admonishes her for forgetting her roots. And as а 
"Ыtter joke," in one of the movie's final scenes, Tar is conducting video game 
music for а convention full of cosplayers in an unnamed Southeast Asian city. 
The game? Monster Hunter. Paradoxically, the monster has been hunted. 

This film poses many questions. How many shoulders does Tar climb on 
along the way? How many heads does she step on? How many people has 
she turned to and discarded? Is this what narcissism is all about? Could there 
have been any other way? It also raises the question whether а narcissistic 
person such as Tar is to Ье admired or to Ье reviled; whether artists should Ье 
judged Ьу their work or Ьу how they live their lives. 

Narcissism has its own gravity and is sucking 

us down. 

I am using the film Tdras а springboard to а series of essays focused on nar­
cissism. The reason I focus on this subject is that we seem to Ье experiencing 
а pandemic of narcissistic behavior. Not only can we observe this pandemic 
in the world around us, but the political and business leaders who direct this 
world of ours are no strangers to narcissistic characteristics. It is as if narcis­
sism has its own gravity and is sucking us down. While leadership should not 
Ье а popularity contest, and leaders should leave their egos at the door, this is 
certainly not the case. Unfortunately, а leader who become tangled up in their 
own ego will lose their way. 

Of course, narcissism has always been а part of human nature. In today's 
society, however, the expression of narcissism has shifted with changes in 
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technology. In particular, in relation to narcissistic behavior, social media has 
and is playing an important role. The rise of platforms such as Instagram, 
Facebook, Telegram, Linkedln, and TikTok has created spaces where people can 
curate and share their lives, emphasizing, often overly so, their achievements, 
appearance, and experiences. It has contributed to а culture of self-promotion 
and comparison-a "selfie" culture. The popularity of taking and sharing self­
ies, frequently with filters and enhancements, can Ье seen as а manifestation of 
people's self-centeredness and their need for external validation-activities that 
promote narcissistic behavior. This constant pursuit of fame and attention also 
coincides with an obsession with celebrities and their lifestyles. As we are living 
in а consumer-driven culture, many of these developments take place under the 
bane of consumerism, where personal possessions and status symbols are highly 
valued, again encouraging self-centeredness. То some extent, these influential 
sociocultural developments among leaders and followers explain why, in this 
book, I have decided to take you on а deep dive into narcissism. 
То set the stage for this exploration, I begin this book of essays with an 

in-depth examination of the myth of Narcissus. Employing а developmental 
and behavioral point of view, а hard look is taken at this mythological figure, 
during which related phenomena important in human development, such as 
the "mirroring'' process and the role of "the douЬle," are also explored. The 
expectation is that Ьу taking а more contemporary look at the various aspects 
of this myth, we may obtain greater insight into the enigma that is narcissism. 

These essays raise several questions that help us unravel the enigma of nar­
cissism. What is Narcissus all about? Why did he behave the way he did? Why 
was Narcissus so upset when his image didn't return his love? Why did this 
myth become so important from а cultural perspective, retaining its rele­
vance in contemporary society? Most importantly, what do these psychologi­
cal dynamics implicit in narcissistic behavior tel1 us about the way we behave? 

In these various essays it is noted that narcissistic behavior can Ье looked at 
as а reflexive turning toward the self, as narcissists-given their childhood 
experiences-have realized that others will not provide for their needs. They seem 
to struggle with the fact that the rest of the world doesn't revolve around them, 
that not everything is about them. At the same time, while discussing narcissistic 
behavior patterns, it is also pointed out in these essays that the human animal, for 
reasons of survival, has to Ье somewhat narcissistic. А certain dose of narcissism 
and self-enhancement is necessary for effective functioning. In fact, а very low 
level of self-enhancement can Ье detrimental to people's general well-being. 

Narcissism becomes the anesthetic that dulls their feelings of 

insecurity. 
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Yet what will Ье discovered is that narcissistic behavior is far from harm­
less. The myth of Narcissus is not just about а young man who is full of 
himself, staring lovingly at his own image in а pool. The story contains much 
more than that image, and Ьу looking beneath the surface-underneath all 
the bravura shown Ьу narcissistic people-we will :6.nd emotionally crippled 
souls-individuals engaged in а self-referential discourse, suffering from 
what can Ье called an attention de:6.cit disorder. Desperately, they strive to 
Ье recognized as important. Narcissism becomes the anesthetic that dulls 
their feelings of insecurity. Narcissistic individuals will always live with the 
fear of never feeling extraordinary enough to Ье noticed, to Ье lovaЬle, or to 
belong, and at the corner of their souls hides а tiny, frightened child. In other 
words, they act in this way to protect themselves against unwelcome truths. 
Narcissistic behavior can thus Ье seen as а survival mechanism. Yet, there are 
consequences. Narcissists, due to their emotional shallowness, are essentially 
devoid of all empathy or compassion for other people. 

Narcissistic individuals will always live with the fear of never 

feeling extraordinary enough to Ье noticed, to Ье lovaЬle, or to 
belong, and at the corner of their souls hides а tiny, frightened 

child. 

That said, however, narcissism is complex and inhaЬits many forms, and 
in these essays different forms of narcissistic behavior are discussed. А major 
distinction is made between the constructive and the more reactive types. 
Connections are shown between narcissistic patterns and leadership behav­
ior. Furthermore, а very destructive form of narcissistic behavior, referred 
to as malignant narcissism, is introduced. People characterized Ьу this more 
pathological form of narcissism perceive the world as an extremely danger­
ous place. They care very little about others unless it is all about them. Thus, 
the objecti:6.cation of others-viewing other people as mere objects useful 
to their needs-will play an important role in how they live their lives. They 
live in а narcissistic ЬuЬЫе. In fact, given their Weltanschauung, or philosophy 
of life, such people will bend or invent а reality in which they remain special 
despite all messages to the contrary. It is therefore no wonder that, especially 
in а leadership context, malignant narcissists can have an extremely destruc­
tive effect on the people they interact with. 

Although а healthy competitive spirit can Ье viewed as part of 
human nature, for narcissistic people it can turn into an all­

consuming character trait. 
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То еnаЫе us to better understand how these narcissists function, in these 
essays the imperative to win is included as а topic of analysis. Although а 
healthy competitive spirit can Ье viewed as part of human nature, for narcis­
sistic people it can turn into an all-consuming character trait. As а conse­
quence, they will view the world almost exclusively in terms of "winners" and 
"losers." То lose will Ье unacceptaЬle. They have to win, whatever the price, 
and they will Ье envious of people whom they perceive to Ье more successful 
than themselves, ultimately doing anything to surpass them. 

In addition, once more diving into Greek mythology, attention is paid to 
the phenomenon of hubris. It is pointed out that narcissistic people tend to 
Ье prone to reckless pride. But even though narcissistic people may Ье prone 
to hubris, it is also noted that to Ье narcissistic shouldn't Ье simply equated 
with being hubristic. Although narcissistic people will try to construct а real­
ity that reiterates and reinforces their grandiose personal image, they are not 
intoxicated Ъу power to the degree that they lose their sense of reality as 
would Ье the case when referring to hubris. Hubristic people act in extreme 
ways, putting no limits on themselves. Thus, while narcissism can Ье con­
sidered to Ье а more staЬle quality of character, hubris can Ье looked at as а 
transformation of а person's personality that emerges in response to having 
gathered significant power. While narcissistic behavior will have its dark and 
bright sides, hubristic behavior tends to represent dysfunctional excess. 

While narcissistic behavior will have its dark and bright 

sides, hubristic behavior tends to represent dysfunctional 

excess. 

Looking at narcissistic behavior in а leadership context, it is pointed out that 
being а powerholder makes it more likely that people will act inappropriately­
behavior that may have negative, unintended consequences. These narcissists 
don't "see" what is happening but tend to create their own realities. There 
is too much dust in their eyes to see clearly. It may Ье accurate to say that 
power swells the head and shatters the crown. Taking this observation into 
consideration, the question will also Ье addressed as to what countervailing 
measures can Ье used to deal with such leaders. 

Power swells the head and shatters the 

crown. 

Turning back to the Greek myths, the relationship between the figures 
of Narcissus and the goddess Nemesis will also Ье explored in the context 
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of hubris. While the goddesses Hybris (or Hubris) and Nemesis seemingly 
stand in opposition to each other, when comЬined, this pairing can turn into 
а compatiЬle contradiction. It is suggested that when these two forces are 
twinned, they seem to mutually reinforce each other, making the comЫna-
tion much stronger than the sum of its parts. Yet, as will Ье discussed, in а 
leadership context, all too often people who comЬine these characteristics 
can Ье quite dangerous. In fact, the Hybris-Nemesis (H-N) constellation 
can transform into an explosive construct, creating а psychological dynamic 
that can Ье extremely powerful; one that is especially attractive to people 
who feel powerless. Thus, what's also explored is how the display of power 
and agency Ьу Н -N leaders can provide followers with а false sense of con-
trol over their own existential anxiety, contributing to feelings of despair and 
loneliness. As а result, followers readily adopt the rhetoric of H-N leaders 
and willingly surrender personal responsiЫlity. All too easily they seem to Ье 
drawn to these leaders, perceiving them as "saviors" who will put right the 
injustices they believe they have experienced. Unfortunately, however, the 
relationship between H-N leaders and their followers can Ье compared with 
а Faustian pact-a contract with the devil. Often, due to the hypnotic power 
of such leaders, followers may rationalize and make excuses for dark deeds in 
the name of а cause. 

What will become apparent throughout these essays is that narcissistic 
behavior can Ье extremely difficult to deal with. Narcissists are very resistant 
to change. Nevertheless, taking individual and group perspectives, various 
strategies for how to manage narcissistic people are explored. Suggestions are 
made for how to recalibrate their self-centeredness. However, in dealing with 
narcissists, as far as а "cure" is concerned, it is also pointed out that we should 
not believe in miracles. After all, true self-actualization, to Ье а well-rounded 
human being, requires connection and empathy with others, something that 
tends to Ье absent among narcissists. They are too driven toward looking out 
for number one. For them, the search for admiration is а drug. 

Not only are narcissists reluctant to look at what has made them 
the way they are, they сап Ье very manipulative, defending and 

hiding their dysfunctional behavior behind charm and 
charisma. 

Yet, this compulsive desire to Ье admired is very difficult to han­
dle. And what complicates matters even more is that as this condition is 
ego-syntonic, narcissists don't recognize the destructiveness of their behav­
ior. Therefore, not only are they reluctant to look at what has made them the 
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way they are, they can Ье very manipulative, defending and hiding their dys­
functional behavior behind charm and charisma. That said, in these essays, 
it is postulated that it willbe possiЫe to take steps to have narcissists reflect 
on their actions, to make them more aware of their behavior, and to recali­
brate their behavior patterns. U sing case examples of interpersonal and group 
approaches to change, concepts such as the working alliance, the emotional 
seesaw, the grey rock approach, boundary management, Socratic question­
ing, the sandwich tactic, and the need to Ье empathic are introduced. Also, 
referring to change in а group setting, the importance of the psychological 
dynamics of the group-as-a-whole is pointed out. 

Narcissism has become а contemporary pandemic that seems to 

have been normalized and accepted. 

Finally, in these essays, taking more of а macro perspective, attention is 
paid to the impact of narcissistic behavior on society. Given the fact that 
we live in а digital age, it is emphasized that social media seems to provide 
ample opportunities to magnify the narcissistic disposition present in all of 
us. Consequently, it is suggested that narcissism has become а contemporary 
pandemic that seems to have been normalized and accepted. 

We need to look for intrinsic sources of validation while detoxing from 

external and superficial forms of validation. 

In fact, consumerism, competitive urges, individualism, and identity poli­
tics can Ье looked at as examples of how our present-day culture has been 
reinforcing the self-glorification that drives collective narcissism-this cult 
of the self. In particular, social media has enaЬled us to wear а self-delusional 
mask when facing the world. However, it is also noted that looking only at 
mirrors will not Ье the answer to solve the quandaries that trouЫe the world 
we live in. lnterna!ities, the preoccupation with what concerns human inner 
nature (especially ethical or ideological values), trump externa!ities, the activi­
ties on the outside that affect other things. It is thus proposed that we need 
to look for intrinsic sources of validation while detoxing from external and 
superficial forms of validation. То give meaning to our lives, it is suggested, 
we need to transcend narcissistic behavior. People can't understand the mean­
ing of life unless they have been аЫе to surrender their ego to the services of 
their fellow human beings. Ното sapiens can only thrive when it has а purpose 
larger than itself. 



People can't understand the meaning of life unless they have 

been аЫе to surrender their ego to the services of their fellow human 
beings. Ното sapiens сап only thrive when it has а purpose larger 

than itself. 
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However, before attention is paid to the macro issues associated with nar­
cissism, we need to start at the beginning with the reason this series of essays 
on narcissism started opens with the ancient Greek myth of Narcissus, а story 
that may have been derived from the ancient Greek superstition that it is а 
bad idea or even fatal to look at our own refl.ection. And as we may have expe­
rienced ourselves, the act of looking at oneself in а mirror can elicit а range of 
emotions, from self-love and confidence to self-doubt and insecurity. Thus, 
mirror gazing can Ье an incrediЫy powerful tool for changing our perspec­
tive and seeing parts of ourselves that are usually hidden as we look out into 
the world. 

Mirror gazing сап Ье an incrediЬly powerful tool for changing our 

perspective and seeing parts of ourselves that are usually hidden as 

we look out into the world. 

NOTE 

1 Todd Field (dir.) (2022). Tar [film]. Focus Pictures and Universal Pictures. 
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WHAT HAPPEN ED ТО 
NARCISSUS? 

This love-sick virgin, overjoy'd to find 

The Ьоу alone, still follow'd him behind; 

When glowing warmly at her near approach, 

As sulphur Ьlazes at the taper's touch, 

She long'd her hidden passion to reveal, 

And tel1 her pains, but had not words to tel1. 

-Ovid 

And still deeper the meaning ofthat story of Narcissus, who because he could not grasp 

the tormenting, mild image he saw in the fountain, plunged into it and was drowned. 

But that same image, we.ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. lt is the image of the 

ungraspaЬle phantom oflife; and this is the key to it all. 
-Herman • Melville 

1 think the world is like а great mirror ... and reflects our lives just as we ourselves 

look upon it. 

-L. Frank Baum 

ТНЕ МУТН 

When it comes to storytelling, one of the world's most famous tales is the 
myth of Narcissus. It has inspired countless artists and writers from the 
dawn of Western civilization: numerous frescoes depicting Narcissus have 
been found in ancient Pompeii; the theme has inspired painters as diverse as 

D01: 10.4324/9781003569855-2 
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Caravaggio, Salvador Dali, and Lucien Freud; and novelists and poets, includ-
ing Stendhal, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Oscar Wilde, Joseph Conrad, and Rainer 
Maria Rilke, have drawn on the myth in their work. The figure of Narcissus 
has also featured in cinema, television, and music, and the mirroring process 
that is an essential part of the myth has intrigued artists such as Leonardo da 
Vinci, Jan Van Eyck, Diego Velazquez, Edouard Manet, and Rene Magritte. 
In addition, due to his behavior, Narcissus has become the namesake of а 
major personality disorder: narcissism. 

There are Greek and Roman versions of the myth, which di:ffer in some detail 
but are broadly similar. Both agree that Narcissus was the son of the river god 
Cephissus and the water nymph Liriope, рrоЬаЫу conceived through rape. 
Soon after his Ьirth, Narcissus's mother visited the Ьlind seer Tiresias to ask 
about her son's future. Tiresias told her that he would have а long life provided 
"he never recognized himself"-a reversal of the classic Greek ideal, "Know 
thyself," the words which were carved at the entrance of the Temple of Apollo 
at Delphi. This suggested impending doom, but there were pragmatic ways to 
circumvent the prophecy. All Liriope needed to do was to banish mirrors and 
other reflective surfaces in which Narcissus could see himself. 

Narcissus would have а long life provided "he never 
recognized himself." 

The myth also tells us that Narcissus was extremely beautiful. In fact, 
he was supposed to Ье the most beautiful person who had ever lived. Both 
women and men fell in love with him on sight, yet he always responded to his 
suitors with disdain and contempt. 

The Greek version of the myth recounted that one of the youth's most 
ardent admirers was а man called Ameinias. Narcissus rejected him, as he 
did all the others, but subsequently, and very coldheartedly, gave Ameinias а 
sword with which to commit suicide. As he died, Ameinias cursed Narcissus 
and asked the gods to punish him. His dying wish was heard Ьу Nemesis, the 
goddess of vengeance and divine justice. According to the myth, Nemesis led 
Narcissus to а pool in which he saw his reflection for the first time. Не was 
so overcome Ьу his own beauty that he was unaЬle to stop looking at him­
self and eventually died in misery because he could not have what he most 
desired. His fixation with his image meant that he was condemned to remain 
in the underworld forever. 

However, the most popular version of the myth was told Ьу the Roman 
poet Ovid in his book Metamorphoses, which introduced to the story the figure 
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of the nymph Echo. А known philanderer, Zeus loved consorting with the 
nymphs and often visited them. Clearly, the amorous pursuits of Zeus, the 
king of the gods, made his wife Hera extremely jealous. However, whenever 
Hera was about to catch Zeus transgressing, Echo was аЫе to distract her 
attention. Eventually, Hera found out what had been happening and put а 
curse on Echo: she would never Ье аЫе to speak for herself again but only 
repeat the words of others. Ashamed, and struck dumb, Echo disappeared to 
live in а cave deep in the forest. Here, of course, she came across Narcissus and 
inevitaЬly fell in love with him. Like he did with all of his lovers, he repulsed 
her advances. Echo ultimately pined away until only her voice remained, but 
before she died, she called on the gods to curse Narcissus, who, as а conse­
quence, died from his self-love. Hoping to recover his body, Echo returned to 
the pool that had led to N arcissus's demise, but in place of his body she could 
only find а sweet-smelling gold and white flower. 

There is, among others, another later, and less popular, version of the myth, 
told Ьу the Roman geographer Pausanias. In this version, it was not se!f love 
that transfixed Narcissus but grief for his identical twin sister with whom he 
was in love. When she died, Narcissus would go to а spring to look at himself 
and find some relief for his sorrow Ьу imagining that he saw not his own 
reflection but his sister's likeness, in turn pining away with grief. 

MORAL LESSONS 

When all is said and done, like many other myths, the tragedy of Narcissus is 
really а moral tale that makes clear that pride and self-obsession will always 
bring about а cruel fate. 

The tragedy of Narcissus is really а moral tale that makes clear 
that pride and self-obsession will always bring about а cruel 

fate. 

The tale warns people not to become enamored of themselves. Clearly, 
Narcissus never took other people's feelings into account. Other people 
seemed to Ье there for his self-aggrandizement, to make him feel important. 
Consequently, when а reflective trick was played on him and he saw his own 
image, he didn't realize what he was actually seeing. It seemed to him that he 
was looking at the only person who didn't fall for his charms. ConceivaЬly, 
as that person did not react to him in the way he was used to, Narcissus 
became highly perturbed, making the prophecy of the Ьlind seer Tiresias 
соте true. Due to the lack of response from the image he saw, he ended up 



WHAT HAPPENED ТО NARCISSUS? 15 

in depersonalized oЬlivion. From that day forth, to remind us of the danger 
of self-centeredness, the narcissus flower reappears every spring to warn us 
to keep our ego in check. Self-love comes before а fall. 

The story of Narcissus has stood the test of time. Clearly, its message is stШ 
relevant in our day and age. It continues to Ье а moral warning against becom­
ing too self-centered. It tells us that when we allow vanity and arrogance to 
consume us, we can lose sight of the things that really matter. Paradoxically, 
Ьу being too wrapped up in himself, Narcissus limited his potential as а 
human being and ended up an example of arrested development. 

When we allow vanity and arrogance to consume us, we сап lose sight 
of the things that really matter. 

The myth also reminds us to Ье aware of the effects our actions can have 
on others. In that respect, it embodies the "Golden Rule": treat others as you 
like to Ье treated yourself. Learn to Ье empathic and compassionate. Do not 
act like Narcissus who showed no respect to his suitors or for their feelings. 

Several other lessons are embedded in this tragic tale. One is to Ье cog­
nizant of the emotional immaturity of youth. In all versions of the myth, 
Narcissus is described as а foolish and selfish young man. At this early stage of 
adulthood, it is common to Ье obsessed with appearances. А second, implicit 
message in the myth is that the young need to understand their role in the 
general scheme of things. They should know that even at their young age 
their actions wШ have consequences. 

PUTTING NARCISSUS ON ТНЕ COUCH 

The richness of the myth of Narcissus is apparent on so many levels. Not 
only does it have enduring appeal as а cautionary tale but when developmen­
tal theories are applied to the story it can also elicit rewarding revelations. 
Imagine having Narcissus on the analyst's couch. Here is а young man of 
exceptional personal attractiveness presenting us with а history of selfishness 
and disrespect for others, an inaЫlity to form relationships, and no obvious 
occupation. We discover that he is the child of rape; that he has а seemingly 
overprotective mother whose feelings toward him are highly amЫvalent; that 
he is self-centered yet apparently lacking in self-awareness. And the lack of 
understanding of his emotions seems to have led to the creation of narra­
tives that will alter his thinking and result in self-sabotage. Not being emo­
tionally intelligent, he succumbs to unhealthy coping mechanisms. Narcissus 
seems to have had an oversized ego but an undersized mind. Thus, taking his 
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developmental journey into consideration, what kind of personality disorders 
might Ье revealed during his analysis? 

Narcissus seems to have had an oversized ego but an 
undersized mind. 

The legacy ofrape 

Was Narcissus а victim of circumstances? Being the result of rape is а terriЬle 
start in life. Rape is an aggressive act of power, dominance, and entitlement 
over another person, where there is no empathy or compassion for the victim. 
Narcissus's mother Liriope would have been profoundly affected Ьу the expe­
rience and could have had а very amЫvalent attitude toward her son. 

Clearly, the decision of а mother to raise а child conceived through rape 
presents serious psychological challenges.1 The emotional trauma of sexual 
violence not only affects the mother but can also lead to intergenerational 
trauma. During pregnancy, the mother might perceive the fetus as an alien 
invasion of her body, and the association of the child with the rape will affect 
her capacity to care for it. How the mother metabolizes psychologically the 
experience of rape could have а major influence on the child's emotional and 
social development, well-being, and long-term functioning. 

Intergenerational trauma could Ье aggravated Ьу the decision to tel1 the 
child about the rape. Children who know they are the progeny of rape might 
feel responsiЫe for their father's actions and develop strong feelings of shame 
and guilt. How children will handle this information will greatly affect the 
development of their coping mechanisms and the quality of their interper­
sonal relationships. It should therefore соте as no surprise that children con­
ceived through rape can suffer from а range of psychological disorders, the 
most common being posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and 
anxiety attacks. 

The mother's traumatic experience could Ье reinforced if the child, par­
ticularly а male child, physically resemЫes her rapist. For Liriope, who would 
have seen reminders of the rape and rapist in Narcissus's face, the prophecy 
that he would Ье safe as long as he "never recognized himself' may thus Ье 
highly significant. We could even ask whether the prophecy was directed pri­
marily at Narcissus or at his mother. Was Tiresias insinuating that Narcissus's 
appearance could make her relationship with him very difficult? Would she 
struggle to separate her positive feelings toward him from the terriЬle mem­
ory of the way he was conceived? Would looking at him cause retraumatiza­
tion because of his similarity to the rapist? 
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Given the possiЫe amЬivalent feelings of the mother toward her child con­
ceived through rape, the child's developmental path may Ье quite difficult. 
А mother might treat the child as а "child of the enemy" rather than а child 
who deserves to Ье loved. In addition, children born of rape may have to face 
social stigma. They may Ье regarded as carriers of deviant genes and often are 
ostracized Ьу their families and communities. All of these factors have to Ье 
considered in the context of the prophecy of Tiresias. All in all, it is likely that 
Narcissus's upbringing would have been very far from ordinary. 

Apart from the amЬivalence his mother might experience about his 
appearance, Narcissus himself, when he saw his image in the pool, might Ье 
reminded of his father's face. Even if his mother had not told him about the 
way he was conceived, this confrontation with the self could have meant that 
he would have acquired knowledge of his origins. Perhaps Tiresias antici­
pated this risk when he told Liriope that Narcissus should not look at himself. 
Hence, not only should his mother Liriope try to forget the way Narcissus 
was conceived, but Tiresias might also have thought that it would Ье better 
for Narcissus not to know. Again, we can wonder about the implications for 
negative intergenerational impact. 

Helicopter parenting 

We are considering а myth, of course, so how Liriope raised Narcissus can 
only Ье а matter of conjecture. We have no information about the interper­
sonal dynamics that might inform our psychological labor. This ancient myth 
has transported us to а magical world full of gods and goddesses and their 
complex interrelationships. Whereas male-female relationships between 
mortals must Ье considered in their contemporary context, myths reflect the 
culture as it existed at а particular period in time. 

Myths reflect the culture as it existed at а particular 
period in time. 

However, whether mythical or actual, rape remains а violent act that can 
have dramatic emotional consequences. It will inevitaЬly affect the mother­
child relationship and, from а developmental perspective, can have multiple 
outcomes. 

Let's now consider the practical impact of Tiresias's warning that Narcissus 
should never recognize himself. Preventing him from seeing his reflection 
was always going to Ье а challenge for Liriope, so it's not too much of а 
stretch to hypothesize that she might have become overprotective. However 
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well intentioned, an overprotective approach to childrearing always invites 
trouЬle and can have а serious developmental impact. If Liriope was а "heli­
copter" parent, Narcissus wouldn't Ье allowed to make his own decisions 
and, Ьу extension, wouldn't even Ье аЫе to make his own mistakes. Even 
though Liriope might have been trying to save Narcissus from possiЫe harm, 
she was also depriving him of the aЫlity to become а person in his own right. 
Her overprotective attitude would have hampered his social development, 
keeping him from engaging in social situations and restricting his opportuni­
ties to learn social skills and build friendships. Furthermore, the safety net his 
mother provided might may have led Narcissus to develop an infl.ated sense 
of self, believing he was more сараЫе than he really was. lt could have made 
him an attention-seeker, needing people to admire him. And even though all 
the versions of the myth describe Narcissus's arrogance, his arrogant behav­
ior would have been built on а very shaky foundation. Deep down, he may 
have realized that this sense of self-importance was built on quicksand. In 
truth, his upbringing meant that he was ill-equipped to deal with adversity in 
later life. In reality, he was а very fragile, insecure human being. 

The young man on the analyst's couch was not only conceived through 

rape, doomed never to know himself, and developmentally undermined 

Ьу an overprotective mother-he was also the most beautiful person 

who had ever lived. 

The burden of beauty 

The young man on the analyst's couch was not only conceived through 
rape, doomed never to know himself, and developmentally undermined 
Ьу an overprotective mother-he was also the most beautiful person who 
had ever lived. But it would Ье wrong to see this as а countervailing Ьless­
ing. Beauty all too easily can become а curse. lf people are constantly being 
told how attractive they are, too much of their self-worth could become 
tied to their appearance. As а result, they may begin to live in а ЬuЬЫе of 
Ьlissful self-delusion. People tend to assume that beauty is accompanied Ьу 
heightened competence and intelligence and may Ье inclined to project these 
misleading assumptions onto beautiful people. However, this makes it very 
difficult for beautiful people to develop а personality in their own right. And 
from а sexual perspective, they might also wonder what others real!J want 
from them: "Ме or my body?" 

Naturally, beautiful people want to Ье loved holistically but, sadly, their 
appearance often overshadows every other aspect of themselves. However, 
no amount of attractiveness can make up for а dysfunctional personality. 



WHAT HAPPENED ТО NARCISSUS? 19 

Also-something that never happened to Narcissus as he faded away at such 
а young age-the aging process can Ье devastating for these people. 

lt was а life lived on the surface-all exterior, no 
interior. 

Obviously, а relationship with someone based solely on their looks is 
doomed to failure, adding yet anoth~r ominous angle to Tiresias's proph­
ecy-that appearances can Ье deceptive. The answer to the question of what 
lies beneath may well turn out to Ье "nothing." So, it is ironic that the way 
his mother raised him created exactly the conditions that made Narcissus so 
self-involved and simultaneously turned him into а person without substance. 
ТЬе only principle that seemed to govern his behavior was the question, 
"How do I look?" It was а life lived on the surface-all exterior, no interior. 
And sadly enough, seeing the image of himself in the water only magnified 
his self-obsession, turning it into а deadly encounter. 

Narcissus loved himself so much that he forgot to truly live, actually dying 
from selfishness. In that respect, he is the extreme example of the dangers of 
self-love without self-knowledge and self-awareness. Не had no understand­
ing of his own mental states-what he felt, thought, believed, or desired. Не 
never learned to know himself. Familiar only with externalities, his own and 
others' inner worlds were of no interest to him, leaving little or no room for other 
people. After all, he needed to understand himself first to understand other 
people-a quality that he dearly missed. 

Narcissus loved himself so much that he forgot to truly live, 
actually dying from selfishness ... he is the extreme example 

of the dangers of self-love without self-knowledge and 
self-awareness. 

The challenge of separation-individuation 

The comЬination of being extremely good-looking and overprotected, 
together with the residual effects of their earliest origins, makes it very dif­
ficult for people like Narcissus to develop а personality of their own or to 
achieve true separation-individuation.2 Consequently, Narcissus's specific 
behavior can Ье interpreted as а reflexive turning toward the self. Given his 
self-centeredness, Narcissus never learned to relate meaningfully to others 
and his particular developmental trajectory produced а personality with very 
little emotional and cognitive depth. In other words, what this tale also sug­
gests is that narcissism, in its most basic sense, is а refusal to grow up. 
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Narcissism, in its most basic sense, is а refusal to 

grow up. 

As а result, Narcissus was emotionally crippled, addicted to admiration, 
and had no consideration for anyone but himself. If he had been inclined to 
explore his inner world, he might have obtained а modicum of self-knowledge 
and insight about many things that couldn't Ье seen on the surface. Не would 
have been in touch with his feelings, thoughts, fantasies, desires, and values. 
Не could have developed а sense of purpose in life. Above all, he would have 
acquired а strong sense of self and been аЫе to create connections that would 
last. Yet these possiЫlities are also encompassed in Tiresias's prophecy-that 
any form of reflection-even self-reflection-would Ье deadly for Narcissus. 
Falling obsessively in love with his own image without recognizing himself 
spelled decline and death. Yet, reflection leading to self-knowledge and self­
consciousness would mean acquiring insight about himself and his origins, 
and that could also Ье unbearaЫe: maybe ignorance was а better option? The 
closer we look at the story of Narcissus, the more cursed he appears. Any 
form of self-reflection would have represented а mortal danger to him. 

Maturity and we/1-being 

Let's remind ourselves of the myth to which we are applying this analysis. 
The theme of the story is narcissistic functioning, and it features а person 
who has had а dark enchantment cast over him, making him live in а seem­
ingly trance-like, narcotic state. His emotional and cognitive development 
are stifled. Subject-object differentiation-part of human development 
that concerns the exploration of external people, as well as internal images 
and the relations found in them-had been halted. Instead, Narcissus 
seemed to Ье completely wrapped up in himself. In fact, he never achieved 
true separation-individuation. Не never became а person in his own right. 
Не seemed to have been а case of arrested development. 

Separation-individuation is the name given to the process Ьу which internal 
maps of the self and of others are formed. 3 These experiential maps, or internal 
representations of self and others, are created through our earliest interactions 
with caregivers, from Ыrth to the age of three. The process of individuation 
plays а crucial role in the life of every individual, from infancy into adulthood. 

The abllity to individuate-to become а person in one's own right­

implies the abllity to integrate the frustrating and pleasuraЫe aspects of 

experiences with other people. 
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The aЬility to individuate-to become а person in one's own right-implies 
the aЬility to integrate the frustrating and pleasuraЫe aspects of experiences 
with other people. If successful, it contributes to the internalization of а sta­
Ьle sense of self. If time-appropriate separation from parents, peers, and other 
important individuals occurs, а person is аЫе to act independently and trans­
form into an autonomous human being. It is only when we can differentiate that 
we are аЫе to build healthy relationships with others. If we соте through this 
developmental process satisfactorily, we will acquire self-acceptance, а sense of 
autonomy, environmental mastery, the aЫlity to create positive relationships, а 
purpose in life, and the desire to strive for personal growth. 

lt is only when we can differentiate that we are аЫе to build healthy 
relationships with others. lf we соте through this developmental 
process satisfactorily, we will acquire self-acceptance, а sense of 
autonomy, environmental mastery, the abllity to create positive 

relationships, а purpose in life, and the desire to strive for 

personal growth. 

But separation-individuation is always а work in progress. The striving to 
become more autonomous never stops. Conversely, arrested development 
can lead to co-dependent behavior; proЫematic romantic, familial, and pro­
fessional relationships; and difficulties with independent decision making. 
People who do not achieve individuation will also Ье trouЫed Ьу а sense of 
aimlessness. 

Looked at in terms of separation-individuation, the tragedy of Narcissus 
was his inaЬility to go through this developmental process adequately. Не 
was unaЫe to develop а secure identity and remained trapped in а loop of 
self-love. It is no wonder that when he saw his refl.ection in the pool he could 
not distinguish between himself and the other. 

Even though Narcissus seemed irresistiЬle to everybody and could have 
had his pick of lovers, he remained Ьlind to the richness and wonder of the 
real world. Due to his arrested development, he was never аЫе to realize his 
full potential. Instead, he ended up with only his ego for company. Never 
having seen his refl.ection before, Narcissus was unaЫe to recognize his own 
face in the mirror of the pool. Given his impoverished mental state, he with­
ered and died like the solitary flower that grew in his place, starved Ьу his 
own isolated existence, plucked from the web of relations that truly could 
have marked out his place in the world. No one familiar with daffodils and 
the way they fl.ourish in masses could miss the symbolism of this traditional 
ending of the myth. 



22 NARCISSISТIC LEADERSHIP 

Не withered and died like the solitary flower that grew in his 
place, starved Ьу his own isolated existence, plucked from the 

web of relations that truly could have marked out his place in the 
world. No one familiar with daffodils and the way they flourish in 

masses could miss the symbolism of this traditional ending 
of the myth. 

Nevertheless, а daffodil remained. As one of the first flowers to Ыооm at 
the end of winter, daffodils announce the beginning of spring, signify the 
end of cold, dark days, and also symbolize reblrth and hope. Does this touch 
of hope allow us to imagine that, as time passed, Narcissus would have been 
аЫе to stop looking in the waters of the pool? As the British-American poet 
and writer W. Н. Auden commented: "If it were his beauty that enthralled 
him, he would Ье set free in а few years Ьу its fading." 4 So, is there а future for 
people like Narcissus? Could the mirroring process have led to another out­
come? After all, to quote the famous writer and statesman Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe, "Behavior is а mirror in which everyone shows his image."5 
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MIRROR, MIRROR ON ТНЕ WALL 

То love oneselfis the beginning of а life-long romance. 
-Oscar Wilde 

Whatever тау Ье their use in civilized societies, mirrors аге essential to all violent and 

heroic action. 
-Virginia Woolf 

Man is а true Narcissus; he delights to see his own image everywhere; and he spreads 

himself underneath the universe, like the amalgam behind the glass. 

-Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

MIRRORING 

The mirror has always been а presence throughout human history. Although 
historians cannot really ascertain when humans became enchanted Ьу their 
own reflection, the ancient myth of Narcissus suggests that we must have 
gazed upon ourselves from prehistoric times onwards. In fact, our Stone Age 
ancestors were already crafting the first human-made mirrors Ьу polishing 
obsidian, а volcanic rock. And even before that discovery, their predecessors 
would also have gazed at their reflections in any shining object-especially 
pools of water. We can also imagine that their first "aha!" experience of see­
ing their own reflection must have been mysterious and breathtaking. Prior 
to the invention of the mirror, we can assume that they would see themselves 
through other people's eyes. How we are seen Ьу others becomes the mirror 
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that tells us what we are like and who we are. Our sense of self-worth is in 
most cases bound up with the worth we have in the eyes of others. 

How we are seen Ьу others becomes the mirror that tells us what we 
are like and who we are. 

Of course, people have always been vain. It makes us ask ourselves what it 
would have been like when the first person invented the mirror. Could it Ье 
that people may have spent all day and night just staring at their own reflec­
tion? In fact, seeing their own image must have been experienced as miracu­
lous. Naturally, the mirror would become an instrument that not only helps 
us to better understand ourselves but also gives us а greater understanding of 
how others perceive us. 

The mirror has always been the kind of intermediate space where we can 
experiment with wishes, fears, dreams, and realities. Staring at our own 
image in the mirror has always been а means of personal assurance, an 
assurance of the self-an activity that starts at а very early age. Of course, 
drawing conclusions about character solely Ьу looking at people's external 
features, focusing on the exterior, could Ье а way to avoid looking deeper 
into one's self. Also, the thing about а mirror is that Ьу staring into it, people 
are condemned to consider the world only from their own perspective. In 
fact, we could even go as far as to describe narcissists as collectors of mir­
rors, each one reflecting back their own image but never truly enaЫing them 
to see themselves. 

The mirror has always been the kind of intermediate space 

where we сап experiment with wishes, fears, dreams, 

and realities. 

Taking а developmental perspective, from the age of two onwards, human 
beings can recognize themselves in а mirror, an experience seen as а mile­
stone in the development of а sense of self.1 However, looking at ourselves 
in а mirror has always been an amЬivalent activity. Our attempts at self­
discovery have always been fraught with puzzlement. When we look into 
the mirror, we might see all the body parts that belong to us but Ье unaЫe 
to see ourselves. 

We could even go as far as to describe narcissists as collectors of 

mirrors, each one reflecting back their own image but never truly 

enaЬling them to see themselves. 
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For example, in the myth ofNarcissus it can Ье seen that his first encounter 
with his self-image happened later in his life, allowing us to speculate about 
his unique developmental trajectory. Generally speaking, however, people 
will look into а mirror at а much earlier age. Consequently, having this mir­
roring experience so late in life, it can Ье postulated that Narcissus was unaЬle 
to process what he saw. Instead, he became confused between what was him 
and what was "the other." What he saw was seductive but also destructive. 
Thus, as myths tend to contain moral messages, could it Ье that part of the 
pain in human life comes from gazing into mirrors? 

When we look into the mirror, we might see all the body parts that 

belong to us but Ье unaЫe to see ourselves. 

If that were true, it would Ье no wonder that tales involving mirrors can Ье 
very unsettling and even touch on the supernatural. Still, from а storytelling 
perspective, mirror magic seems to Ье part of our cultural heritage. Fairytales 
are excellent examples-we only have to think of the evil queen in Snow White 
expecting her "mirror, mirror on the wall" to declare her "the greatest beauty 
of them all." In these stories vampires and witches are also said to have no 
reflection because they have no soul. 

Mirror magic seems to Ье part of our cultural 
heritage. 

Many superstitions also tend to Ье associated with mirrors, particularly the 
belief that а person's soul could Ье trapped in а mirror. А good example of 
this kind of superstition is found in Jacques Offenbach's famous opera Тales 
о/ Hoffmann, where in one of the stories the reflection of the protagonist is 
stolen. Mirrors were often covered during sleep or illness, given the supersti­
tion that а person's soul may otherwise become trapped in а mirror and Ье 
unaЬle to return to the body. In some cultures, mirrors were even covered 
after а death to prevent the soul of the newly departed from being caught in 
the mirror, delaying their journey to the afterlife. 

As the myth of Narcissus has made quite clear to us, the ancient Greeks 
were wary of mirrors. They believed that looking at their own reflection 
in the mirror would bring bad luck. However, such amЬivalent feelings 
about mirrors were not just а Greek preoccupation. The Romans believed 
that breaking а mirror would break the soul of the person who had caused 
the breakage. What's more, according to their beliefs, it would take seven 
years for this soul to renew itself, а superstition that lingers on today in the 
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frequently iterated belief that breaking а mirror brings seven years of bad 
luck. In other cultures, breaking а mirror was believed to signal а death in 
the family. 

The Romans believed that breaking а mirror would break the soul of the 

person who had caused the breakage ... it would take seven years for 

this soul to renew itself. 

Mirrors can also Ье а medium for visual enhancement and Шusory 
perceptions. When we look into а mirror, we could argue that it is not 
really our face that we see. We may also see а distorted image that reflects 
how we think and feel about ourselves rather than an actual reflection. 
And at а basic physical and experiential level, mirrors can trigger other­
worldly experiences and provide far more than simple reflections. Hence, 
reflected imagery can become а great source for self-alienation at the level 
of emotion and cognition. Moreover, there are times when looking at our 
own image can Ье very disturЬing, particularly as we age. We might not 
like what we see, and as the years pass we may even see our encroaching 
death. 

When we look into а mirror, we could argue that it is not really our face 

thatwe see. 

No wonder that looking at our image in the mirror can trigger an uncanny 
out-of-body experience-a kind of "me, but not me" sensation. This poten­
tial for confusion may Ье another reason for the frequency of malefic themes 
of fear and anxiety that feature in so many stories about mirrors. Clearly, 
experiencing our embodied self "objectified" as а projection outside our body 
onto а flat screen will always Ье an otherworldly experience. Perhaps that's 
why, in everyday life, many of us avoid giving more than а quick glance at 
ourselves in а mirror-we may Ье reluctant to have anything more than our 
appearance revealed. 

Despite our amЫvalence about seeing our own reflections, mirrors also 
allow us to see ourselves as others see us, making them powerful tools for 
self-examination. Mirrors force us to deal with ourselves at а much deeper 
level; they allow us to make sense of our physical appearance as well as 
our associated thoughts and emotions. And what we see can compel us to 
compare our external image with the internal image we have of ourselves, 
making mirrors а highly effective tool for introspection and self-reflection. 
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Through conscious reflection-finding а balance between our inner and 
outer worlds-we may Ье аЫе to find an equilibrium between the spheres 
of fantasy and reality. In other words, the process of physical self-reflection 
can encourage philosophical and psychological self-reflection. Consequently, 
the mirror can provide us with а great impetus for greater self-awareness and 
self-knowledge. It can Ье а catalyst in helping us explore our inner theater-a 
critical journey if we want to live to our full potential and to Ье аЫе to do all 
we are сараЫе of. 

Experiencing our embodied self "objectified" as а projection 

outside our body onto а flat screen will always Ье an otherworldly 
experience. 

For all of us, the first mirror we see ourselves in is our mother's eyes. These 
early mirroring processes are critical for our emotional and cognitive devel­
opment. As children, starting with the primary caregiver (usually the mother), 
all of us learn to understand ourselves through the reflections of the people 
around us. Again, let us consider Narcissus, the prototypical narcissist we put 
on the couch earlier. Given the universality of this aspect of human develop­
ment, we can assume that Narcissus would have been exposed to this form of 
mirroring even if he was deprived of other means of self-reflection. However, 
we can speculate that his conception (through rape) and the prophetic pro­
nouncement following his Ьirth were traumatic for his mother, making the 
kind of mirroring process he experienced somewhat defective. 

Through conscious reflection-finding а balance between our inner 
and outer worlds-we тау Ье аЫе to find an equilibrium between the 

spheres of fantasy and reality. 

Assuming this, we can also presume that the first act of looking at himself 
in а reflective surface would have elicited а range of intense emotions, from 
self-love and self-confidence to self-doubt and insecurity. It would have been 
an extraordinarily transformative moment. Suddenly, Narcissus would have 
seen parts of himself that had always been hidden. And as his consciousness 
rose, the tension between consciousness and unconsciousness would have 
become extremely bewildering. UnaЬle to distinguish the "me" in his reflec­
tion from the "real me," Narcissus seems to have become completely disori­
ented. The moment he first saw himself in а mirror was also the moment he 
lost himself. 
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ТНЕ DOUBLE 

When Narcissus saw himself in the surface of the pool, he was also faced 
with his douЬle. According to one version of the myth (as mentioned in 
the previous chapter), he had а real douЬle, in the shape of а twin sister. 
Interestingly, as а long tradition of narratives that deal with the theme of the 
douЬle indicate, the archetype of twins often concerns opposites-douЬles 
who together form а whole, with similarities that can Ье physical, psycho­
logical, or both. For example, the works of writers such as Ernst Hoffman, 
Edgar Allan Рое, Guy de Maupassant, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Robert Louis 
Stevenson, Oscar Wilde, and Vladimir Nabokov all touch upon this theme. 
In some of these narratives, the "douЬle" does not really exist and is а pro­
jection of the narrator's imagination-an alternative personality or self­
created from fear or wish fulfillment. Often, the first person is а highly 
respectaЬle individual, whereas the second is representative of the individu­
al's wickedness. The alter ego may even perform an antisocial act for which 
the first character will Ье Ыamed. Robert Louis Stevenson's infamous novel, 
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Нjde, is а classic example of this kind of 
story. 

The doppelganger can Ье viewed as an exploration of two sides of the same 
personality, presented as opposites and refl.ecting the complex divisions or 
contradictions that can exist within one individual. Often, the "darker" part 
represents characterological themes that most people prefer to deny to pre­
serve а "proper" self-image. In fact, this Ьinary theme can Ье seen in the 
way one person aЬides Ьу the rules and standards set Ьу society, whereas the 
other follows а basic human desire to satisfy forЬidden or irrational impulses, 
activities that the first prefers not to Ье aware of. 

The doppelganger can Ье viewed as an exploration of two sides 

of the same personality, presented as opposites and reflecting 

the complex divisions or contradictions that can exist within one 

individual. 

The psychologist Carl Jung considered the doppelganger concept in terms 
of а person's shadow side: that part of us which resides in the unconscious­
aspects of ourselves that we prefer not to see but are nevertheless part of us, 
like sadness, rage, envy, laziness, and cruelty. 2 In other words, our blind spots. 
However, Jung also believed that these repressed thoughts and feelings are 
not necessarily "bad." Positive traits can also exist within the shadow; char­
acteristics that have been invalidated or minimized Ьу others, leading us to 
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repress them-they can include creativity, intuition, and sexual preferences. 
Jung maintained that а complete personality consists of both our positive and 
negative qualities, pointing out the importance of integration of this "darker" 
side in becoming а complete person. 

In fact, the notion of the douЫe comes from а primitive psychological 
defense mechanism called "splitting," whereby polarized views of self and 
others arise due to intoleraЬle, conflicting emotions. It refers to the aspects 
of personality that people prefer to deny so that they are perceived Ьу others 
in а better, if less realistic, light. It begs the question, however, of whether we 
should only show those aspects of our personality that we want others to per­
ceive. And, as suggested before, perhaps it is more realistic to accept that our 
shadow side is also part of us; Ьу understanding it better, we can obtain greater 
insight about ourselves. According to Jung, making sense of our shadow self, 
despite its name, would Ье а great way to shine а light on those parts of our­
selves that need healing and improvement. It's only when these qualities are 
repressed or denied that they become labeled as negative or shadowy. 

In this context, the warning that Narcissus's safety depended on his never 
knowing himself was highly ominous. What aspects of his shadow self might 
he have seen when he looked into а mirror for the first time? What opportuni­
ties would introspection and reflection have given him to gain more insight 
into himself? The myth, however, also suggests that Narcissus did not have the 
psychological resources to recognize himself. Instead, his fate was determined 
Ьу the more destructive parts of his personality. At the same time, we should Ье 
grateful to Narcissus for helping us understand better the behavior of certain 
individuals. Нis story not only has enaЬled us to understand the importance of 
mirroring and doubling but has also given us а deeper understanding of the 
nature of narcissism-a legacy that has made this mythological figure immor­
tal. Furthermore, the myth is а warning to all of us not to Ье caught in excessive 
narcissistic behavior, а theme that is dealt with in the next chapter. 

Narcissus's story not only has enaЫed us to understand the 

importance of mirroring and douЬling but has also given us а deeper 

understanding of the nature of narcissism-a legacy that has made this 

mythological figure immortal. 

NOTES 

1 Lorraine Е. Bahrick, Lisa Moss, and Christine Fadil (1996). Development of visual self-recognition in 
infancy. Ecological Psychology, 8(3), 189-208. 

2 Carl Jung (1912/2003). Psychology of the Unconscious. New York: Dover. 
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3 
ТНЕ NARCISSISTIC TRAINWRECK 

She was always planning out her own development, desiring her own perfection, 

observing her own progress. Нег nature had for her own imagination а certain garden­

like quality, а suggestion of perfume and murmuring boughs, of shady bowers and 

lengthening vistas, which made her feel that introspection was, after all, an exercise 

in the open air, and that а visit to the recesses of one's mind was harmless when one 

returned from it with а lapful of roses. 
-Henry James 

Admiration spoils all from infancy. Ah! How well said! Ah! How well done! How well­

behaved he is! 
-Blaise Pascal 

She was not an existence, an experience, а passion, а structure of sensations, to any­

body but herself. То all humankind besides, Tess was only а passing thought. 
-Thomas Hardy 

People often discount narcissistic behavior as relatively harmless. Thinking 
about the myth of Narcissus, the initial association would Ье an image of 
а beautiful young man staring longingly at his reflection in а pool. But as 
we have learned Ьу putting Narcissus on the couch, there is much more to 
his story than meets the еуе. It is in fact а very complex tale about mirror­
ing, douЬling, shadowing, and arrested development. Reflecting on these 
themes, what needs to Ье kept in mind is that healthy levels of narcissism 
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and self-enhancement are necessary for effective functioning in life, and а 
low level of self-enhancement will Ье detrimental to our well-being. 

Basically, narcissism is now looked at as а clinical behavior pattern that 
belies а deep sense of emptiness, low self-esteem, emotional detachment, self­
loathing, and extreme proЬlems with intimacy. The pain of the narcissist is 
that, to him or her, everything is а threat. What doesn't surrender in rever­
ence is Ыasphemous to one's high opinion of oneself-the burden of self­
importance. The narcissist reconstructs his or her own law of gravity which 
states that all things and all creatures must adhere to his or her personal 
satisfaction, and when they do not, the pain is far more intense than it is for 
one who is free from the clamors of "I." 

The pain of the narcissist is that, to him or her, everything 

is а threat. What doesn't surrender in reverence is Ыasphemous 

to one's high opinion of oneself-the burden of 

self-importance. 

Often, narcissistic people exhiЬit а grandiose sense of self-importance, 
harbor unrealistic fantasies of unbounded glory, feel rage or intense shame 
when criticized, and have а great sense of entitlement. And although these 
people may соте across as very self-sufficient-as they seem to Ье quite full 
of themselves-they may, in reality, Ье dependent on others to validate what 
they are all about. They seem to find it difficult to live without an admiring 
audience. Their great sense of self-importance, however, should Ье seen as а 
form of self-protection. 

In fact, narcissistic personality disorder (NPD) needs to Ье looked at as а 
very trouЬlesome condition, both for the people themselves and for those 
who have to deal with them. After all, it is а challenge to interact with а per­
son making statements such as, "I don't care what you think unless it is about 
me." Interpersonally, these people are quite а handful. Clearly, when referring 
to people with NPDs, we are talking about people who are unaЬle to form 
deep connections with others. Moreover, if there is some kind of connection, 
it tends to Ье quite superficial. 

People suffering from this disorder seem to Ье lacking the basic and nec­
essary human quality called empathy. In fact, the essence of narcissism is an 
inaЬility to see the world from anyone else's perspective. Narcissists seem to 
live within а closed system, incapaЬle of empathizing or genuinely relating 
to anyone outside of themselves. They are unaЬle to understand how other 
people feel. They have great difficulties when it comes to forming and sus­
taining intimate relationships. The fake self they create is contrived in the 



ТНЕ NARCISSISТICTRAINWRECK 33 

absence of any sense of connectivity. Clearly, when people become а means 
to an end, the feelings of such people aren't appreciated. Effectively, when 
the healthy pursuit of self-interest and self-realization has turned into self­
absorption, other people will lose their intrinsic value and become mere 
means to the fulfillment of the narcissist's needs and desires. Therefore, it 
is no wonder that narcissists can Ье very destructive and dangerous people 
to Ье around. 

Narcissists seem to live within а closed system, incapaЫe 

of empathizing or genuinely relating to anyone outside of 
themselves. 

But, as noted before, although narcissists may соте across as being very 
confident, surprisingly, а key feature of their personality makeup is low self­
esteem. In fact, narcissism can also Ье looked at as an emotional and behav­
ioral defense mechanism that protects these people from the pain of feeling 
inferior. Hence, it can Ье argued that narcissism is not really about self-love. 
In reality, it may Ье quite the opposite. Thus, even though these people may 
соте across as quite arrogant and self-confident, exaggerating their accom­
plishments, it is their way of hiding their low sense of self-esteem. The social 
mask they have put on helps them in the role they are playing. And this social 
mask thrives on approval. Narcissists need to соте across as powerful as they 
live in fear. 

Effectively, when the healthy pursuit of self-interest and self-realization 

has turned into self-absorption, other people will lose their intrinsic 

value and become mere means to the fulfilment of the narcissist's 

needs and desires. 

In fact, their life appears to Ье built upon falsehoods. Thus, behind all this 
alpha male or female bravado, they are really like scared children. And as chil­
dren go, they can behave quite selfishly, defending themselves Ьу thinking 
that everything in the whole world is all about them. But their rather exhibl­
tionistic behavior appears to have to do with а lingering feeling that they are, 
deep down, unlovaЬle. This explains why narcissists need the constant love, 
attention, and admiration of others to survive. Basically, they don't possess 
enough healthy self-respect to Ье at реасе within themselves, and the feelings 
they experience are more like self-hatred. This lack of connection between 
reality and their grandiose fantasies can make narcissists angry, frustrated, 
sullen, and prone to lashing out. 
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Narcissists need to соте across as powerful as they 
live in fear. 

Therefore, to repeat this particular point, although narcissists may come 
across as arrogant and extremely self-confident, it is nothing more than а 
veneer to cover trouЬlesome feelings of low self-esteem. This explains why 
narcissists always seem to Ье preoccupied with how glorious they are, whether 
it is in terms of power, beauty, status, prestige, or superiority-all ways to 
hide their feelings of low self-esteem. As they cannot produce enough healthy 
self-respect to Ье at реасе with themselves, they constantly need the love, 
attention, and admiration of others to survive. They're hiding their sense of 
insecurity behind this false persona of bravado. 

Furthermore, the apparent independence of narcissistic people-behaving 
like the world is their oyster-is nothing more than an illusion. In reality, 
they don't feel secure enough to Ье people in their own right. On the con­
trary, knowing how much of their behavior is fake, they are highly insecure, 
а feeling which they can overcome only Ьу presenting а somewhat grandiose 
self, reflected in getting the attentions of others or Ьу attaching themselves to 
those who radiate celebrity, power, and charisma. Hence, they are chronically 
reliant on the opinions of others as а way of creating а sense of self. They 
are always comparing themselves to other people-their status, their posses­
sions, and how they live-to calibrate their sense of worth and self-esteem. 
In fact, when narcissists display exhiЬitionistic behavior, they're looking for 
admiration in the same way as toddlers do, and for the same reasons. They 
are desperate for attention. Examples of exhiЫtionistic behavior include an 
inappropriate flashy dress code, talking too loudly, or gesturing in expansive 
and space-intruding ways. In reality, however, the fas;ade they show to the 
external world tends to Ье paper thin. If we were to look beyond this fas;ade, 
it would reveal а very scared person who's guilt and shame ridden, а person 
not worthy of а relationship with anybody based on real intimacy. But given 
the scripts that occupy their inner theater, there will always Ье the threat of 
being found out, leading to feelings of insecurity that perpetuate the need to 
maintain а grandiose exterior. Thus, Ьig egos are often Ыg shields for а lot of 
empty space, and, in that respect, narcissistic behavior can Ье seen as а type 
of survival behavior. Hence, although narcissistic behavior appears to show 
the pursuit of self-actualization, narcissists don't seem to realize that true self­
actualization requires intimate connection and empathy with others. 

Big egos are often Ьig shields for а lot of 
empty space. 
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For people with an NPD, other people become simply mirrors, useful only 
insofar as they reflect back the special view they have of themselves and that 
they so desperately long to see. If that means making others look bad Ьу 
comparison-say, Ьу ruining their reputation at work-so Ье it. And as life is 
viewed as а constant competition, they're also usually riddled ,vith envy over 
what other people seem to have. 

Essentially shallow, narcissists spend an enormous amount of energy sup­
porting and maintaining а completely fake self to compensate for а deep, 
dark, cold inner void. То maintain and sustain this false persona, they exploit, 
use, and abuse others, behaviors that rest on the assumption that one cannot 
reliaЬly depend on anyone's love or loyalty. Instead, narcissists believe that 
they must rely on themselves for any grati:fication that life has to offer. 

For people with an NPD, other people become simply mirrors, 
useful only insofar as they reflect back the special view 

they have of themselves and that they so desperately long 
to see. 

We can also look at the narcissist's need for admiration as а kind of addic­
tion disorder. Clearly, they are strongly addicted to feeling signi:ficant. This 
explains why they need the constant love, attention, and admiration of others. 
And, like any addict, they will do whatever it takes to get this feeling often. 
Similar to drugs, attention makes these people feel good Ьу delivering а "hit" 
of certain neurotransmitters (chemicals that transmit or Ыосk the transmis­
sion of electrochemical currents) in the brain, and they will do whatever it 
takes to get their next ":fix." But, as is the case with drugs, whatever attention 
they receive provides only а temporary high. Soon, they will need their next 
":fix." And this constant pursuit will Ье quite exhausting. Narcissists never 
feel the attention they receive is enough, so they are always seeking more 
attention and affirmation from the outside. 

Due to the need for this ":fix," narcissists tend to Ье interpersonally exploit­
ative. Because of the singular focus on ful:filling their own needs, especially exter­
nal needs, they will continuously use other people to satisfy them. When these 
"others" no longer give them narcissistic grati:fication, they will Ье discarded, 
no matter how much pain this inflicts. Thus, while narcissists can Ье quite 
charming, this charm lasts only as long as the people they deal with are useful 
to them. Narcissists, in fact, see these "others" as impersonal objects; people 
to Ье manipulated to ful:fill their needs without any regard for the hurtful 
consequences of their own sel:fish actions. Yet, eventually, the people who are 
being "exploited" will соте to realize what's happening to them. No wonder, 
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then-given this pattern of behavior-that narcissists are always compul­
sively in search of new people who are prepared to admire them and bolster 
their flimsy self-esteem, becoming manipulative as а consequence. The nar­
cissist's sense of entitlement means that their own wishes deserve special con­
sideration and will take precedence over those of others. Consequently, when 
in а position of power, they can become quite dangerous people to Ье with. 

NARCISSISM AND LEADERSHIP 

As а caveat, it should Ье said that the behavioral qualities of narcissists occur 
with different degrees of intensity. We all, at times, show signs of narcissistic 
behavior. In fact, as has become clear, all humans need а certain dose of nar­
cissism to function effectively. Depending on the intensity of an individual's 
narcissistic behavioral patterns, however, а distinction can Ье made between 
constructive and reactive narcissism, with excess narcissism generally falling 
in the latter category and healthy narcissism falling in the former.1 

We all, at times, show signs of narcissistic behavior ... all 

humans need а certain dose of narcissism to function 

effectively. 

Constructive narcissists are people who have been fortunate enough to 
have caregivers who knew how to provide their growing children with 
age-appropriate frustration; that is, enough frustration to challenge them but 
not so much as to overwhelm them. Such caretakers were аЫе to provide 
а supportive environment that led to feelings of basic trust and agency. As 
adults, people who have experienced this kind of parenting tend to Ье rela­
tively well balanced. They will have а more positive sense of self-esteem, а 
capacity for introspection, and an empathetic outlook toward others. 

Reactive narcissists, however, have not been as fortunate as their more 
constructive peers while growing up. Instead, they may have been on the 
receiving end of over-, under-, or chaotic stimulation Ьу their caregivers. 
They may have been the victims of severe and long-term neglect and а hurt­
ful and abusive upbringing. As а result, in adulthood they are left with а 
legacy of feelings of deprivation, insecurity, and inadequacy. They are more 
prone than constructive narcissists to an NPD. Here, what might other­
wise Ье а healthy pursuit of self-interest and self-realization turns into self­
absorption. Subsequently, in their eyes, other people lose their intrinsic value 
and become mere means for the fulfillment of their needs and desires. 



ТНЕ NARCISSISТICTRAINWRECK 37 

Although constructive narcissists can also Ье larger than life, they are 
not purely searching for personal power. As much as they are prepared to 

make the ultimate decisions, they take advice and consult others. As trans­
formational leaders, they inspire others not only to Ье better at what they 
do but also to change what they're doing. It is reactive narcissists, however, 
who have given narcissism its pejorative sense; it is this narcissism that is 
generally associated with intense preoccupation with the self, exploitation 
of others, excessive rigidity, narrowness of outlook, resistance to change, 
and the inaЬility to adapt to the external environment. 

Reactive narcissists are the ones who really possess these feelings of enti­
tlement. They are the ones who believe that rules and regulations don't 
apply to them but only to others. Essentially, they always expect special 
treatment from these others. Their underlying sense of inadequacy and inse­
curity means they have developed an exaggerated sense of self-importance 
and grandiosity and а concomitant need for admiration. They seem to have 
become the kinds of people fixated on issues of power, status, prestige, and 
superiority. Unsurprisingly, given the nature of their inner theater, it's far 
from unusual for reactive narcissists to reach leadership positions. In social 
settings and any organizational context, they see life as а zero-sum game 
with either winners or losers. Their need for positions of power can also 
Ье driven Ьу their need to "get even" for perceived slights. Vengefulness is 
а close companion of pride and vanity, and reactive narcissists create their 
own reality whereby all creatures are expected to comply with what they 
desire. 

Echoists 

Vengefulness is а close companion of pride 

and vanity. 

Unlike constructive narcissists, reactive narcissists aren't prepared to share 
power. Compromise will Ье alien to them. As they will not tolerate disagree­
ment or criticism, they rarely consult with colleagues, and when they do, con­
sultation is purely ritualistic. In leadership positions, reactive narcissists tend 
to surround themselves with "yea-sayers," or echoists. And here we might 
recall once more the encounter between Narcissus and the nymph Echo, 
yet another illustration of the richness of the original myth. True narcissists 
often live in an echo chamber, only wanting to hear what they like to hear. 
Those who can Ье labeled as echoists have difficulty asserting themselves 
and are prone to people-pleasing-often at the expense of their own needs 
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and feelings. Therefore, on а spectrum of grandstanding, echoism would Ье 
at one end and narcissism at the other. Reactive narcissists only look out for 
number one, whereas echoists think very little of themselves. In а leadership 
context, this can Ье а very unholy interchange. 

Paranoia 

Even when things go well, reactive narcissists can Ье cruel and verbally 
abusive to the people they deal with. When setbacks occur, they take no 
personal responsiЫlity. Instead, they scapegoat other people. As they imag­
ine themselves to Ье faultless, it is inevitaЬle that when they have issues, 
these must Ье the fault of the others. Since they deny their own badness, 
it must Ье the others who are bad. They project their own faults onto the 
world. They never imagine that they could Ье responsiЬle. 

The world of reactive narcissists is split between those who are for them 
and those who are against them. Theirs is а world with only one version of 
reality: their own. Some reactive narcissists may tell lies that reach so deep that 
they end up floundering in their own delusions. Their skewed, paranoid out­
look makes them perceive others' comments as personal attacks-even when 
none were intended-leading to outbursts of rage. Such "tantrums" should 
Ье seen as reenactments of childhood behavior, originating from early feel­
ings of helplessness and humiliation. But, given the power that some leaders 
hold, the impact of their rage on their immediate environment can Ье devas­
tating. Their tantrums will intimidate their followers, who might themselves 
regress to childlike, dependent behavior. 

Some reactive narcissists may tell lies that reach so 
deep that they end up floundering in their own 

delusions. 

Leader-follower dynamics 

As we may realize, the two-way process of mirroring-the interaction 
between the person looking in the mirror and what the mirror reflects-is 
part of the human condition. This makes for а complex interplay of emo­
tions, memories, and subconscious actions. It also plays out in an interper­
sonal context, giving rise to transferential reactions; that is, what happens 
when people unknowingly transfer feelings about someone from their past 
onto people they interact with in the present.2 Mirroring and idealizing are 
prime examples of these transference reactions. And in а leadership context, 
this process will Ье par for the course.3 
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The two-way process of mirroring-the interaction between the 
person looking in the mirror arid what the mirror reflects-is part of 

the human condition. 

In the interface between leaders and followers, in stressful situations the 
followers may experience their leaders as powerful and benevolent parental 
figures-a reaction due to а sense of helplessness. In this case, the idealizing 
transference appears to serve as а protective shield. However, the qualities 
and attitudes that followers attribute to the leader may turn out to Ье con­
nected to а childhood image of the idealized parent who would protect them 
from danger and have very little to do with the actual leader. In other words, 
in the imagination of their followers, leaders may Ье tran.iformed into :6.gures 
who embody all of the positive qualities these followers wished their impor­
tant caregivers had displayed-wisdom, strength, kindness, as well as admi­
ration for, and interest, in them. On the leaders' part, this idealizing process 
will reactivate their grandiose selves, replicating as it does so an early phase 
of their lives when their caregivers admired their exhiЬitionistic behavior. 
Naturally, leaders rarely mind this idealizing process. Indeed, they may :6.nd 
this kind of affirmation Ьу their followers hard to resist. This is seen with 
many political leaders, who can become addicted to this kind of interchange. 
It is also representative of the beginning of cult formation. 

Far too often, as the narcissistic leader shifts the gears into overdrive 
while drunk on power, the juggernaut of narcissism creates highly 

destructive behavior. 

Of course, both idealizing and mirroring can also have а positive side. They 
can generate а bond that creates commitment in difficult times. However, 
these unconscious psychological dynamics can also Ье risky, involving tempo­
rary suspension of insight and self-criticism resulting in the gradual suspension 
of reality testing and allowing for unrealistic hopes and fantasies to govern 
decision making. These interpersonal dynamics can become highly collusive 
in leaders who are reactive narcissists. They will act to shore up their image 
rather than serve the greater needs of society. 

ln situations of leadership, people's egos tend to cloud 
everything. 

And, far too often, as the narcissistic leader shifts the gears into overdrive 
while drunk on power, the juggernaut of narcissism creates highly destructive 
behavior. In situations of leadership, people's egos tend to cloud everything, 
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and, sadly, these narcissists are unaЬle to leave their ego at the door. They 
don't realize that leadership is not about themselves but also about others. 
The Chinese philosopher and writer Lao Tzu sums this up well: 

The best leader is one that the people are barely aware of. 
The next best is one who is loved and praised Ьу the реор\е. 
Next comes one who is feared. 
Worst is one who is despised. 
lf the leader does not have enough faith in the реор\е, 
They will not have faith in him. 
The best leader puts great value in words and says little 
So that when his work is finished 
The реор\е А\\ say, "We did it ourselves!"4 
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4 
ТНЕ IMPERATIVE ТО WIN 

There are two tragedies in life. One is to lose your heart's desire. The other is to gain it. 

-George Bernard Shaw 

AII men want, not something to do with, but something to do, or rather something to Ье. 

-Henry David Thoreau 

Simplicity is extremely important for happiness. Having few desires, feeling satisfied 

with what you have, is very vital. 

-Dalai Lama 

А VESSEL FULL OF GOLD 

In this chapter, the focus will Ье on another important aspect of narcissistic 
behavior: the need to win. Winning seems to Ье а behavioral response that 
shapes narcissists' lives. But although this can Ье seen as а part of the human 
condition, to make it all-encompassing, to make it the only thing that counts 
in а person's life, can turn out to Ье quite disastrous. Yet, for narcissists, win­
ning provides social recognition and acceptance. From а neurological view, 
it is as if they are addicted to dopamine, а hormone that is linked to pleasure. 
Thus, when they win, they will produce more dopamine, which triggers а 
good feeling in the reward area of the brain, а feeling that they want to expe­
rience over and over again. Unfortunately, this addiction becomes perpetual. 

Marcus Crassus was а Roman general and statesman who played а key 
role in transforming the Roman RepuЫic into the Roman Empire. Не was 

DO 1: 1 о .4324/ 9781003569855-5 



42 NARCISSISТIC LEADERSHIP 

one of the main players in Roman society due to his highly effective politi­
cal skills. Не ,vould do anything to Ье successful. А good indicator of his 
achievements was that he held two consulships. But apart from his political 
skills, he had :6.nancial acumen. Thanks to his business wheeling and deal­
ing, he succeeded in becoming the richest man in Rome. In fact, in today's 
money his wealth would have run into the billions. Eventually, however, 
his materialistic and political pursuits would bring about his downfall. 
Trying to match the victories of Pompey or Julius Caesar, Crassus tried to 
conquer Parthia (now part of Iran), famous for its fabulous wealth (as if he 
wasn't wealthy enough). Yet, given his amЬitions and ego, he embarked on 
а military campaign that would cost him his life. According to legend, after 
Crassus's death, the Parthians poured molten gold into his mouth as а sym­
bolic mockery of his thirst for wealth. Marcus Crassus's desire to win at all 
costs brought about his own downfall. 

So, as has been explained before, people with а narcissistic personality and 
amЬitious drive have always been among us. But while а healthy competi­
tive spirit is part of human nature, it can also turn into а character trait that 
can become all-consuming. Individuals such as Crassus are always compet­
ing and striving to Ье number one. They hate to lose. In fact, they view the 
world almost exclusively in terms of "winners" and "losers." Not only are 
they voracious and insatiaЬle but they are also envious of those whom they 
perceive to Ье wealthier or more successful than they are. Resentfully, they 
will do anything to surpass others. Being successful, whatever the cost may 
Ье, is what drives them. 

While а healthy competitive spirit is part of human nature, it 
сап also turn into а character trait that сап become 

all-consuming. 

As the example of Crassus illustrates, narcissism, greed, and envy may go 
hand in hand. But the twinning of greed and envy, two of the seven deadly 
sins, can Ье devastating. Greed, the constant craving to surpass and accu­
mulate at any cost, is often linked to а sense of entitlement. Greed will also 
Ье а bottomless pit. Although greedy people may temporarily Ье appeased 
with their latest achievement, many soon return to dissatisfaction, emptiness, 
and inconsolaЫlity. This relentless and vicious cycle of striving to amass 
and acquire means that they can never achieve а feeling of ful:6.llment or 
enjoyment. 

The twinning of greed and envy, two of the seven deadly sins, сап Ье 
devastating. 
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Envy is characterized Ьу feelings of discontent or resentment toward oth­
ers whom а person believes possess what they desire. Envious people always 
compare themselves with others and begrudge them their success, brilliance, 
happiness, beauty, good fortune, or wealth, leading to feelings of deprivation 
and resentfulness. For such people, possessing what is good and valuaЫe will 
Ье а vital element to the preservation of ego. Whatever threatens their status 
in life and calls into question their accomplishments and attainments, defeats 
or limits them, or prevents them from getting what they want will Ье expe­
rienced as а narcissistic injury. Clearly, not having what others have seems to 
accentuate their feelings of inadequacy, low self-esteem, and self-pity. And, 
like greed, envy can contribute to behaviors aimed at undermining or harm­
ing those who possess what they desire. 

GREED AND ENVY: ТНЕ TWIN TERRORS 

In more than one way, greed and envy are like identical twins. Both are com­
plex human emotions with serious negative psychological effects. They are also 
closely associated with the desire to acquire, Ье it wealth, possessions, status, 
or recognition. As has become quite clear, people experiencing greed and envy 
tend to Ье dissatisfied with their current circumstances. While greed can lead 
to anxiety about not having enough or losing what one has, envy can lead to 
resentment and bitterness toward those who possess what one covets. Both 
drivers are rooted in social comparisons. Greed often arises when individuals 
compare themselves with others who have more, driving а desire to keep up or 
exceed them. In the case of envy, а comparison to others who possess what they 
believe they lack fuels feelings of inadequacy and resentment. 

А sense of void, deficiency, or inadequacy often sits at the 
heart of envy. 

Taking an in-depth psychological perspective, greed often originates from 
emotional trauma, deprivation, and unmet needs. Envious people often use 
objects or possessions as а substitute for their inner emptiness. Similarly, 
а sense of void, deficiency, or inadequacy often sits at the heart of envy. 
Envious people feel inferior, becoming resentful of people who they believe 
are advantaged. They may go as far as wishing that these people would lose 
their status or wealth, even taking pleasure from their misfortune and humili­
ation. Furthermore, at an unconscious level, greed is self-centered, driven Ьу 
the desire for the personal accumulation of possessions, whereas envy is more 
other-centered, focused on what others possess. 
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Clearly, people with these drives are incapaЫe of self-sustaining behavior. 
The scripts in their inner theater are dominated Ьу feelings of inadequacy 
or perceived injustice, and they often lack the inner resources to feel good 
in their skin. As а result, they continuously require renewed gratification to 
feel satisfied. lt is no wonder that narcissistically inclined individuals depend 
on external sources of support in the form of praise, admiration, and other 
aflirmations to maintain psychological equilibrium. But given their fragile 
mental state, whatever they obtain is never going to Ье good enough. In that 
respect, they remain Ыinded to these drives. Yet, they will not Ье аЫе to 
unlock their creative potential, achieve sustainaЫe success, or even Ье funda­
mentally happy unless they align their internal and external worlds-unless 
they are true to themselves. Therefore, to begin the journey of discovering 
their purpose, people with а narcissistic disposition must focus on what mat­
ters to them internally, not externally. 

At an unconscious level, greed is self-centered, driven Ьу the 

desire for personal accumulation of possessions, whereas 
envy is more other-centered, focused оп what others 

possess. 

EVOLUTIONARY CONSIDERATIONS 

What needs to Ье added is that the pursuit of wealth, power, image, and sta­
tus has always been part of the human condition. In the evolutionary strug­
gle to survive, such endeavors helped to heighten our early ancestors' social 
and economic status. In fact, as humans, we all experience inner wants and 
needs that spur the desire to acquire and to possess. In that respect, because 
wealth has always been an important signifier of status, greed can Ье consid­
ered а Ыological imperative. The same observation can Ье made about envy. 
Therefore, taking an evolutionary point of view, envy motivates people into 
action to obtain what other people have to build up their social and economic 
capital. In more moderate forms, greed and envy can lead to positive human 
experiences, driving people toward their goals and achieving their amЫtions. 
In excess, however, greed and envy can become the basis of ruthless and 
harmful behavior. 

Sadly, as will Ъе explored further in subsequent chapters, narcissism, greed, 
and envy thrive in our contemporary culture. The very ethos of materialism 
and capitalism upholds these characteristics in its feelings of entitlement and 
looking out for number one. But when consumerist and materialist pursuits 
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become all-pervasive, this can become counterproductive to а satisfying and 
meaningful life. 

As humans, we all experience inner wants and needs that spur the 
desire to acquire and to possess. 
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5 
ARE YOU PRONE ТО HUBRIS? 

Не that is proud eats up himself: pride is his own glass, his own trumpet, his own 

chronicle. 

Put aside your pride, 

Set down your arrogance, 

And remember your grave. 

-William Shakespeare 

-Ali ibn АЫ Talib 

Не knows nothing; and he thinks he knows everything. That points clearly to а political 

career. 
-George Bernard Shaw 

The imperative to win brings us to the topic of hubris, an important factor 
when dealing with narcissism and leadership. The various elements that соте 
into play that create this kind of narcissistic behavior will take pride of place 
in this chapter. The example that follows demonstrates how hubris can mani­
fest itself in an outrageous nature in а leadership context. 

In 480 ВСЕ, Xerxes the Great, а fifth-century king of the ancient Persian 
empire, was preparing himself to cross the 1.2-kilometer-long Hellespont 
Strait-the narrow stretch of water that separated Europe and Asia. Не 
was in а juЫlant mood, having just been victorious in suppressing an upris­
ing against his rule in Egypt and Babylon. Now, some 300,000 troops were 
ready to pour into Greece to avenge the defeat the Greeks had perpetrated 
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on Xerxes' father, King Darius. То expedite the crossing of his massive 
army over the Hellespont, his engineers had built а monumental pontoon 
bridge. Unfortunately, this construction had not exactly turned out as he had 
planned. Before Xerxes and his troops arrived, а violent storm had descended, 
completely destroying the temporary bridge. Infuriated, Xerxes took out his 
anger out on the sea, marching his troops into its midst, where they whipped 
it three hundred times, poked it with red hot irons, and cursed its existence. 
Handcuffs were then tossed into the sea to symbolize its required submission 
to Xerxes' authority. This Ьizarre spectacle was culminated Ьу his order to 
decapitate the engineers behind the bridge's construction. After these dra­
matic actions, the bridge was rebuilt Ьу tying together 600 ships with papyrus 
and flax ropes to traverse the gap between the two continents. According to 
contemporary historians, the crossing of the strait took Xerxes' army seven 
days and nights. Tragically for him, all these efforts appeared to Ье for naught. 
In Greece, Xerxes suffered а crushing defeat, ending the Persian's dream of 
subduing its citizens. 

Xerxes' behavior of whipping the sea has been described as an excessive 
case of hubris, the kind of behavior that's characterized Ьу not only extreme 
pride and dangerous overconfidence but also, in many cases, а perturЫng 
arrogance. Clearly, Xerxes believed, given his previous victories, that he was 
сараЫе of anything. То him, а setback was unimaginaЬle. Не was intoxicated 
byhubris. 

Hubris seems to Ье а disturbance that comes from too much success. 
Hubris (or f?ybris, literally translated as "excess") is а term which the ancient 
Greeks used to refer to human behavior that was excessive in nature. And 
as the story of Xerxes amply demonstrates, hubris is both а transgression 
of human boundaries symptomatic of outrageous behavior and а regression 
toward delusionary thinking. People suffering from hubris imagine that the 
way they view the world is the way the world is supposed to Ье. It also sug­
gests а loss of contact with reality. Hubristic people overestimate what they 
are сараЫе of accomplishing, often in extreme ways, putting no limits on 
themselves. Convinced of the "rightness" of whatever they have decided to 
do, there is no room for criticism, whether it Ье related to practicality, costs, 
or the likelihood of success. And even if their efforts end badly, they still 
believe that they were doing the right thing. 

Hubris is both а transgression of human boundaries symptomatic 

of outrageous behavior and а regression toward delusionary 

thinking. 
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Given the outrageous nature ofhubristic behavior, the ancient Greeks con­
sidered hubris nothing less than а crime. In fact, it was for them an insidious 
poison. An essential component of the Greek moral code was the notion that 
all human beings have their limitations. If there were those so adamant as to 
ignore human faШbility, they should Ье prepared under such а code to рау а 
very high price. А good example of this from Greek mythology is the story of 
Arachne, а talented young weaver who was transformed into а spider when 
she claimed, albeit accurately, that her talents exceeded those of the goddess 
Athena. 

Theref ore, а recurring theme in Greek mythology focuses on people who 
lose sight of these human limitations and act arrogantly, behaving as if they 
are one of the immortals. No wonder they had carved above the temple of 
Apollo in Delphi the ominous exhortations "I<:now thyself" and "Nothing 
too much." No common mortal should try to surpass а god in а particu­
lar skill or attribute. Doing so would Ье nothing less than а transgression 
against the gods, inviting terriЬle retribution. Consequently, for the ancient 
Greeks, hubris was inseparaЬle from Nemesis, the goddess of vengeance. 
Whoever suffered from any form of hubristic intoxication was sure to Ье 
punished Ьу her. 

Given the outrageous nature of hubristic behavior, the ancient Greeks 

considered hubris nothing less than а crime. 

NARCISSISM VERSUS HUBRIS 

Given what we have learned about narcissism, hubristic behavior is often 
indistinguishaЬle from narcissistic conduct as many of the attributes of hubris 
and narcissism tend to overlap. In fact, and quite often, hubris and narcissism 
are used as synonyms of one another. Nevertheless, even though narcissis­
tic people might Ье prone to hubris, to Ье narcissistic shouldn't Ье simply 
equated with being hubristic. Essentially, there are several differences. As we 
have learned, narcissists have an inflated view of themselves, preoccupied as 
they are with fantasies of personal power to garner the approval and admira­
tion of others, which then bolsters and enhances their ego. Narcissists are 
trying to construct а reality that reiterates and reinforces their grandiose per­
sonal image. But, unlike hubristic people, they are not intoxicated Ьу power 
to that degree that they lose their sense of reality. Thus, whereas narcissism 
can Ье considered а staЬle quality of character, hubris can Ье looked at as а 
transformation of а person's personality that emerges in response to attaining 
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significant power. Even though narcissistic leaders like to Ье the center of 
attention-by making decisions that are singularly focused on enhancing а 
positive self-image-as long as their sense of reality remains intact, their nar­
cissism remains "bounded." 

Whereas narcissism can Ье considered а staЫe quality of character, 
hubris can Ье looked at as а transformation of а person's 

personality that emerges in response to attaining significant 
power. 

This ''Ьounded narcissism," however, disappears when people become 
hubristic. In the case of hubris, we are dealing with а form of narcissism that's 
"unbound." As hubristic people become drunk on their power, they engage 
in excessive behavior, setting the stage for hubris. 

ln the case of hubris, we are dealing with а form of narcissism that's 
"unbound." 

Hubristic leaders do not need а stage to shine. Their interest does not primar­
ily lie with seeking opportunities to garner attention purely to bolster their self­
image. Unlike the bounded narcissist, they will test the boundaries of ассерtаЫе 
behavior in the belief that they are far superior to anyone else. Eventually, their 
exaggerated self-belief, bordering on а sense of omnipotence-making for 
reckless and impulsive behavior-will lead to their demise or downfall. 

In other words, even though there will Ье а co-occurrence of hubristic and 
narcissistic behavioral patterns, narcissism in itself tends to Ье more nuanced. 
Although both narcissistic and hubristic people are no strangers to the darker 
side of leadership, narcissistic leaders can also Ье quite successful. After all, 
а leader's high level of narcissism positively relates to charisma-the aЬility to 
attract, influence, and inspire people. Such а leader's supreme self-confidence, 
energy, willingness to take risks, skilled oration, and grandiose belief systems 
can contribute to inspiring and visionary leadership-a behavioral pattern 
that can make him or her quite successful. 

Thus, whereas narcissistic behavior will have its dark and bright sides, 
hubristic behavior is typically presented in terms of dysfunctional excess. In а 
leadership context, to Ье more specific, it places hubris firmly on the dark and 
destructive side. Hubristic leaders tend to use their power in maladaptive and 
unproductive ways. The grandiosity of such leaders knows no bounds, end­
ing up in extremely toxic behavior. They will exercise their power to achieve 
unrestrained amЬitious goals, both personal and organizational. 
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Consequently, from а conceptual point of view, the origins of hubristic 
behavior and narcissistic behavior are quite distinct. Whereas narcissism 
seems to Ье an enduring characteristic that emerges before adulthood, hubris 
should Ье looked at as an acquired condition that occurs later in life, triggered 
Ьу the accession to а position of signifi.cant power. In that respect, hubris is а 
disorder of the leadership position rather than а disorder of the person. 

Hubris is а disorder of the leadership position rather than а disorder of 
the person. 

Generally speaking, hubristic people are highly disrespectful toward oth­
ers, an outgrowth of their inflated sense of importance and unrealistic assess­
ment of their capaЫlities. Intoxicated with power, given their prior successes, 
they begin to overestimate their aЫlities. Consequently, it makes it more likely 
that these people will test the boundaries of realistic behavior. As а result, 
given their lack of constraint regarding how they exercise power, their hubris­
tic activities will come to the fore-Xerxes being а prime example. As is 
evidenced Ьу their excessive self-confi.dence, their perception of being infal­
liЫe, their contempt toward people who criticize them, and their detachment 
from reality, people subject to hubris suffer from а serious character flaw, an 
attitude that typically brings about their downfall. 

It should Ье noted, however, that possessing а narcissistic personality will 
Ье а contributory factor in developing hubristic behavior. Narcissistic people, 
when in а position of power, may acquire an elevated sense of self-confi.dence 
and an increasing sense of superiority, thereby creating the conditions that 
reinforce an inflated self-view, an overestimation of their aЫlities, а sense 
of entitlement, and arrogant behavior. If these psychological· dynamics con­
tinue, these people may enter а state of self-intoxication. This makes hubris 
а pathological expression, а derivative of narcissistic behavior. Hubris might 
disappear, however, when these people are no longer in possession of sig­
nifi.cant power. In that respect, hubris should Ье looked at as an adjustment 
disorder, not а character disorder like narcissism. It only comes to the fore 
after а person has attained а position of power. 

Hubris should Ье looked at as an adjustment disorder, not а character 
disorder like narcissism. lt only comes to the fore after а person has 

attained а position of power. 

Many leaders epitomize narcissism in their personalities but behave hubris­
tically regarding their leadership. Thus, it is no wonder that in the context of 
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hubris some have even suggested the existence of а "hubris syndrome," once 
more pointing out that it is а personality disorder that's specifically tied to 
people who have attained leadership positions.1 And in describlng this disor-
der, it is made very clear that it is fatal not only from а personal perspective 
but also from а social perspective, where, when left unchecked, it can have 
disastrous consequences. 

HUBRISTIC LEADERSHIP 

As suggested, hubristic characteristics are triggered when people acquire а 
position of power. Typically, they may worsen the longer people hold power 
and the more power they have accumulated. Being а powerholder thus makes 
it more likely that people in this position will act inappropriately, leading to 
negative, unintended consequences. This will Ье especially the case when 
а person's decisions and actions have been successful before. Once more, 
Xerxes' example is illustrative. After having been victorious in Egypt and 
Babylon, his ego seemed to have become even more inflated to the point of 
losing any sense of perspective. 

Clearly, hubristic leaders, intoxicated as they are with power and prior suc­
cess, become overconfident in their abllities and overestimate the probaЫlity 
of becoming even more successful. They begin to suffer from irrational exu­
berance, thinking that everything is possiЬle and underestimating or ignor­
ing what could go wrong. Consequently, when they are in the thrall of hubris, 
any criticism of the improbabllity of success will Ье ignored. In fact, they 
become unstoppaЬle. Limitations are for others but not for them. Naturally, 
such an attitude contributes to irresponsiЬle behavior and recklessness and 
even leads to immoral actions. Hubristic people will transgress, the morality 
of their actions Ье damned. 

Hubristic leaders, intoxicated as they are with power and 
prior success, become overconfident in their abllities 

and overestimate the probabllity of becoming even 
more successful. 

One well-known saying, with ЫЫiсаl origins, that captures this intoxica­
tion with power is "Pride goes before а fall." Another well-known metaphor 
referring to the intoxication of power is attributed to the English politician 
and historian Lord Acton, who noted that "power tends to corrupt; and abso­
lute power corrupts absolutely."2 And as he made quite clear, this kind of cor­
ruption doesn't make for happy endings. 
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Unfortunately, in our present-day society, we don't have to look far to find 
leaders suffering from hubris. In fact, one might even say that we're in the 
midst of а "hubris epidemic." UnaЫe to put the brakes on their own self­
absorption, too many leaders appear bent on а path of total self-destruction­
with their organizations or countries falling quickly in tow. 

There can Ье key external factors that set the stage for the development of 
hubris among leaders: the possession of а consideraЫe amount of power, the 
existence of minimal constraints concerning the exercise of power, and the 
length of time they stay in power. When such factors are at play, it doesn't take 
much before а cultural environment of omnipotence surrounds the leader. 
Political leaders are particularly vulneraЬle, especially those in dictatorial 
regimes, because there are few, if any, constraints on their behavior. 

ln our present-day society, we don't have to look far to find leaders 

suffering from hubris ... one might even say that we're in the midst of 

а "hubris epidemic." 

Coming back to Xerxes, when everything is said and done, however, peo­
ple in positions of power would do well to read this passage written about 
him Ьу the historian Herodotus: 

For it was not а god invading Greece, but а man; and по man now existed or ever would 

exist who was not liaЬle to misfortune from the day ofhis Ьirth-and the greater the man, 

the greater the misfortune. Their invader, therefore, being only human, was bound to fall 

from his glory.з 

Clearly, as said before, power swells the head and shatters the crown. And peo­
ple like Xerxes, who think of themselves as gods, tend to fall the farthest and 
the hardest. Sadly, Xerxes hasn't been an exception. Others have gone before 
him and after him. Many tales have been told and are still told of hubris­
some mythological, others legendary, and many concerning real-life events. 

Another dramatic example taken from Greek mythology, the tale oflcarus, 
again Шustrates the seductive power of hubris and the inevitaЬle downfall 
that comes in its wake. Using wings made from wax and feathers created 
Ьу his father, the master craftsman Daedalus, Icarus became overconfident 
in his newfound ability to fJ.y. Intoxicated Ьу hubris, he ignored his father's 
warnings not to fly too low or too high, and the result was inevitaЬle. Flying 
too close to the sun, the wax in his wings melted and down he came, drown­
ing in the sea. 



ARE YOU PRONE ТО HUBRIS? 53 

For contemporary business leaders who have suffered from hubris, the 
downfall they set in motion does far more than simply melt the wax in their 
own proverblal wings. The impact of the hubristic-infused scandals initi­
ated Ьу people such as Adam Neumann of WeWork, Sam Bankman-Fried of 
FTX, and Elizabeth Holmes ofTheranos extended to all those who believed 
in them, destroying their fortunes. Still, the pain incurred Ьу these hubris­
tic business leaders pales in comparison when we consider that wrought Ьу 
those in politics, the likes of KimJong-Un ofNorth Korea, Bashar al-Assad 
of Syria, or Vladimir Putin of the Russian Federation. The damage that they 
cause is not counted simply in financial terms but in the numbers oflives lost. 
This must leave us wondering whether we should ever trust people to have 
control over others when they are unaЬle to control themselves. 

The damage caused Ьу hubristic political leaders must leave us 

wondering whether we should ever trust people to have 

control over others when they are unaЫe to control 

themselves. 

In the world we live in we don't have to look far to see the manifestations 
of such leadership behavior and its terrifying consequences. А recent exam­
ple of hubris can Ье seen in the actions of Russia's Vladimir Putin. Due to 
his hubristic state of mind, his paranoid logic has been unrelenting, believ­
ing himself to Ье the savior of а "holy Russia" against the unholy forces of 
the Western countries. In his convoluted Weltanschauung, Russia seems to Ье 
threatened Ьу Nazis and Wokism-a Ыzarre figment of his imagination. 
Albeit imaginary, it was such а pathological perspective that encouraged him 
to start а vicious war, sacrificing the lives of hundreds of thousands of people. 

NOTES 

1 David Owen and Jonathan Davidson (2009). Hubris syndrome: An acquired personality disorder? 
А study ofU.S. Presidents and UK Prime Ministers over the last 100 years. Brain, 132(5), 1396-1406. 

2 Lord Acton (1907/1887). Letter to Bishop Mandell Creighton, April 5, 1887. Transcript of, puЬlished in 
Historical Essays and Studies, edited Ьу ). N. Figgis and R. V. Laurence. London: Macmillan. 

3 Herodotus, Battle ofThermopylae: 7.198-238. 
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6 
ТНЕ MACABRE DANCE OF HUBRIS 

AND NEMESIS 

And on the pedestal these words арреаг: 

"Му name is Ozymandias, king ofkings: 

Look on my works, уе Mighty, and despair!" 

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 

Ofthat colossal wreck, boundless and Ьаге 

The lone and level sands stretch far away. 
-Регсу Bysshe Shelley 

ln spite ofVirtue and the Muse, Nemesis will have her dues, And all our struggles and 

our toils Tighter wind the giant coils. 
-Ralph Waldo Emerson 

As we have seen, hubris in itself can cause many proЬlems, but to aggravate 
the matter even further, there is also the macabre dance between hubris and 
nemesis. То clarify this psychological connection, this chapter will elaborate 
on this interchange and on another quality that distinguishes excessively 
narcissistic people. Here, like before, it may again Ье helpful to start at the 
beginning: 

What Greek mythology tells us is that Hybris, or Hubris, was а minor god­
dess, the embodiment of reckless pride and arrogance. Not only was she 
known for her insolent behavior but she was also notorious for lacking any , 
form of self-control. Given her modus operandi, other gods would avoid her 
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for fear of her outrageous behavior. Nemesis, on the other hand, was the god-
dess of righteous indignation and vengeance. It was assumed that her retribu­
tions provided an equilibrium in human affairs, balancing acts of hubris and 
injustice with punishment. 

As we have seen, the ancient Greeks used stories about goddesses such as 
these to help them understand human nature and their place in the universe. 
In fact, the symbolic nature of these two goddesses seems to Ье deeply rooted 
in the human psyche, representing constellations of cognitions, memories, 
images, beliefs, and feelings, influencing the way we behave. 

While Hubris and Nemesis seemingly stand in opposition to each other, 
when comЫned, this pairing turns into а compatiЬle contradiction. When 
these two forces are twinned, they seem to mutually reinforce each other, 
making the comЫnation much stronger than the sum of its parts. In fact, 
the Hybris-Nemesis constellation can transform into an explosive construct, 
creating а psychological dynamic that can Ье extremely powerful and one that 
is especially attractive to people who feel powerless. 

The Hybris-Nemesis constellation can transform into an explosive 

construct, creating а psychological dynamic that can Ье extremely 
powerful and one that is especially attractive to people who feel 

powerless. 

Taking а look at current world affairs, we can see how political leaders often 
take advantage of а Hybris-Nemesis constellation, engaging in arrogant and 
grandiose behavior (Hybris) while also assuming the role of righteous judge 
(Nemesis). Such leaders can have а hypnotic effect on people, with many 
becoming entranced Ьу this contradictory and macabre pairing. What adds to 
their seductiveness is their strong sense of purpose or mission to lead others 
and "save" them from some impending doom or disaster. Often, the target 
audience is drawn to the confidence and excessiveness of these leaders and 
perceives them as "saviors" who will right the injustices they believe they 
have experienced. 

Political leaders often take advantage of а Hybris-Nemesis 
constellation, engaging in arrogant and grandiose behavior 

(Hybris) while also assuming the role of righteous judge 
(Nemesis). 

Leaders who take on this savior role often have а personality type that has 
а best fit with what has been previously described as the malignant narcissist. 
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As explained before, these types of narcissists are first and foremost self-cen­
tered; they tend to Ье short-tempered, thin-skinned, and unaЬle to consider 
the perceptions and experiences of others. What differentiates а malignant 
narcissist from а more benign one is the pattern of sadistic-like behavior he or 
she employs to look out for number one. In particular, а lack of empathy and 
а lack of remorse are key defining features: malignant narcissists wШ gratui­
tously harm others while having little or no regret for the damage they inflict. 

What has also been mentioned previously is that although there can Ье many 
causes for malignant narcissism it is most commonly observed in people who 
have experienced serious childhood trauma or neglect, contributing to feel­
ings of low self-esteem and а strong need for control. This emotional neglect 
in childhood contributes to а painful emotional loneliness that can have а 
long-term negative impact on how some people deal with life. Consequently, 
hubris becomes а compensatory behavior pattern to counter profound feel­
ings of inferiority and powerlessness and еnаЫе self-righteous justification 
of retributive activities. Informed Ьу their personal experiences, malignant 
narcissists know how to speak to their followers' own sense of powerlessness 
and eagerness for а savior who we will set right the wrongs they believe they 
have experienced. Additionally, given their narcissistic tendencies, they are all 
too willing to assume the role of an omnipotent and omniscient force to feed 
their own desires for power and control. 

Malignant narcissists will gratuitously harm others while having little or 

по regret for the damage they inflict. 

In fact, Hybris-Nemesis leaders are masters at beguiling people into this 
macabre dance of Hybris and Nemesis. The displays of power and agency 
Ьу Hybris-Nemesis leaders provide their followers with а false sense of 
control over their own existential anxiety and feelings of despair and loneli­
ness. As а result, а state of dependency is created. People adopt the rhetoric 
of Hybris-Nemesis leaders and willingly surrender personal responsiЬility 
and the need to think for themselves. What they don't realize, however, 
is that leaders of this ilk are just taking advantage of them to fulfill their 
own existential needs and that Ьlind loyalty to these leaders can have cata­
strophic consequences. 

The displays of power and agency Ьу Hybris-Nemesis leaders 
provide their followers with а false sense of control over 

their own existential anxiety and feelings of despair and 

loneliness. 
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The relationship between such Hybris-Nemesis leaders and their followers 
can Ье compared to а Faustian pact-a contract with the devil. Often, due 
to the hypnotic power of these leaders, followers may rationalize and make 
excuses for dark deeds in the name of а cause. Hybris-Nemesis leaders know 
how to tap into dark, regressive psychological dynamics, bringing out the 
worst in human nature and, eventually, the interchange between these lead­
ers and their followers may turn into а folie de masse, or mass insanity. Entire 
societies may even spiral down and disintegrate within а reality-proof and 
hateful value system. 
А horrific example is the rise and fall of Adolf Hitler, а leader who would 

take advantage of this Hybris-Nemesis pattern Ьу tapping into the misery and 
suffering of the German nation post World War I and propagating and exter­
nalizing his own dark look on life. Seduced Ьу his siren's call, the German 
population followed him Ьlindly into а catastrophic second World War that 
ended with tens of millions of casualties. 

Hybris-Nemesis leaders know how to tap into dark, regressive 
psychological dynamics, bringing out the worst in human 

nature. 

In this rise to power, Hitler presented himself as а messianic leader. 
Through the Nazi party, he installed а cultish state through а comЬination of 
military discipline and the use of semi-religious symbol manipulation. Не led 
Germany with grandiosity, weaving both material and spiritual aspects into 
his rhetoric of German supremacy. Warning his followers about internal and 
external threats, he justified his amassing of power as а necessity, demanding 
absolute loyalty and claiming that he would control their destiny in the ser­
vice of а higher purpose. Whatever unspeakaЬle actions he would undertake, 
Hitler argued that he was doing so for the good of Germany. 

Each of Hitler's grandiose speeches was indicative of this messianic quest 
to "save" the German nation and its people from evils wrought Ьу oppres­
sive outside powers. Не would repeat the ideas of German "pride," "dig­
nity," "honor;' and "respect"-powerful symbolic words-when selling his 
dreams of future glory while also evoking indignation at past humiliations 
and injuries at the hands of others. In particular, Hitler would direct vengeful 
animosity toward the Jews, to whom he attributed а historic responsibllity for 
holding back the German nation, and thus deserving of retribution. 

All in all, Hitler built up а high moralizing narrative to justify the use of 
extreme force and violence to rectify the wrongs done to the German people 
and to fulfi.11 а nation's hopes. This included а preference for glorious death 
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over inglorious submission and а willingness to sacrifice himself and others 
to achieve his vision of German glory. 

Although Hitler may have been an extreme embodiment of the Hybris­
N emesis constellation, he isn't alone. То а certain degree, leaders like Donald 
Trump, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Victor Orban, and Narendra Modi, among 
others, have been following а somewhat similar playbook. However, the most 
terrifying scenario remains that happening in Vladimir Putin's Russia. What's 
for all to see is how the country has turned into а despotic state. 

Hybris-Nemesis leaders thrive on threat-mongering and confrontation, at 
least in their rhetoric. They also want constant attention. At the same time, 
they seek to Ыаmе and attack rivals and enemies, arguing that it is they who 
are responsiЬle for their nations' proЬlems and are obstacles to achieving its 
hopes and expectations. Unfortunately, while these leaders claim that they 
have the best interests of the populace at heart, in reality, once absolute power 
is achieved, the rule of law will fall quickly Ьу the wayside, as well as any 
well-defined governing order. Eventually, there will only Ье the whim of the 
tyrant, preoccupied in pursuing his or her narcissistic aims to conclusion. 

Once absolute power is achieved, the rule of law will fall quickly Ьу the 
wayside, as well as any well-defined governing order. Eventually, there 
will only Ье the whim of the tyrant, preoccupied in pursuing his or her 

narcissistic aims to conclusion. 

Given the destructive influence of these Hybris-Nemesis leaders, it becomes 
of great importance to recognize their ascent. Though they can Ье incrediЬly 
alluring and charismatic, their rhetoric should Ье seen as а red flag and а warn­
ing that following such leaders will eventually lead to perdition. Knowing 
their modus operandi, therefore, will Ье helpful to people who have to deal 
with these Hybris-Nemesis leaders. 

How, then, does one identify the emergence of а Hybris-Nemesis leader? 
First, they tend to Ье very demanding and confrontational in negotiations, 
often lashing out when feeling slighted. In addition, such people will Ье very 
good at image management. 

But what's even more important beyond recognition is preventing Hybris­
Nemesis leaders from having the support and opportunity to rise to power. 
Unfortunately, all too often, their rise to power seems to Ье inevitaЬle. Taking 
а hard look at humanity, there seem to Ье too many power-hungry seducJ 
tive leaders and too many gulliЬle followers. Тоо often, the population of а 
country behaves like sheeple. They are too easily influenced, lacking critical 
thinking. 
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What's even more important beyond recognition is preventing 
Hybris-Nemesis leaders from having the support and opportunity to 

rise to power. 

Although it can Ье quite depressing to see the rise of such leaders in our 
current landscape, the wise words of Mahatma Gandhi may give us some 
comfort: "Truth alone will endure, all the rest will Ье swept away before the 
tide of time. I must continue to bear testimony to truth even if I am forsaken 
Ьу all. Mine may today Ье а voice in the wilderness, but it will Ье heard when 
all other voices are silenced, if it is the voice of Truth."1 In making this 
statement, Gandhi also made а plea for the power of critical thought. Even 
though Hybris-Nemesis leaders are adept at polarization and drawing out 
the darker parts of human nature, Gandhi argued for recalling and rebalanc­
ing the dualities-kindness for cruelty, integrity for corruption, honesty for 
dishonesty, and generosity for selfishness. 

As we look into the future, paying attention to the kinds of leaders that 
are emerging, we seem to Ье facing а battle between these dualities. Given 
this divergence, it is up to each of us to make the choices for the future of all 
humanity. Doing nothing is not going to Ье ап option. After all, doing nothing will 
also Ье some kind of choice. And as the English novelist and poet George 
Eliot once said, "The strongest principle of growth lies in human choice."2 

NOTES 

1 Mahatma Gandhi (1951). Basic Education, р. 89. 
2 George Eliot (1876). Danief Deronda. London: William Blackwood and Со., Book VI, Chapter XLII, р. 253. 
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ТНЕ MALIGNANT NARCISSIST 

Naught pleases but what is shameful, попе cares but for his own pleasure, and sweet 

is that when it springs from another's pain. 
-Ovid 

"Bravo!" cried Chateau-Renaud; "you are the first man I ever met sufficiently coura­

geous to preach а pure system of selfishness. Bravo! М. \е Comte, bravo!" 
-Alexandre Dumas 

Some relationships are like broken glass. lt's better to leave them a\one than hurt your­

self trying to put them back together. 
-Anon 

ТНЕ MINDSET OF А MALIGNANT NARCISSIST 

То further elaborate this discussion on narcissistic characteristics, in this 
chapter the focus is on а special destructive type of narcissism found among 
reactive narcissists: the malignant narcissist. Unburdened Ьу the pangs of 
conscience that moderate most people's interactions with others-but with­
out going so far as to commit murder or arson-reference is made to peo­
ple who may even qualify for the label of "psychopath lite;' to distinguish 
them from the "heavier" ones, like serial killers. As is the case with many 
very driven people, these malignant narcissists can Ье found wherever power, 
status, or money is at stake. Outwardly normal, apparently successful, and 
often charming, their lack of empathy, shame, guilt, or remorse for what they 
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do-comblned with their vindictiveness-can have serious interpersonal 
repercussions. And that's particularly the case in the context of leadership. 

For their own self-preservation, people should do more to guard against 
such people, either Ьу identifying them and weeding them out or Ьу avoiding 
dealingwith them in the first place. After all, interacting with а malignant nar­
cissist can Ье quite costly. While appalling people are difficult to ignore, due to 
their Machiavellian personalities these individuals can Ье hard to spot. What 
makes it even more difficult to identify malignant narcissists is the fact that 
many of the qualities that indicate mental issues in other contexts may appear 
appropriate in organizational life. This is particularly the case in organiza­
tions that value impression management, corporate gamesmanship, risk-taking, 
coolness under pressure, domination, competitiveness, and assertiveness. 
However, what those who appreciate these qualities tend to forget is that 
these malignant narcissists have no sense of conscience or of loyalty to their 
colleagues or their organization. Often, they do long-term damage to people 
and organizations through their deceitful, abusive, and sometimes fraudulent 
behavior. Yet, because of the way they operate, they are often "hidden in plain 
sight." Xavier, who is discussed below, is а prime example. 

What makes it even more difficult to identify malignant narcissists is 
the fact that many of the qualities that indicate mental issues in other 

contexts may appear appropriate in organizational life. 

XAVIER: BEHAVING LIKE А SOB 

То many people, Xavier showed character traits that reminded them of the 
protagonists of Robert Louis Stevenson's novel, The Strange Case of Dr. Je,kgll 
and Mr. 1-fyde. Не seemed to portray а split persona. One minute he could 
Ье quite charming, and the next minute he could fly into an uncontrollaЬle, 
seething rage. What was clear was that if people wanted to go from being 
adored to devalued in the Ыink of an еуе, they simply had to do something 
Xavier didn't like. It is no wonder that his behavior would confuse people 
enormously. And he was quite clever to conceal who he was and what he 
was all about. It was difficult to make sense of why he ,vas doing what he 
was doing. It was very hard to figure out what was behind the mask. Clearly, 
Xavier seemed to get great pleasure in playing mind games. 

What people saw on the exterior, however, was а seemingly successful busi­
nessman who could Ье very pleasant to deal with. Unfortunately, this favoraЫe 
impression wouldn't last for very long. Nobody could Ье more charming than 
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Xavier if you reacted to life on his terms. But if that wasn't the case, his atti­
tude could change dramatically. When the charm didn't work, the intimidation 
would begin. Very quickly, а darker side ofXavier's personalitywould emerge. 
Не could sting like а wasp with people who had the nerve to disagree with him. 

What's more, Xavier always needed to Ье the center of attention. Whatever 
topic he broached, it would always Ье extremely self-referential. It would 
always end up being about him. Other people would quickly recognize his 
insatiaЫe need to Ье admired, to Ье seen as the greatest in whatever he was 
doing. If no attention was paid to the things he had to say, he would quickly 
get bored. And to get attention, he might even resort to outrageous behavior 
for the seemingly simple purpose of being noticed. What also was extremely 
irritating was his tendency to Ье а Besserwisser-a person who always knew 
better. Also, what didn't endear him to people who got to know him was his 
closed-mindedness. То Ье open to other people's points of view wasn't part of 
his Weltanschauung. Не felt always compelled to inflict his very fixed opinions 
of the world onto others. People who dealt with him soon realized that once 
he had made а decision, it was almost impossiЫe for him to change his posi­
tion. Being wrong was not something that ever crossed his mind. It seemed 
as if doing so would make him feel totally lessened and humiliated. Thus, 
whenever possiЬle, Xavier would attempt to "colonize" other people's minds, 
trying to force them to agree with him-a pattern of behavior that would end 
up grating on everyone. It is no wonder that the people who knew him better 
would comment on his rather cynical, and Machiavellian, modus operandi. 
Whatever he did, what would always shine through was his insatiaЬle ego, his 
great sense of entitlement. 

Given his way of working, Xavier remained а person of contradictions. 
Many people found it extremely hard to define him. It was never clear what 
he was all about. Who was the person behind the mask? What was the real 
Xavier like? Was there more to him than just appearances? Were there any 
principles that guided him except immediate self-interests? 

Unfortunately, when pressed on the matter-when Xavier was asked to 
respond to more personal questions-what became quite clear was that he 
preferred to stick to more surface conversations. Whatever the situation, Xavier 
would end up Xavier playing the role of Xavier. Не would refuse the invitation 
to have а more personal conversation, preferring to stick to superficialities. Не 
was like an actor in а play. Не always seemed to engage in а stage performance. 

Whatever the situation, Xavier would end up Xavier playing the role of 

Xavier .... Не was \ike an actor in а play. Не always seemed to engage in 

а stage performance. 
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Of course, to really get to know what Xavier was all about, these people 
should have been аЫе to enter his inner theater. То understand his character, 
they would need to identify the scripts that were predominant. But as things 
stood, they could only try to make sense of the external manifestations of 
his character. However, if they did have an opportunity to enter his inner 
theater, they would discover-as is the case with most narcissistically inclined 
people-a highly insecure individual. They would also encounter а void :6.lled 
with very dark scripts, а key one of which was to Ье on his guard, to Ье ready 
to lash out. Given the nature of the scripts in his inner theater, the world was 
а highly dangerous place. It was like he was living in а jungle, а place where he 
believed that everyone was out to get him. What was of utmost importance to 
him, therefore, was to prevent this from happening. Не should соте out on 
top at all costs, а behavior that made him not а very nice person to Ье with. 
То Xavier, it seemed that life consisted of а series of battles, filled with 

winners and losers. The inevitaЬle result of these feelings was that he always 
had to put on а mask. Не always needed to appear strong, even though he 
felt quite insecure inside. But given the way his character was formed, Xavier 
could never show any sign of vulneraЬility. Не perpetually felt compelled to 
present to the outside world the image of а highly successful individual. Also, 
given his deep feelings of insecurity, Xavier always needed to Ье given а con­
stant stream of ~ttention, adulation, and affirmation. 

From а young age, it was forever of overriding importance to Xavier to 
have others acknowledge him, cheer him on, and tel1 him how great he was. 
It appeared as if he needed the help of others to :611 the emptiness that he felt 
inside. However, despite his many insecurities, he would never dare to show 
an inkling of self-doubt. Woe betide anyone should ever see how vulneraЬle 
he really was. Consequently, his behavior would always Ье just the opposite. 
Не would incessantly brag about his various achievements, even though they 
weren't as glorious as he portrayed them. Xavier seemed to Ье addicted to 
feeling signi:6.cant. 

Clearly, given the way Xavier related to others, he was not the kind of per­
son for intimate relationships. His competitiveness, and his need for attention 
and affirmation, had crowded out any possiЬility of real friendships. Fragile 
egos make for fragile friendships. It is no wonder that he never had any close 
confidants. Xavier seemed to Ье afraid that if he got too close to people, they 
might see through him. Не was relentlessly haunted Ьу this lingering fear 
that people would realize that much of his behavior was merely а dramatic 
performance to impress them. They might even guess that under this veneer 
of toughness was lurking an incrediЬle amount of vulneraЬility. And heaven 
forЬid if they could see though him and understand how insecure he really 
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was, that inside of him there was very little substance-he was quite sure that 
he would Ье taken advantage of. People would make fun of him. Thus, it was 
much better to keep them at а distance. It was much better to соте across 
as tough and independent. Hence, given this mantra of needing to Ье tough, 
it was impossiЫe for Xavier to show the kind of vulneraЬility that the true 
intimacy of real friendships typically requires. То form real attachments-to 
get close to people-was far too threatening. In that respect, Xavier had а 
major attachment dysfunction. Не didn't have the psychological architecture 
that enaЬled him to build deep relationships with other people. In actuality, 
he never experienced even the desire to do so. 

Fragile egos make for fragile 
friendships. 

Consequently, from early in life, Xavier had learned the lesson that any real 
emotional attachment needed to Ье avoided at all costs. Given the way he 
functioned, he thought that it would only complicate what he was striving for. 
Real attachment would only create indebtedness. It was visiЫe for all to see 
that the only attachment he ever really cared about was himself. Clearly, real 
intimacy and care would never Ье for him. And taking а hard look at his more 
personal relationships, his wives had always been seen Ьу him as mere sexual 
objects and his children as mere extensions of himself. If they behaved differ­
ently, if they tried to Ье their own person, he would Ье outraged. PredictaЬly, 
having such an outlook on life made Xavier an extremely lonely person. 

In light of Xavier's delicate psychological equilibrium, what would always 
Ье of utmost importance to him was being seen as а winner. This need had 
made him а master of self-promotion and hyperbole. Не would do anything 
to get people's attention, happily resorting to exaggeration and exhiЬiting а 
rather cavalier attitude with the truth. Another way he engaged in one upman­
ship, to have people рау notice, was Ьу demeaning anybody who stood in his 
way. The art of humiliation was part of his repertoire. 

Given his need to always have the upper hand-to Ье а winner-whenever 
Xavier saw an opportunity, he would pull а fast one on anyone who obstructed 
him. Whenever the situation allowed it, he would try to take advantage of 
other people. And, as he believed that it was а dog-eat-dog world where 
nobody could Ье trusted, he thought that this was the correct way to go about 
things. It was another reason why Xavier didn't have real friends. Whatever 
pseudo friendships he had, they would always Ье of an opportunistic nature 
and quite fleeting. Throughout his life, Xavier always saw other people in 
monetary terms, to Ье categorized as fi.nancial winners and losers. Clearly, 
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what mattered to him above all was looking out for number one; everything 
else Ье damned. And to make this quest а reality, nobody should have the 
nerve to stand in his way. 

Xavier's cavalier attitude toward the truth was also а major pattern in all 
his business dealings. As а businessman, he couldn't Ье trusted. Whenever an 
opportunity arose, he would try to take advantage of others. It is no wonder 
that, as time went Ьу, Xavier had gained the reputation of being completely 
unreliaЫe and unprincipled, always prepared to break whatever deal had been 
agreed upon. In fact, whenever it was in his interest Xavier would become 
а shameless master of "factoids," of creating alternative realities. Whenever 
а fact didn't suit him, he would change it in such а way that it would fit his 
particular way of looking at things. Due to Xavier's distorted inner world, 
behaving in а straightforward manner was never part of his makeup; he was 
truly а natural when it came to lying. Lying seemed to Ье his way of life. As 
Xavier couldn't let go of his need to Ье admired or recognized, he would tend 
to invent а reality in which he would remain special despite all messages to 
the contrary. Nothing was out of bounds. In that respect, principles were for 
others, not for him. Shocking, melodramatic, confounding lies would always 
Ье а regular weapon in his arsenal and, strangely enough, he would end up 
believing his own lies. In dealing with Xavier, people never knew what was 
the truth and what was а lie. Of course, while Xavier was trying to fool oth­
ers, people in the know had figured out that he was just fooling himself. 

Given the way Xavier was shaped psychologically, he became the kind of 
business executive who would say, "When the going gets tough, the buck 
stops with everybody"-that is, everybody else, but never with him. When 
faced with failure, Xavier knew how to deflect attention from himself. Не 
knew how to create distractions, to distort what had really happened. When 
necessary, he would go in all directions to oЬfuscate whatever went wrong in 
his business dealings. It would always Ье the fault of the others: the economy, 
the banks, competitors, or just bad luck. Taking personal responsiЫlity for 
а mishap would never соте to mind. In fact, Xavier had fine-tuned the art 
of always Ыaming others when things didn't turn out as expected. At the 
same time, you could count on him to Ье the first to take credit when things 
turned out right. Clearly, for Xavier the narcissist, nothing strengthened the 
ego more than being right. Of course, for him to Ье right meant that he 
needed someone else to Ье wrong. 

For Xavier the narcissist, nothing strengthened the ego more than 

being right. 
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Notwithstanding all his failings, in his business dealings Xavier would go 
to great lengths to prop up his image of а bold, brash, self-made dealmaker. In 
that respect, he was а real fighter. Arguing with other people always seemed 
to energize him. Fighting made him feel the most alive. His hablt of quar­
reling over even the smallest things appeared to Ье а fundamental existential 
need. Xavier would actually create fights when he felt that things were too 
peaceful. Whereas for others the mantra was "I think, therefore I am," for 
Xavier it had morphed into "I fight, therefore I am." Не had learned the value 
of turning the passive into the active. Instead of waiting for things to happen, 
he would make them happen. Throughout his life,protective retaliation-lashing 
out at people he viewed as potential adversaries-became а rallying cry. In 
his business dealings, Xavier would file lawsuit after lawsuit, defying those 
who would hold him to contracts. And, as he would say puЬlicly many times, 
when someone attacks him, he will alwqys attack back, but he'll do it а hun­
dred times more. 

What people soon found out was that it is hard to win а fight with someone 
who only lives in his or her own reality. If challenged about one of his busi­
ness failures, Xavier would deflect responsibllity, casting himself as the real 
victim. In his preferred arena, the courtroom, he would wield pointed accusa­
tions and manipulate the system as а weapon in his ongoing battle against the 
people he had ,vronged. In that respect, he was а master at gaslighting, making 
the truth turn into а fog, rewriting reality. That he could make his victims 
doubt their perception of reality was а form of mind control. 

lt is hard to win а fight with someone who only lives in his or 
her own reality. 

А salient quality that also typified Xavier-the other emotional core around 
which his personality would constellate-was anger. It was anger that would 
permeate much of his rhetoric. Anger would always Ье present, like а live 
volcano smoldering underneath. And with respect to anger, it was like he had 
discovered а new contact sport. This simmering anger also seemed to affect 
other parts of his behavior. For example, whatever little sense of humor he 
possessed would Ье expressed in а highly aggressive manner. It would unre­
mittingly Ье used with the purpose of denigrating other people-it always 
had а very off-putting quality. If he didn't get what he wanted, his rage could 
Ье formidaЬle. 

Furthermore, Xavier had а rather paranoid outlook on the world. Не saw 
conspiracies everywhere. And even if there wasn't anything to Ье suspi­
cious about, he made sure to make it happen. Не would spread the seeds of 
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suspicion himself. Naturally, given his endless provocations, there was some 
truth to the idea that people were out to get at him. Because of his aggressive 
behavior in business, he was right to envision that people were after him, 
imagined or real. Не had very much taken the expression "only the paranoid 
survive!" to heart. Given this rather paranoid outlook on life, Xavier was also 
in the haЫt of slotting people into rigid categories: those who were for him 
and those who were against him. On top of this, as а master of divisiveness, 
he knew how to create drama-both internally and externally. For Xavier, 
there would never Ье а middle ground. 

Expectedly, given this paranoid outlook on life, Xavier was the first to 

believe that even his close collaborators might Ье conspiring against him, а 
fear that explained why there was а constant turnover among the people who 
worked for him. Sadly, at times, his suspicion could Ье excessive. And given 
his tendency to split the world into "us" versus "them," it wasn't difficult for 
him to find imagined enemies everywhere. Thus, he would always project 
onto others what he feared in himself. Не would accuse them of many of the 
things he was actually responsiЬle for. Soon, people in the know discovered 
that having Xavier take personal responsiЫlity for failed actions would never 
Ье part of his agenda. 

People who worked for Xavier came to realize that the prescription to get 
him into а good mood was to tel1 him continually that he was the greatest. 
То Ье аЫе to work with him, they needed to play the role of sycophant. They 
had learned how to echo what he wanted to hear. То get on his good side, 
he expected almost worshipful praise from them. In contrast, а lack of affir­
mation of his greatness could have serious consequences. Thus, not having 
much of а choice, to keep him in а good mood most people who worked for 
him went along with this strange process. Privately, however, many of them 
thought he was still behaving very much like а child. And, like а small child, 
he would have regular tantrums if he didn't get his "fix." If he didn't get his 
regular dose of adulation, he would quickly become morose and irritaЬle. 
This behavior created а ЬuЬЫе around him. The people who worked for him 
would insulate him from bad news, negative feedback, and pretty much any 
form of criticism. Yet, the tragic outcome of protecting him from disturЫng 
news was that he was increasingly unaЬle to make the right decisions. 

Still, Xavier wasn't completely without better qualities. As а negotiator, he 
did have certain talents. When needed, he could Ье extremely tenacious. In 
trying to make deals, his unusual toughness would shine through. Не would 
always hang in there; he would rarely quit fighting. Не knew how to wear the 
opposition down. At the same time, however, he also knew how to drive them 
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crazy Ьу making one outlandish demand after another. Given his zero-sum 
game attitude toward life, Xavier always believed that making а deal implied 
denigrating the competition. Making concessions had never been part of his 
makeup. Whenever he had the opportunity, he would bargain hard on even 
the most trivial items of disagreement. And being the talented liar that he 
was, even if he didn't get what he wanted, he would pretend to others that he 
had gotten his way. Unfortunately, however, the expression "penny wise and 
pound foolish" never came to his mind. Frequently, he might have appeared 
to Ье the winner, but Ьу taking а very narrow perspective, in reality he ended 
up being the loser. Most of the people he dealt with never wanted to deal with 
him again. It never dawned on Xavier, however, that his style of negotiating 
was not the way to build а good reputation. 

All in all, despite his occasional charm when he needed something from 
someone else, Xavier was an extremely unpleasant person to Ье with. His 
inflated sense of self, his need for constant tribute from others, his hypersen­
sitivity to any form of criticism, his shallow emotional attachments, his lack 
of empathy, his exploitative actions, his coldness and ruthlessness, his rigidity 
in outlook, his vindictiveness, and his paranoid view of the world were clearly 
evident. Given his activities, what truthfully could Ье said about him was that 
there were failed business ventures, duped clients, ditched friends, estranged 
family members, and broken marriages. And when things went wrong-which 
was often the case-he was also known for not honoring his promises, actions 
that wouldn't bother him at all. Having а guilty conscience never seemed to 
Ье part of his psychological makeup, highlighting his psychopathic qualities. 
But as а master illusionist, Xavier had learned how to pretend. Не knew how 
to externalize his mishaps. Instead of being а successful businessman, he was, 
in truth, а failure. But despite this reality, he was quite talented in spinning his 
failures into successes. Clearly, how Xavier mentally rationalized what had gone 
wrong indicated that he needed to Ье the winner at all costs. Despite all of his 
protestations to the contrary, he was really а great con artist, adept at deception 
and easily аЫе to fool others into believing that he was someone who he was 
not. In fact, in his attempts to mask his shortcomings, he would tell lies that 
ran so deep that he would end up drowning in а sea of his own delusions. It is 
no wonder, given Xavier's operational mode, that most people had а very dark 
view of him. They ,vere quite uncomfortaЬle in his company. Given his often­
unethical, amoral behavior, he was seen as а person without principles. 

ln his attempts to mask his shortcomings, Xavier would tell lies 

that ran so deep that he would end up drowning in а sea of his own 

delusions. 
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ТНЕ QUINTESSENCE OF EVIL 

Now that we have gotten to know Xavier, let us delve more deeply into what 
malignant narcissism is. The social psychologist Erich Fromm first coined 
the term malignant narcissism in 1964, describlng it as а "severe mental sick­
ness" representing "the quintessence of evil." Не characterized the condition 
as "the most severe pathology and the root of the most vicious destructive­
ness and inhumanity."1 Building on Fromm's ideas, others viewed malignant 
narcissism as а very severe form of а narcissistic personality disorder whereby 
grandiosity was built around aggression and the destructive aspects of the 
individual. According to them, even though all narcissists are self-obsessed, 
malignant narcissists would Ье at the top of the scale. Like all narcissists, 
they have а pathological self-belief-a sense of grandiosity-which demands 
attention and admiration. They're convinced they're special in some way and 
want other people to acknowledge it as well. Crucially, however, they also 
have sadistic characteristics and lack а sense of conscience. 

Basically, given the sadistic aspects of their personality, malignant narcis­
sists should Ье considered as having an extremely toxic form of narcissis­
tic personality disorder. Their personality makeup, apart from ego-syntonic 
aggressive characteristics (cruel and sadistic elements), also includes antisocial 
features and paranoid traits. Other characteristics that need to Ье mentioned 
are an absence of conscience, lack of empathy, а psychological need for power, 
and а sense of grandiosity. 

As we have seen in the case of Xavier, malignant narcissists are skilled 
manipulators who use others for their own gain, often without regard for 
the well-being of the people they manipulate. They have а great need for 
attention and admiration, and they consider themselves special-a quality 
they want others to appreciate. They strongly believe that the world evolves 
around them. But to top all of this, they also have а sadistic disposition, lack­
ing any conscience. They don't necessarily get а great deal of fulfillment from 
inflicting pain, but they do enjoy the sense of power that it gives them, and 
they're indifferent to any suffering they might cause. 

Malignant narcissists are skilled manipulators who use others for 

their own gain, often without regard for the well-being of the реор\е 
they manipulate. 

Malignant narcissists display aggression, anger, and hostility toward others, 
sometimes in response to perceived slights or challenges to their superior­
ity. And with respect to their sadistic characteristics, some malignant narcis­
sists seem to take pleasure in causing emotional or physical harm to others. 
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Furthermore, as we also saw in the case of Xavier, they are no strangers 
to paranoia. They can Ье highly suspicious of others' motives and may see 
conspiracies or plots against them where none exist. Moreover, again with 
Xavier being а good example, they engage in antisocial behaviors such as 
lying, cheating, or even criminal activity. In addition, and what can Ье named 
as а key characteristic, they can Ье very vindictive. Further, whatever they do, 
there seems to Ье а lack of remorse. They do not take responsiЬility for the 
harm they cause to others. Finally, with the case of Xavier once more being 
а prime example, due to their extreme narcissism and destructive behavior, 
they have difficulties in maintaining relationships. 

Malignant narcissism is not an officially recognized psychiatric diagnosis 
in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), which is the 
standard diagnostic manual used Ьу mental health professionals, but it is often 
used in clinical and popular discourse to describe individuals who exhiЫt 
extreme and harmful narcissistic traits. 2 Although the psychoanalyst Otto 
Kernberg suggested that malignant narcissism Ье made а specific psychiatric 
diagnosis, to date it has not been classified in this way.3 However, given the 
manner in which malignant narcissists behave, the terms malignant narcissism 
and pgchopatry are often used interchangeaЬly. Hence, malignant narcissism 
should Ье considered part of а narcissistic spectrum whereby malignant nar­
cissism would Ье at the high end and narcissistic personality disorder at the 
low end. While people with а narcissistic personality disorder might deliber­
ately damage other people in pursuit of their own selfish desires, they may 
regret whatever they have done. In fact, they may even show remorse for hav­
ing done so. In contrast, the malignant narcissist has а more pervasive lack of 
empathy than someone with а narcissistic personality disorder alone. As seen 
in the case of Xavier, they lack the feelings of guilt or remorse for the dam­
age they may have caused. They may even derive pleasure from the gratuitous 
infliction of mental or physical pain on others. In addition, their neediness 
can become а grind. They have а constant need for self-aggrandizement as а 
defense against feelings of emptiness and imagined narcissistic injuries. But 
even while they're trying to fool others, they're really just fooling themselves. 
In that respect, they have а major attachment dysfunction due to the way 
they were treated during their childhood. Malignant narcissists pursue а form 
of self-actualization but without the realization that true self-actualization 
requires connection and empathy with others. 

Malignant narcissists pursue а form of self-actualization but without 

the realization that true self-actualization requires connection and 

empathy with others. 
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The kind of behavior that malignant narcissists display is а reflexive turn­
ing toward the self as а result of childhood experiences which taught them 
that others would not provide for their needs. Consequently, they don't trust 
that others will Ье there for them, so they have to Ье there for themselves. 
This doesn't leave much room for anyone else. And as has been said about 
narcissists in general, because they have poorly regulated sense of self, deep 
inside they feel quite vulneraЬle. They are consumed with conveying а shal­
low false self to others. They're emotionally crippled souls who are addicted 
to attention. They don't have the aЫlity to feel secure and worthy without 
external validation and praise. Most of the time, narcissistic traits allow one 
to hide, defend, or deny these deep insecurities. Whatever positive things are 
said about the narcissist, they never seem to Ье good enough. Instead, these 
messages must Ье repeated over and over again. Taking excessive credit for 
any success, while Ьlaming others for their failures, only seems to temporarily 
lift their spirits. 

Malignant narcissists can Ье labeled as damaged people, often stuck in 
а delusional spin around their own greatness. Those acquainted with such 
people would comment that their egos had become insatiaЫe, not realiz­
ing that for malignant narcissists, narcissism and self-deception are survival 
mechanisms. They are chronically reliant on the opinions of others to form 
their own sense of self and are always comparing themselves, their status, 
their possessions, and their lives to other people to determine their sense of 
self-worth. 

Since, deep down, narcissists generally feel themselves to Ье faultless-a 
way of dealing with past hurts-it is inevitaЬle that when they are in con­
flict with the world, they invariaЫy perceive the conflict as the world's fault. 
Dealing with them is like walking on eggshells. There is always the threat that 
they may get found out, which explains their need to maintain а grandiose 
exterior. At any moment there could Ье а breach. Thus, dealing with some­
one who exhiЫts narcissism, particularly of the malignant form, can Ье quite 
challenging. 

It is highly unlikely for people like Xavier to work on themselves; that is, to 
seek self-help. They will Ье extremely reluctant to deal with the scripts in their 
inner theater that fundamentally make them such difficult people to live with. 
They don't want to look beneath the surface. "Know thyself' is not the credo 
of а malignant narcissist. То look into themselves, to find out what they are all 
about, is never for them-it is just too scary. They will argue that any form of 
psychological introspection is for weaklings. Given their personality makeup, 
it is mission impossiЬle for malignant narcissists to behave in а reasonaЫe, 
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empathic, or human way. And, if they seem to behave in this manner, it will 
only Ье for ulterior motives; that is, because they have something to gain. 

"Know thyself" is not the credo of а malignant 

narcissist. 

In the end, malignant narcissists don't take responsiЬility for their actions, 
and, all in all, it is advisaЬle to stay away from them. They will make others feel 
bad for being angry at them when they do them wrong. Those who remain 
close to the malignant narcissist will only end up feeling depleted-emo­
tionally, mentally, spiritually, and рrоЬаЫу financially. Whatever they do, it is 
never their fault. As а result of their emotional shallowness, they are essentially 
devoid of all empathy or compassion for others. Lacking empathy, they are 
very destructive and dangerous people to Ье around. Emotionally, they can Ье 
considered brick walls, аЫе to see and hear others but failing to understand or 
relate to them. They will break the spirit of the people they deal with. When 
meeting and falling into the gravitational pull of malignant narcissists, people 
may have to learn, and incorporate, significant life lessons such as how to create 
boundaries, how to maintain their sense of self-respect, and how to Ье resilient. 

Xavier, and others like him, are afraid that an inner journey will expose 
them as fakes and that others will realize that behind all the aggressive, self­
confident posturing, there is really very little to show and that their growing 
arrogance is just а protective cover for their many insecurities. They are thus 
only prepared to see а grandiose image of themselves, not their true inner 
self. All they care about is this image, not who they really are. But Ьу aggran­
dizing their own aЫlities and achievements, those suffering from malignant 
narcissism remain out of touch with who they truly are. What they really are 
all about has no real presence in their world. And as а reaction to their defec­
tive self, they tend to "project" their anxieties onto others. They will accuse 
others of what they fear in themselves. Again, these dramatic antics should 
also Ье seen as manic maneuvers to fill up their inner emptiness. They're 
looking for attention in whatever shape it may Ье, good or bad. The worst 
pain for these narcissists is to not Ье noticed. Consequently, if they are feeling 
ignored, they will say or do outrageous things to Ье seen. 

Malignant narcissists are only prepared to see а grandiose image of 

themselves, not their true inner self. AII they саге about is this image, 

not who they really are. 

In fact, the Xaviers of this world seem to Ье hampered Ьу а lack of adjust­
ment between their psychoЫological needs and the care that had been 
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provided to them. А lack of real attention from their caregivers at an early 
age has resulted in а great need for attention and has left them with а lack 
of an inner core. This emptiness inside-this feeling of never feeling good 
enough-needs to Ье filled constantly. It is no wonder that they are so unbal­
anced psychologically; that they possess such an unstaЬle self-image, needing 
constant reinforcement; that the pursuit of self-realization has turned into 
self-absorption. In the process, other people have lost their value, becoming 
mere means to the fulfillment of these individuals' needs and desires. Other 
people are only viewed as extensions of themselves. And if those with malig-
nant narcissistic tendencies manage to attain leadership positions-through 
v~rious Machiavellian routes-the consequences can Ье devastating. They 
will destroy other people's lives and do it with such stealth as to make their 
victims feel that it is actually th9 who are letting the perpetrator down and 
not vice versa. And as suggested before, if they don't get what they want, 
their wrath can Ье terriЬle. In а way, the behavior of malignant narcissists 
is the antithesis of leadership because leadership is all about serving others. 
They are everything but merchants of hope. То call them merchants of doom 
would Ье а much more accurate description. Effectively, to quote the philoso-
pher Arthur Schopenhauer, "Where there is а great deal of pride or vanity, 
there also will there Ье а great desire of vengeance.'>4 All in all, the malignant 
narcissist is better avoided. 

lf those with malignant narcissistic tendencies manage to attain leadership 

positions-through various Machiavellian routes-the consequences 

сап Ье devastating. 
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8 
WRESTLING WITH А NARCISSIST 

No one who, like me, conjures up the most evil of those half-tamed demons that 

inhablt the human breast, and seeks to wrestle with them, сап expect to соте through 

the struggle unscathed. 

Not Chaos, not 

The darkest pit of lowest Erebus, 

Nor aught of Ьlinder vacancy, scooped out 

Ву help of dreams-can breed such fear and awe 

As fall upon us often when we look 

lnto our Minds, into the Mind of Man. 

-Sigmund Freud 

-William Wordsworth 

I have touched on the subject of changing narcissistic behavior patterns in 
previous chapters, but here I take а case study approach to look at it closely. 
The first thing to note is that changing narcissistic behavior patterns tends to 
Ье an uphill struggle. Any type of change is challenging when people don't 
see the need for it, and, as narcissism is an ego-centric disorder, narcissists are 
highly unlikely to see the negative side of their behavior. If they are to change, 
they need to Ье prepared to adjust their behavior patterns and Ье committed 
to getting help. 

Of course, it is much easier to work with "light" than with malignant narcis­
sists, whose mix of narcissism and psychopathy means that any intervention 
will most likely fail. Malignant narcissists never believe there is anything wrong 
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with them. This may Ье down to mental impairment or maybe the lack of the 
neural equipment needed to empathize with other people. Even if they can Ье 
coerced into undertaking some form of treatment, they will run rings around 
any poor professional hoping to help them. 

Any type of change is challenging when people don't see the 

need for it. 

ТНЕ NARCISSISTIC CHALLENGE 

Peter, а partner at а well-known strategic human resource consulting :6.rm, 
was asked Ьу Andrew, an old client, to coach the СЕО of а company where 
Andrew was the chairman of the board. Andrew explained that he had met 
John, one of the key members of the company's executive team, at а social 
occasion. When he asked John how things were going, John replied that he 
planned to quit because working in the company had become far too stressful. 

John had initially found the organization а stimulating environment, and 
working there was а great learning opportunity, particularly the chance to 
work with Denis, the СЕО. But what once had been а very supportive rela­
tionship had turned sour. At :6.rst, the two of them had absorЫng discussions 
about new directions for the company, but now Denis just issued orders. 
And John wasn't alone. The other members of the executive team had the 
same experience. They were all exposed to long harangues about what they 
had to do. There was very little give and take. Dealing with Denis was like 
walking on eggshells and the working environment had become toxic. Many 
of Denis's insights about the future of the industry were brilliant, but unfor­
tunately there were also too many occasions when his judgment was ques­
tionaЬle. John found that although Denis's behavior wasn't endangering the 
future of company, it was taking its toll on his own mental health and he was 
looking to leave. 

Even if а malignant narcissist сап Ье coerced into undertaking some 

form of treatment, they will run rings around any poor professional 

hoping to help them. 

Andrew was deeply trouЬled Ьу this conversation and turned to Peter for 
advice. As chairman of the board, was there anything that he could or should 
do? Не had always had а good relationship with Denis and viewed him as 
very сараЫе. At the same time, John's comments didn't соте as а total sur­
prise. As а non-executive director on various boards, he had been privy to а 
number of situations where а CEO's behavior had become worrying. Не had 
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seen CEOs change when power had gone to their head. Some of them had 
started to live in an echo chamber, hearing only what they wanted to hear. If 
Denis was going into narcissistic overdrive, could something Ье done? And, 
if so, would Peter Ье willing to take Denis on as а coaching client? Andrew 
had already suggested to Denis that, as he had such а stressful job, it might Ье 
useful to exchange ideas with а coach, and to his great surprise, Denis was up 
for it. Perhaps he saw having а coach as а kind of status symbol-but what­
ever the reason for his compliance, Andrew had leapt on it and given Denis 
Peter's name. 

Peter had spent quite some time dealing with narcissistic behavior among 
senior executives. While he knew that а healthy level of narcissism could pro­
vide the motivation, drive, and focus necessary for success, he also knew that 
narcissistic behavior had to Ье kept within bounds. Не had learned the hard 
way that most narcissistic people were only interested in themselves. Не was 
conscious of the fact that while а low level of narcissism might Ье instrumen­
tal in а person's success, having too much could lead to dysfunctionality. Self­
centeredness and self-importance could turn into а highly toxic mix. 

Nobody сап appear kinder or more charming than narcissists when they 

are getting what they want. 

As mentioned before, narcissists lack empathy and are largely unaЫe to 
acknowledge other people's needs and emotions. Also, they have an unas­
sailaЬle sense of entitlement-rules are for others, not for them. They are 
exploitative, unfairly or cynically using other people to their advantage, and 
their deep-seated feelings of insecurity lead them to control, manipulate, and 
dominate others. 

Nobody can appear kinder or more charming than narcissists when they 
are getting what they want, but this kindness and charm swiftly give way 
to intimidation when they don't get their own way. However, much of this 
behavior is just an act of bravura. Narcissists invest а great amount of energy 
into getting the upper hand as а way to hide their feelings of vulneraЬil­
ity. То reinforce their fragile sense of self, they are continually referring to 
themselves-their status, their possessions, and their lives. 

Narcissists invest а great amount of energy into getting the upper hand 

as а way to hide their feelings of vulnerabllity. 

From а developmental point of view, narcissistic traits often begin to 
emerge during the teenage years as the result of specific developmental 
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processes, with parental understimulation, overstimulation, or chaotic chil­
drearing seemingly playing an important role. Narcissism is in many ways а 
response to difficult early experiences. 

ТАКI NG ТН Е HARD ROAD 

Peter was well aware of all of this and had learned from experience how hard 
it was to change people who were unaware of the impact their behavior had 
on others. Efforts to "fix" their behavior usually turned out to Ье а waste of 
time and energy. The characteristics that typified their behavior were exactly 
those that made it so difficult to help them change. Feedback was for others 
but not for them-they seemed to Ье completely satisfied with themselves. 
Peter also knew, however, that а quick way to make а narcissist drop all pre­
tense of friendliness and charm was to point out the errors of his or her ways. 

Nevertheless, one of the critical roles of а company board is to monitor, 
coach, and, if necessary, fire а СЕО, so if Andrew's comments held any truth, 
something needed to Ье done to modify Denis's behavior. As he seemed 
to have many good qualities, it would Ье worthwhile trying to help him to 

become more effective. Who knows-he might Ье receptive to modifying 
some of his behavior. 

А quick way to make а narcissist drop all pretense of friendliness and 

charm is to point out the errors of his or her ways. 

After having met Denis-a meeting that went quite well-Peter got а clear 
indication of Denis's self-centeredness, and it was obvious to him that Denis 
needed а consideraЬle amount of behavioral recalibration. The predominant 
scripts in his inner theater needed substantial revision. The question was how 
to go about it. How could Peter make Denis realize that all was not well? 

As far as the company was concerned, their conversations revealed that, 
even though there wasn't а burning platform, innovation was almost nonexist­
ent and the company seemed to Ье on "automatic pilot;' milking soon-expiring 
intellectual property. Peter, who knew the industry, thought the company's 
position was worrisome, given that the competition was ready to enter its mar­
ket. On а more personal level, he also learned that Denis was in the middle of 
а contentious divorce, with arguments centered on money and visiting rights 
for the children. Peter also sensed that Denis was challenged Ьу the process of 
aging. Не seemed hypochondriacal, busily visiting various wellness establish­
ments, finding it difficult to accept any sign of physical decline. 
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After а time, Peter felt he might Ье аЫе to move their exchanges beyond 
polite chitchat and discuss some serious issues. If Denis would accept that he 
needed to deal with а number of issues, Peter might even get him to рау atten­
tion to his inner world-to acquire more self-knowledge and self-awareness. 
If he was to get out of his narcissistic ЬuЬЫе, Denis needed to :6.gure out what 
compelled him to behave the way he did and how his behavior affected other 
people. Не needed to understand his major drivers and acquire а more realis­
tic sense of himself-not easy: narcissism typically involves а departure from 
self-understanding. One tool that would help would Ье 360-degree feedback 
plus interviews with his close collaborators. This would present Denis with 
clear data about his strengths and weaknesses and the effect his behavior 
had on others and the organization. If he understood and accepted that all 
was not well, it would help him to make more conscious decisions. The more 
control he had over his ego, the more successful he would Ье in all areas of 
his life. 

Narcissism typically involves а departure from 
self-understanding. 

After some cajoling, Peter got Denis to go through а 360-degree feedback 
process and to give him permission to interview а number of his subordi­
nates. Denis's narcissistic disposition рrоЬаЫу lay behind his willingness to 
go through this exercise and to :6.nd out whether other people recognized 
what а great leader he was. In fact, Peter doubted whether self-improvement 
was at the top of his mind. But, whatever his reasons, it would give Peter 
а hook, as the exercise would result in а vast amount of factual data that 
would point out what Denis needed to do to improve his interactions with 
the people he worked with. Yet, given the toxic climate in the company, the 
interviews were not always straightforward and not very often. То help Peter 
to get to the truth, it was also important to listen to what was not being said. 
Eventually, however, through this process, Peter believed he had formed а 
good understanding of the positives and negatives of Denis's leadership style. 

Peter was aware that he should not focus on the negatives when he pre­
sented Denis with the data. Despite his developmental challenges, it was 
important to point out Denis's strengths. They needed to :6.gure out together 
what activities gave Denis energy and made him feel good about himself. 
If Denis could articulate а sense of purpose and focus on what was real!J 
important, he would understand better the underlying reasons for his behav­
ior, and his need to Ье constantly in the limelight might become less domi­
nant. Не might realize that his behavior wasn't really providing him with 
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the satisfaction he was seeking and that behind his narcissistic outbursts was 
а sense of inadequacy. Clearly, Peter needed to help Denis to transcend his 
envious and competitive feelings and rewrite the scripts in his inner theater 
around themes like compassion, empathy, and social responsibility. However, 
Peter was also aware that achieving this was not going to Ье а walk in the 
park-most people tend to maintain the status quo Ьу holding on to false 
notions of the self. 

Most people tend to maintain the status quo Ьу holding on to false 
notions of the self. 

Over а number of coaching sessions, Peter pointed out to Denis that 
any time he was tempted to go into narcissistic overdrive, he should ask 
himself why he was experiencing these feelings. What were the triggers? 
Then, instead of Ыowing his own trumpet, he should redirect the focus 
toward his personal progress and growth experiences. Self-interest should 
Ье channeled into self-improvement rather than excessive competitive­
ness. In particular, Peter knew that the development of empathy and com­
passion for others had to Ье part of this "cure." Не told Denis that he 
needed to practice putting himself in other people's shoes. This cognitive 
reframing would help him to reduce the negative feelings he experienced 
when he felt irritated and prevent him from "acting out" in destructive 
ways. 

Basically, Denis needed to learn other ways of managing his feelings 
about himself. Appreciating the good things he had would Ье а much 
more effective way to boost his sense of self-worth and а great antidote 
to his desire for more. Another pathway to temper Denis's feelings of 
grandiosity would Ье to nurture humility and learn not to feel superior 
to others. А greater concern for those less fortunate than himself would 
help to shift the focus away from himself. The act of giving and generos­
ity could result in а sense of satisfaction that presently seemed to elude 
Denis. Changing his mindset in this way may reinforce different kinds of 
behavior. 

Over time, Peter's approach had а positive effect on Denis. Не gradually 
became less self-centered; the compulsion to Ыоw his own trumpet became 
а less frequent occurrence. Although there were times when he was tempted 
to revert to his old self, he could now recognize what was happening to him 
and was аЫе to hold himself back. Narcissistic tendencies would always play 
а part in Denis's personality makeup, but his behavior became less demoral­
izing for others. So how did Peter do it? 
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ТНЕ PROCESS ТО ARRIVE АТ ТНЕ "CURE" 

Creating а working alliance 

The first thing Peter did was to build а "working alliance" with Denis. In 
any relationship with а helping professional it is of utmost importance to 
create an emotional bond based on trust and mutual respect. The quality 
of this bond is а reliaЬle predictor of the likelihood of а positive outcome. 
Peter created а judgment-free zone within which both parties were prepared 
to work together to arrive at constructive change. That said, Peter was well 
aware that building а relationship of trust with а narcissist is always an 
uphill struggle and that very little is needed to derail it and trigger defensive 
reactions. 

ln any relationship with а helping professional it is of utmost 

importance to create an emotional bond based on trust and mutual 

respect. 

Tolerating the emotional seesaw 

Narcissists are hypersensitive to criticism, so Peter knew that calling Denis 
out about his conflicted behavior patterns would not Ье helpful. Narcissistic 
individuals perceive negative feedback as а personal attack, an effort to belit­
tle them. Denis could take any form of criticism, even constructive, as а nar­
cissistic injury and react with anger. Even so, Peter recognized that he had to 
look beyond the drama, ignore aggressive behavior, and not take it person­
ally. It was important to hold himself back when Denis made inappropriate 
comments. 

So, Peter had to Ье aware of Denis's attempts to manipulate him and knew 
better than to expect an apology when he made hurtful remarks. Rather than 
having а knee-jerk reaction when Denis tried to throw him off-balance, Peter 
would say something like, "I understand that you are feeling hurt and angry, 
but let's stick to the facts." Consequently, he ignored attention grabs, stayed 
calm, and focused on the facts. If Denis had а dramatic outburst of anger, 
Peter saw this as part of an act, а form of manipulation and attention seeking. 
It was clear to Peter that narcissists can thrive on negative as well as positive 
emotions. In fact, the mood changes that his behavior could evoke in others 
provided Denis with some kind of validation. 

Narcissists can thrive on negative as well as positive 

emotions. 
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Using the "grey rock" approach 

Peter was familiar with the way narcissistic people try to bait the people they 
deal with. Clearly, given their "emotional seesaw" behavior, they like to get 
into fights. But taking the bait would only add fuel to the fire. Rather than 
give Denis а taste of his own medicine, it would Ье much better not to rise 
to the provocation and instead come across as а "grey rock"-a metaphor to 

describe persistent non-engagement with abuse-deflecting it Ьу appearing 
uninterested. If he played this role effectively, а narcissist like Denis would 
lose interest in trying to manipulate him. 

Of course, while using the grey rock approach, it was also important not to 

ignore the narcissist. Detachment should Ье а matter of degree. Peter limited 
the exchanges and gave only short replies in response to Denis's dramatiz­
ing antics, limiting the intensity of the discourse. It was much better not to 
engage with his distortions of reality and simply say calmly, "That's one way 
to look at it," and leave it at that. 

Boundary management 

Peter knew it was important to set boundaries to stop the drama getting out 
of hand. For example, he had made it quite clear to Denis that certain topics 
were off-limits, and he stood Ьу these boundaries. Не knew, of course, not 
to expect а narcissist to honor them, as narcissists think of themselves as the 
exception to every rule. However, if Denis did violate his boundaries, Peter 
didn't stay quiet but took care to aim his words at Denis's actions rather than 
his character. There were times when he was forced to tel1 Denis that certain 
kinds of behavior were unacceptaЬle. If Denis's words or behavior were hurt­
ful, he said, "Do you think this is the right way to deal with these matters? 
This is not what our discussion is supposed to Ье about." 

Stayingfocused 

Ego and self-knowledge are difficult to balance. The ultimate purpose of 
coaching Denis was to help him achieve greater self-understanding. Peter 
needed to make Denis realize that his ego had become an obstacle to his 
success. Ironically, his belief in his own greatness might Ье damaging Denis's 
aЫlity to develop himself further. His inaЫlity to see things from several 
points of view put him firmly on the dysfunctional narcissism spectrum. 

Peter explained to Denis that he was less effective when his decisions were 
based simply on his sense of superiority, his impulsivity, and his desire for 
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praise. Не told Denis clearly and repeatedly that he was trapped Ьу his ego. 
Given his past experiences, Peter had learned not to Ье led astray Ьу Denis's 
defensive maneuvers when he didn't like what he was hearing. Не knew that 
Denis would try to derail him so he could avoid taking responsiЬility for 
ownership or responsibllity for certain actions. Consequently, he was always 
on guard against Denis's attempts to deflect him and steer their conversa­
tions off course. In these situations, he would stand his ground and redi­
rect their exchanges, preventing Denis from monopolizing the conversation 
or changing the subject. If the conversation became too one-sided, Peter 
would end it and move on. Не had learned that he needed to remain spe­
ci:fic and, when necessary, to repeat important points, always acting respect­
fully toward Denis and trying to arrive at solutions. And to facilitate the 
interchange, before each meeting, Peter would put together а plan of action, 
and afterwards he would note the decisions taken in written form. Given 
Denis's talent for distorting facts, it was vital to document what had been 
said. А written record to which both could refer would Ье an effective way 
to show Denis that his efforts to take control wouldn't work and that Peter 
wasn't going to Ье derailed. 

Socratic questioning 

Ego and self-knowledge are difficult to 
balance. 

Peter had learned that the most effective form of communication when 
dealing with people like Denis was to take а Socratic approach, asking 
open-ended questions that challenged assumptions, clari:fied meanings, 
and revealed underlying principles. Не knew that any attempt to dwell on 
past errors would get them nowhere. Narcissists did not bene:fit from hear­
ing about а long line of dysfunctional behavior dating back many years. 
Instead, it was much better to stay in the present and remain somewhat neu­
tral. Instead of telling Denis that he had been completely wrong in the way 
he went about а speci:fic decision, it was much better to say, "Your approach 
has quite а few merits, but I don't see the situation exactly the way you 
do." Also, instead of forcefully suggesting а better way to do something, he 
might comment, "I never thought it was possiЬle to do things the way you 
have done it. Your approach sounds quite good, although I wonder whether 
it could have been done somewhat differently." Also, certain formulations 
can take the wind out of а narcissist's sails, like, "I hear what you're saying, 
and I'm sorry to hear that you feel that way," or "I am on your side. And yes, 
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this is а difficult situation. But we can work on this together." Obviously, 
"shoulds" and "coulds" needed to Ье avoided. 

Narcissists do not benefit from hearing about а long line of 

dysfunctional behavior dating back many years. lnstead, it is 

much better to stay in the present and remain somewhat 
neutral. 

While navigating these Socratic maneuvers, Peter had learned the impor­
tance of choosing the right moment to make an important point. Не needed 
to carefully assess whether Denis was in listening mode; otherwise, the inter­
vention could misfire. In the same way, he would adjourn meetings with 
Denis if he thought the interchange was going nowhere and would take а 
break when things were getting too emotional. 

The sandwich tactic 

Peter recognized that he had to give Denis critical feedback in small doses. 
The best way to go about this was to feed him а compliment-criticism­
compliment sandwich: expressing praise, followed Ьу something that needed 
to Ье said, and ending with а compliment. The challenge was to reframe an 
issue in such а way that Denis would think he still had the upper hand. This 
approach would satisfy Denis's need to Ье admired while embedding nega­
tive feedback within compliments. Peter reinforced this Ьу simultaneously 
praising Denis for what he was good at. Не discovered that the best way to 
move forward was to explain to Denis how different ways of dealing with 
certain matters would make him look good. Moreover, Peter knew that his 
chance of being successful would Ье greater if he could convince Denis that 
the desired outcome was Denis's idea. 

Unresolved trauma makes narcissists Ьlind to the ways in which 

their behavior affects other people. 

Being empathic 

Despite all the frustrations he experienced in his interactions with Denis, 
Peter kept on reminding himself that underneath Denis's fas;ade of arrogance 
was someone with а low sense of self-esteem and deeply rooted insecurities. 
Не knew that despite all of his apparent self-confidence, deep down, Denis's 
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lack of true confidence required the constant approval of others. So, to the 
best of his ability-and it could Ье difficult at times-Peter always tried to 
Ье empathetic, recognizing that unresolved trauma makes narcissists Ыind to 
the ways in which their behavior affects other people. Still, he tried hard to 
make Denis understand that impressing people is very different from being 
impressive. 

Peter knew that what narcissists want most is to Ье understood and loved. 
Therefore, it was important to Ье very attentive and to indicate that he was 
carefully listening to what Denis said. Не used empathic expressions in 
response; for example, "If I had been in your situation, I can imagine that 
I would also feel sad and angry," or "It is remarkaЫe how you managed to 
deal with that impossiЫe situation." This didn't mean he had to agree or 
disagree with what Denis had done, but to reinforce their relationship and 
build trust it was important to make Denis understand that Peter was inter­
ested in what he had to say. Не also hoped that this way of interacting with 
Denis would Ье а learning example and encourage Denis to experiment with 
empathic reactions himself. 

The use ofhumor 

lmpressing people is very different from being 

impressive. 

Peter used humor in many of his interactions with Denis to show him the 
contrast or incongruity between how he presented certain issues and how 
they were in reality. This was а subtle, less threatening way of offering feed­
back. Humor can also Ье а great antidote to hubristic behavior. Getting 
Denis to laugh at himself might Ье very liberating. As he had found out the 
hard way, people who develop а sense of humor tend to Ье less egocentric 
and more realistic in their view of the world, Ье humЬler in moments of suc­
cess, and feel less defeated when faced with difficult challenges. 

People who develop а sense of humor tend to Ье less egocentric 
and more realistic in their view of the world, Ье humЬler in moments 

of success, and feel less defeated when faced with difficult 

challenges. 

BEYOND NARCISSISM 

As time passed, Peter was pleased with the way his relationship with Denis 
developed. Не helped him to recognize the errors of his ways, to convince 
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him that his narcissistic behavior risked creating а self-made prison and that 
nothing makes а person more miseraЫe than self-absorption. Не helped 
Denis to see that, given the way he behaved, he had been engaged in an exer-
cise of self-sabotage. Не also helped Denis figure out that the real proЬlem 
wasn't always others. The basic proЬlem was on the inside. His challenge was 
to transform internally, from being self-centered to more other-centered. 

Nothing makes а person more miseraЫe than 
self-absorption. 

Peter's familiarity with the psychodynamics of narcissism had enaЬled 
him to effect this change. Не knew what behavioral patterns he could 
expect and how he should react to them. His understanding of basic nar­
cissistic qualities, and what caused narcissistic personality disorders, had 
facilitated the exchanges with Denis and helped him to explain-in а con­
structive way-how to behave differently. Не had made Denis realize that 
the more he made the world about himself, the more miseraЬle he was 
likely to Ье. 

The narcissistic mind has а fantastic abllity to trick itself out of 
its own best interests. 

Peter had started his interaction with Denis with а full realization of how 
difficult such an intervention would Ье and that dealing with narcissistic 
behavior would always Ье а work in progress. There could Ье no end to intro­
spection. It would take time to change ingrained thought patterns and hab­
its. The narcissistic mind has а fantastic aЬility to trick itself out of its own 
best interests. His work with Denis showed that once qualities of character 
like self-understanding, compassion, empathy, curiosity, realism, and а well­
developed sense of humor are firmly in place, people are more likely to stay 
grounded and less prone to excessive behavior. When narcissistic people have 
the experience of feeling "good enough," they might acquire the sense of 
satiety that they were fundamentally seeking. They will learn that more is not 
necessarily better and that satisfaction ultimately comes from within. Or, to 
use the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Nothing can bring you реасе but 
yourself."1 

When narcissistic people have the experience of feeling "good enough," 
they might acquire the sense of satiety that they were fundamentally 

seeking. 
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NOTE 

1 Ralph Waldo Emerson (1876/1841). Self-reliance. ln Essays: First Series. Boston: James R. Osgood and 
Со., р. 76. 

EPIGRAPH SOURCES 

Sigmund Freud (1905/1901). Dora: Ап Analysis of а Case of Hysteria [Bruchstйcke einer Hysterie-Analyse]. 
William Wordsworth (1888, puЬlished posthumously). The Recluse. London: Macmillan and Со., р. 52. 
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INFLUENCING NARCISSISTS THROUGH 

GROUP DYNAMICS 

One must have chaos within to епаЫе one to give Ьirth to а dancing star. 

-Friedrich Nietzsche 

Many ideas grow better when transplanted into another mind than in the one where 

they sprang up. 

-Oliver Wendell Holmes 

lnsanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. 
-Anon. 

Another way of trying to modify the behavior of narcissists is to work with 
them within а group setting. А group intervention activity-if they are pre­
pared to participate in one-can Ье а highly effective way of creating tipping 
points for change. 

GROUP DYNAMICS 

То illustrate this process, take Daniel, а senior executive working for а large 
social network. His organization invited him to participate in а top execu­
tive leadership development workshop at his organization. One of the major 
reasons for considering а team building exercise was Daniel's behavior. 
Although everybody recognized that Daniel had talent, most thought that he 
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was really а handful. Не had а knack of irritating people, largely because he 
could not stop talking about himself and monopolized every conversation. 
Clearly, Daniel wasn't а listener. Whenever someone else spoke, he quickly 
became impatient and tried to change the topic to something closer to his 
own interests. Wherever he went, he seemed to think he was the most inter­
esting person in the room. It was as if his ego was а drum and this drum 
needed to make а noise to let everyone know that it was there. Basically, he 
took up too much airtime at every meeting. His ego occupied so much space 
that there was very little room for anything else. 

Daniel's sense of entitlement was as Ьig as his ego, and his ego was 

twice the size of his brain. 

Daniel's modus operandi was to devalue other people's activities • while 
Ыowing his own trumpet. It was clear to his colleagues that he viewed most 
people as being far below his standards. This toxic behavior was not improved 
Ьу his tendency to take offense over every trifle. As а result, even though there 
were times when his contributions were genuinely valued, Daniel's extremely 
self-centered way of doing things had become more and more of an issue. 
People who had to deal with him regularly had coined the phrase that his 
sense of entitlement was as Ьig as his ego, and his ego was twice the size of 
his brain. Could anything Ье done to make Daniel more of а team player? His 
colleagues hoped that the leadership development workshop would Ье а way 
to help him better integrate with the team and become less self-centered. 

I have suggested before that having а narcissistic disposition may Ье а pre­
requisite for reaching the higher organizational echelons. Many narcissisti­
cally inclined people are quite charismatic, а quality that can not only help 
them to get ahead but can also benefi.t the organizations they lead. However, 
although their drive and amЬitions can Ье effective in moving organizations 
forward, excessive narcissistic behavior can hamper effective organizational 
functioning. Competitiveness can Ье а good thing, but it needs to Ье tem­
pered Ьу cooperation. Extreme competitiveness is no prescription for team­
work. Daniel was overly competitive. His determination to win, whatever the 
cost, didn't benefi.t the organization. 

Competitiveness can Ье а good thing, but it needs to Ье tempered Ьу 

cooperation. 

Daniel exhiЬited several characteristics of а narcissistic disposition. Не had 
а strong sense of entitlement; when he didn't receive the special treatment he 
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believed he deserved, he became irritaЬle. Не was unempathetic; it was dif­
ficult for him to recognize or identify with the feelings and needs of other 
people. Не was thin-skinned; any comment he didn't like would Ье taken 
personally. Не was quick to feel hurt, to overreact, and to become defensive. 
Не couldn't handle criticism and, as а result, giving him feedback about his 
behavior would Ье quite tricky. 

Despite all of his bravura, Daniel seemed to possess а very delicate ego. 
Accordingly, although he gave the impression of being extremely satisfied 
with himself, the reality was very different. One of his colleagues, rather а 
psychologically astute individual, when talking about Daniel once quoted the 
German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who said, "Talking much about 
oneself can also Ье а means to conceal oneself."1 She speculated that а deep 
sense of insecurity could Ье hiding behind Daniel's egomaniacal and noisy 
behavior. 

I went into some detail in the previous chapter about the challenges of 
working with people with а narcissistic psychological makeup. Individuals 
such as Daniel are not collaborative unless things are done on their terms. 
Their lack of insight makes it difficult to relate to them. То make matters 
even worse, they usually refuse to acknowledge that they have а proЬlem. 
People who believe they are better than anyone else are not quick to ask for 
help from others. And they are slow to learn from mistakes because they 
are incapaЬle of admitting that they make them. 

People who believe they are better than anyone else are not quick to 
ask for help from others. 

There are many forms of intervention psychotherapists and coaches can 
use to help change narcissistic individuals, but all involve а lengthy uphill 
struggle. As helping professionals are the first to admit, personality traits 
don't change quickly, if at all. 

However, one of the more promising intervention methods to help these 
people change is the group dynamics approach, which has offered encour­
aging results. Compared with one-on-one interventions, group dynamics 
expose people with issues to more pressure points, forces that can facilitate 
change. Group dynamics bring not only conscious but also unconscious pro­
cesses into play, and, if change is desired, unconscious dynamics in particular 
need to Ье addressed. 

Of course, unconscious dynamics are also at play in а one-to-one setting. 
However, they become especially powerful while dealing with the group:-as­
a-whole. In that respect, the group-as-a-whole can Ье compared with some 
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kind of web that catches the collective conscious and unconscious fantasies 
that play out among the members of the group. It builds connections, trying 
to make sense of thoughts, moods, behavior, and actions that initially come 
across as mysterious. 

The group-as-a-whole сап Ье compared with some kind of web that 

catches the collective conscious and unconscious fantasies that play out 

among the members of the group. 

The ideas that are caught in this web will display many different qualities­
some influencing each other positively, others negatively. In fact, it will con­
tain partially metabolized material belonging to all of its members that can 
pertain to physical concerns, sexual/sensual matters, attachment concerns, 
self-esteem issues, and basic emotions such as sadness, happiness, fear, anger, 
surprise, and disgust. 2 Speci:fic interpersonal dynamics relating to issues of 
power and authority will also Ье an inevitaЬle part of these group activities, 
providing insights about the functioning of the group-as-a-whole and each 
participant's behavior. Subsequently, given their verbal and nonverbal contri­
butions, the behavior of each individual is put under the group's microscope, 
and in that way the psychological processes taking place within the group-as­
a-whole can become important forces for change. Unexpressed feelings and 
fears see the light of day. Many normally repressed thoughts and feelings rise 
to consciousness. The discussions that follow this process help participants 
to arrive at greater insights about their particular way of behaving and lead to 
suggestions for change. 

Sharing and accepting the inner worlds of others help to create а virtuous 
circle of trust, self-disclosure, empathy, and acceptance. And here storytelling 
enters the picture. An important part of such а group intervention will Ье the 
invitation to each participant to tel1 their story. It will Ье an opportunity to 
all to better understand the challenges that each participant in the group is 
facing. And storytelling gives rise to interesting conscious and unconscious 
dynamics. 

When storytelling occurs, it appears that the mirror neurons of the people 
who are listening go into overdrive, helping them identify with what's being 
told. 3 In fact, the storytellers are transferring ideas, thoughts, and emotions 
into the brains of the people who are listening. It seems that the brain of 
the storyteller and those of the listeners are becoming synchronized. Due 
to the emotional appeal of а story, emotional connections are being made, 
а process of synchronization through which meaning and purpose will Ье 
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shared, creating а common ground that will help make sense of the storytell-
ers' thoughts and feelings. 

Sharing and accepting the inner worlds of others helps to 
create а virtuous circle of trust, self-disclosure, empathy, and 

acceptance. 

These synchronizing brain activities еnаЫе the participants of the group 
to step into the storytellers' shoes, allowing them to enter other worlds and 
to create new ways of looking at things. And, helped Ьу their imagination, 
listeners to these stories become participants in the story. It is no wonder that 
stories create genuine emotions that evoke passionate reactions, emotions 
experienced not only Ьу the storytellers but also Ьу the listeners. 

Thus, the members of the group will feel emotionally connected to the 
protagonist of the story. While listening to these stories, they might step out 
of their own shoes, get to understand the other person's point of view, and 
increase their empathy for the "other." То simplify, it seems as if stories bring 
people's brains together. In fact, reflecting on other people's stories creates 
the space to think about their own story. And having а different way of look­
ing at what they are up against will help them understand what contributes to 

their challenges more clearly. In other words, in а group setting storytelling 
can become а powerful vehicle to transfer life issues to other people, assisting 
them in the act of sensemaking and helping them change. It becomes а force­
ful way for all the participants in the group to challenge conflicted narratives 
Ьу seeing these issues in perspective and bringing some distance to salient 
exper1ences. 

From the reactions that the storytellers evoke, given the reactions of the 
listeners, they will Ье аЫе to take hard look at the stories that they are telling 
themselves. It will encourage them to reexamine how their personal history 
and stories have contributed to their present-day proЫems. And this reexami­
nation will Ье the first step in reframing unhelpful haЫtual patterns, to arrive 
at an alternative story about the challenges they are facing. They may Ье аЫе 
to develop new narratives that honor their past while enabling them to face 
the future in а much more constructive manner. Subsequently, taking а new 
outlook on life-encouraged Ьу the participants who have been listening to 
these stories-the storytellers will feel more empowered to make the needed 
changes in their thought patterns and behavior. They will Ье аЫе to "rewrite" 
their life story for the future. It may help them to move toward а healthier 
outlook on life. 
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Stories bring people's brains together .... ln а group setting 
storytelling сап become а powerful vehicle to transfer life issues to 
other people, assisting them in the act of sensemaking and helping 

them change. 

Ву offering support, reassurance, suggestions, and insights, the partici­
pants in the group, dealing with the emotions that come to the fore during 
these presentations, will have а therapeutic influence. Helped Ьу the dynam­
ics that take place in the group, defensiveness will Ье reduced, making peo­
ple more open to change. Subsequently, due to the suggestions made Ьу the 
members of the group, these interactions will contribute to а greater sense of 
self-respect and well-being. This transformative behavior will Ье facilitated 
through the process of imitation, also an important feature of these group 
dynamics. Participants will identify with one another, providing а signi:6.cant 
force that can foster change. 

Essentially, in the interchange between the group-as-a-whole and the indi­
vidual, the inside will affect the outside, and the outside will affect the inside. 
There will Ье an interesting exchange between the inner theater of the indi­
vidual and the "acting out" of the individuals' scripts within the group-as­
a-whole. The drama made up Ьу the group-as-a-whole affects its individual 
members, and individual dramas will affect the group-as-a-whole. 

ln the interchange between the group-as-a-whole and the individual, 
the inside will affect the outside, and the outside will affect 

the inside. 

These interactions between the individual and the group were very observ­
aЬle when Daniel was the center of attention in telling his story. Gradually, 
through а process of self-discovery, encouraged Ьу the other participants, he 
obtained many insights about himself. For example, it dawned on him that 
the outcome of his compulsion to Ье the center of attention brought about 
precisely the opposite result. Instead of generating admiration, his behavior 
only brought resentment. Clearly, his "me, me, me" attitude left no room for 
"we, we, we." Daniel began to realize that а very egocentric outlook on life 
made for а very lonely existence. In fact, а mind clouded Ьу ego, envy, greed, 
spite, and resentment could hardly make informed decisions. 

With the aid of these group dynamics, Daniel learned that there were many 
other realities than his own. Pushed Ьу the other participants, and mirroring 
what they had been doing, he realized that he needed to give these alternative 
realities а chance to come to the surface. They included things that he didn't 
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like about himself but had to accept were very much part of his character. 
Daniel came to understand that he needed to accept his shadow side, to inte­
grate these various parts of himself in а more constructive way. Не had to 
face all of the negative things about himself that he had been suppressing and 
hiding beneath the mask that he was reluctant to admit that he was wearing. 

Helped Ьу the interactive processes that took place within the group-as­
a-whole, Daniel also learned that if he put the needs of his staff ahead of his 
own, his part of the business would have а much better chance of prospering. 
Instead of always Ьlowing his own trumpet, he would Ье much better off put­
ting his energy into encouraging his people. 

In Daniel's case, the group dynamics processes proved to Ье а great force 
for change. Taking а more conceptual point of view, six principal factors con­
tributed to this transformation: 

А group setting makes dysfunctional acting out more noticeaЫe, more 

controllaЬle, more discussaЫe, and therefore less ассерtаЫе. 

The team cohesion factor: А group setting makes dysfunctional acting out 
more noticeaЬle, more controllaЫe, more discussaЫe, and therefore less 
ассерtаЫе·. In many instances, peer pressure (Daniel being а good case 
in point) will push narcissistic people to adapt to the group's norms. In 
fact, "outliers" tend to change their attitudes or behavior to align with 
the opinions of others in the group. Subsequently, their peers take on the 
role of "enforcers." They will point out when а member of the group goes 
into narcissistic overdrive or when behavior becomes unacceptaЬle. They 
will also encourage the narcissist to listen to and empathize with the oth­
ers. These specific group dynamics enhance the traditional Ы-personal 
dynamics found in other kinds of change processes. 

The st01ytelling factor: Ву telling а story in а group setting, the participants 
are аЫе to plant ideas, thoughts, and emotions into the brains of the other 
members of the group, making them share their grief, joy, and hardships. 
The stories told create а timeless link to other people's lives and experiences. 
Thus, through listening and telling stories, the participants learn about com­
passion, empathy, tolerance, and respect. And these emotional dynamics can 
Ье highly influential. They can change the way one thinks and even behave, 
narcissists included. In this case, the stories told, and the telling of his own 
story, helped Daniel to become more compassionate and empathic. 

The team feedback factor: Helped Ьу the storytelling process, narcissists 
seem to find it less threatening to receive feedback from а number of 
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people rather than from а single person or the group leader. And, as could 
Ье seen in the case of Daniel, they also find group feedback much harder 
to ignore. Also, if the dynamics of the group are facilitated effectively, the 
narcissist's view of him- or herself will Ье revealed, mirrored, and chal­
lenged and thus can Ье modified. 

The trans'itional space factor: Transitional space lies between internal and 
external reality. In this "twilight zone" between inner and outer worlds, 
between fantasy and reality, creative ideas have an opportunity to flourish. 
Transitional space can Ье looked at as an intermediate area where people 
are аЫе to "play." It is very much up to the facilitator to create this "tran­
sitional space"-an environment in which narcissistic people like Daniel 
learn to develop trust, explore boundaries, and accept feedback, working 
toward greater self-understanding.4 If the facilitation is done appropriately, 
the other participants in the group will Ье аЫе to constructively confront 
proЬlematic behavior ,vhile simultaneously offering а modicum of under­
standing. In this creative "playground," narcissistic individuals can become 
unstuck and use the space to modify their proЫematic behavior patterns. 

Transitional space lies between internal and external reality. ln this 

"twilight zone" between inner and outer worlds, between fantasy and 

reality, creative ideas have an opportunity to flourish. 

The group-as-a-whole factor: In Daniel's case, the group facilitator was very 
careful not to confront him too forcefully when he acted inappropriately 
during the group leadership development sessions centered around story­
telling. When required, the facilitator would empathize with Daniel if he 
showed surprise or hurt after confrontations with and feedback given Ьу his 
peers. At the same time, the facilitator empowered Daniel's peers to resist 
his way of dominating conversations, to Ье prepared to interrupt him when 
he went on for too long, to make him realize that he didn't always need to 
Ье the smartest person in the room. This at times confusing-at least to 
Daniel-interaction process forced him to take а more in-depth look at 
his behavior. Не came to realize that Ьу aggrandizing his own aЫlities and 
achievements, he was both out of touch with who he truly was and prone 
to cross the boundary of what other people considered ассерtаЫе behavior. 
Helped Ьу the others in the group, he learned to make реасе with himself. 
Не recognized the value of experimenting with different types of behavior. 

The road to insight: Aided Ьу these group processes, over time Daniel learned 
to empathize with others. Не realized that not everything was about him. 
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And as he practiced listening, he learned from others' experiences. Не 
discovered that constructive criticism from others could Ье helpful, rather 
than considered а threat to his sense of self. Eventually, given the power 
of these group interactions, he recognized the inappropriateness of much 
of his behavior. Не began to internalize some of the behavior patterns of 
the others, which, he discovered, would Ье much more e:ffective ways of 
dealing with life's challenges. 

Exposed to these group dynamics, Daniel's haЬitual defense mechanism 
started to crumЬle. Step Ьу little step, he began to revise his ine:ffective beliefs 
and behavior patterns. The subtle sense he had always had that something 
was amiss in his life led to а gradual alteration of his conscious thoughts and 
his outlook on life. His newfound aЬility to get his ego out of the way had 
а substantial impact on the organization. Daniel learned that whenever his 
need for success and fame came to the fore, it was а warning sign that he 
needed to pause, reflect, and act di:fferently. Не had discovered that it gets 
pretty lonely with only your ego for company. Gradually, Daniel learned to 

become more team oriented and that his ego trips were journeys to nowhere. 
Later, he compared this process of checking his ego, abandoning it, letting it 
go to recovery from addiction. 

lt gets pretty lonely with only your ego for company. 

So, Daniel's case became а success story. Nevertheless, dealing with narcis­
sists is always going to Ье а challenge, in а group setting or otherwise. But 
if the suggested group dynamics intervention is successfully applied and it 
helps to modify people's narcissistic tendencies, everybody in the organiza­
tion will Ье better o:ff. Due to group dynamics, all participants may acquire 
the self-awareness and self-knowledge necessary to make their organization 
а better place to work. It is great way for an organization to get the best out 
of its people. 
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LIVING IN ТНЕ AGE OF ТНЕ SELFIE 

1 tel1 you that the universe might go to the devil so long only as I could go оп drinking tea. 

-Fyodor Dostoevsky 

The mystery of life is not а proЫem to Ье solved; it is а reality to Ье experienced. 

-)acobus Joannes Leeuw 

То Ье what we are, and to become what we are сараЫе ofbecoming, is the only end oflife. 
-Robert Louis Stevenson 

THOU SHALТ LOVE YOURSELF BEFORE THOU 
ТН I N К ABOUT ОТН ERS 

In contemporary society the consequences of the narcissism pandemic can Ье 
seen everywhere. Out of all the addictions in the world, the compulsive need for 
attention is slowly but surely becoming one of the most dangerous. Narcissistic 
behavior can Ье seen all around us. It has been Ыamed for everything from over­
spending and rampant consumerism to the rise of self-help books; the obsession 
with selfies Ьу the YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok generation; the increase in 
cosmetic surgery; and the rise of populism. Clearly, Ното sapiens is an imperfect 
creature, having not only many egotistical defects and insecurities but also an 
irresistiЬle desire for looking at their best. And, obviously, the excessive use of 
social media feeds these desires for an illusionary self. 

D01: 10.4324/9781003569855-11 
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Нато sapiens is an imperfect creature, having not only many egotistical 
defects and insecurities but also an irresistiЬle desire for looking 

at their best. 

If we believe the cultural pundits, we have become а society increasingly 
focused on excessive self-promotion and self-glorification. The major cul­
prit that's enaЬling these processes appears to Ье the advances in technology. 
Technological progress has set into motion а set of seemingly disconnected 
variaЬles that include the shortening of people's attention spans, the polari­
zation of ideological orientations in society, the spread of election engineer­
ing, and the worship of celebrities. Furthermore, these variaЬles have been 
influencing the way people are processing information. In our digital society, 
we have discovered alternative ways to get people's attention. The internet 
has expanded and accelerated the circulation of images and rumors, setting 
the stage for а culture of misinformation. Clearly, as people's incitement will 
improve а company's bottom line, the social media gatekeepers have been 
going out of their way to create the best "engagement factors," finding increas­
ingly creative ways to keep their audiences hooked. Yet, with these efforts of 
seduction, whether something is а truth or а falsehood has become irrelevant. 

All of these societal developments have been fueled Ьу an intense focus 
on the self, increasing people's sense of entitlement, nurturing emotional 
immaturity, and, helped Ьу confirmation Ьiases, enaЫing people to live in 
bubЬles of their own making. In the meantime, as а result of these regressive 
developments, critical thought has fallen Ьу the wayside. Instead, societies 
have been created that are permeated Ьу what can Ье best described as а 
"disorder of superficiality." The way the world is moving forward, it is trend­
ing toward even greater shallowness-at work, at school, at play, in parent­
ing, and in love. Sadly, this narcissistic propensity toward superficiality is no 
longer looked at as exceptional. Keeping up appearances seems to Ье what 
the new world order is all about. The more exhiЬitionistic, vain, pretentious, 
seductive, manipulative, greedy, exploitative, or outrageous people can pre­
sent themselves, the more attractive they become. Illustrative of these devel­
opments are attention-seeking celebrities, digital oversharing, and the boom 
in cosmetic surgery. Naturally, in this culture of self-exultation, there is lit­
tle or no room for more altruistic, pro-social, community-oriented activities 
and, consequently, due to these sociocultural developments, many in society 
have lost their historical bearings. 

Societies have been created that are permeated Ьу what сап Ье best 
described as а "disorder of superficiality." 
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Of course, most people are, at heart, egocentric. All of us exist at the center 
of our own little universes. Each of us is tempted to put ourselves ahead of 
others because we live under the illusion that we are signi:ficant. After all, we 
need to attend to our own needs, desires, wants, and aspirations, because, 
from an evolutionary perspective, survival has always been our greatest pri­
ority. Therefore, it should соте as no surprise that no one else cares for us 
as much as we do. However, again taking an evolutionary perspective, it is 
important that this human desire to Ье self-centered Ье tempered with а com­
munity orientation. 

In our present narcissistic age, however, the value of cooperative attitudes 
is being undermined. Self-centeredness has become overly important. Many 
people feel increasingly entitled to things-feeling that they are entitled to 
them, even though they are not prepared to make а real effort to attain them. 
They believe that they have the right to do or have what they want with­
out having to work for it, under the presumption that they deserve what­
ever they are striving for just because of who they are. In the meantime, the 
value of discipline, self-regulation, loyalty, and community has diminished in 
importance. 

Sadly, in the midst of this narcissistic pandemic, relationships have taken 
the hardest hit. As is now the case with material goods, many people seem to 
look at relationships as being interchangeaЬle. Increasingly, people are tak­
ing leave of meaningful human connectedness and replacing it with brand­
ing, showmanship, and posturing. Driven Ьу their personal desires, many are 
only looking for instant gratification-taking care of number one-without 
consideration of what this way of interacting means for others. The original 
checks against excessive narcissism, such as religious or civil values, have 
become alien. Religion, plagued Ьу many scandals, seems to have abandoned 
its traditional role as the guardian of values. And civility has become merely а 
catchphrase. 

Unfortunately, in embracing self-centeredness, people have forgotten that 
the cult of the self-living in а narcissistic bubЫe-has many downsides. As 
has been said before, it can get quite lonely with only your ego for company. 
Self-centeredness doesn't necessarily bring happiness. Selfish behavior will 
have а significant impact on personal relationships, causing harm and division 
between individuals. With it, the needs and desires of others are neglected, 
robbing people of the capacity to tune into and attend to others-contributing 
to social isolation. 

People are taking leave of meaningful human connectedness and 
replacing it with branding, showmanship, and posturing. 
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Interestingly, predating these now apparent fallouts of the digital age, many 
of these concerns were addressed Ьу the American historian and social critic 
Christopher Lasch in his seminal book The Culture oJ Narcissism.1 Here he 
discussed а number of important social and existential themes, influenced 
Ьу historical studies on anomie and alienation, starting with social scientist 
Ferdinand Tonnies' contribution, Gemeinschcift and Gesellschajt2 and leading on 
to Emile Durkheim's influential book Suicide3 and David Riesman's The Lone(y 
Crowd.4 In fact, Lasch echoed Riesman's critique of the "other-directed" per­
sonality in The Lone(y Cr01vd; people who adjust their values to conform with 
their peer groups whom they resemЬle in age, social class, or otherwise. In 
other words, people who are not acknowledging traditional or inner-directed 
values but rather the shifting value systems of others. Therefore, it looks like 
our obsession with self-presentation predated the web Ьу many years. 

Given the societal themes that Lasch addressed, he could just as easily 
have been writing about the people of our present social media age who 
are strongly influenced Ьу media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, 
TikTok, Х, YouTube, and Linkedln-all of which foster а similar outlook 
on life. Nowadays, people who prefer to avoid the limelight have become 
rare. In that respect, the narcissistic orientation appears to Ье defining our 
present-day society as much as sexual inhiЬitions once characterized the 
Victorian age. 

The narcissistic orientation appears to Ье defining our present-day 

society as much as sexual inhibltions once characterized 

the Victorian age. 

Lasch's book delivered а damning commentary on the diminishing aЫlity 
of modern society and culture to provide а sense of identity and security for 
its members. The catalysts for these changes, according to Lasch, were three 
structural transformative forces: the rise of postindustrial ways of manufac­
turing, the uЫquity of the mass media, and the transfer of personal, emo­
tional labor from the family to the welfare state. These forces comЫned, he 
argued, were responsiЫe for the rise of the narcissistic personality. In addi­
tion, he hypothesized that due to these specific socioeconomic changes, the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries produced а culture in which the 
psychological pathology of narcissism had become normalized. According to 
him, narcissism had advanced stealthily into all aspects of society, and to clar­
ify this point he noted society's fascination with fame and celebrity and the 
shallowness and transitory quality of interpersonal relations. These various 
changes-if Lasch is to Ье believed-had created а society unmoored from 
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its historical pillars of status based on work, religion, achievement, or lineage. 
Consequently, due to these transformations, people had become caught up 
in а never-ending, never-fulfilling competition for the symbols of status. In 
other words, it had led to the release of people's inner Narcissus. As Lasch put 
it: "То live for the moment is the prevailing passion-to live for yourself, not 
for your predecessors or posterity. We are fast losing the sense of historical 
continuity, the sense of belonging to а succession of generations originating 
in the past and stretching into the future."5 

An important part of Lasch's analysis was also leveled at the trend for self­
help, which he saw as the search for competitive advantage through emo­
tional manipulation. Or, to Ье more specific, he viewed the various trends 
seeking to promote "personal growth"-from self-help to spiritual move­
ments-as driven Ьу а narcissistic devotion to the self. In this context, he was 
also ref erring to the rise of "gurus," the increase in spiritual movements, and 
the growth of self-improvement programs such as EST (Erhard Seminars 
Training), Scientology, Primal Scream therapy, Transcendental Meditation, 
and Мindfulness training. 
То explain these nonsecular developments and the weakening of the bonds 

of family and community, Lasch Ыamed both the political right's veneration 
of market forces and the political left's cultural progressivism. Pointing out 
that societal and character development tend to Ье quite interlinked, he sug­
gested that these developments had affected character formation, which in 
turn had contributed to the rise of narcissism. Furthermore, Lasch suggested, 
once more referring to these linkages, that psychologists and social scientists 
had been interfering with traditional childrearing practices and that, due to 
the changes in practice that had occurred, the wisdom of the ages had been 
devalued, bringing all forms of authority (including the authority of experi­
ence) into disrepute. Fundamentally, authority was no longer what it used to 
Ье. And given all of these happenings-the result of people's frantic search 
for external validation-intimate relationships had become watered down. It 
is no wonder that Lasch considered the "me generation" to have become the 
new normal, а group characterized as infantile and selfish, one that demands 
rights but takes no responsiЫlities and that puts their own interests before 
any other consideration. 
А few years before Lasch's seminal study about the rise of the narcissis­

tic self-people too self-absorbed, searching for fame and celebrity-the 
American psychoanalyst and anthropologist Michael МассоЬу puЬlished 
the book The Gamesman. 6 Here, МассоЬу referred to а new type of СЕО 
who was transforming the landscape of organizational life. According to 
him, these executives seemed to possess an unshakeaЬle confidence in 
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their own personal vision and suggested that these larger-than-life execu­
tives exhiЫted а personality type that closely resemЬled what Sigmund 
Freud described as narcissistic. Continuing his analysis of life in organ­
izations, he pointed out that these narcissistic executives were the new 
heroes, celebrated from Silicon Valley to Wall Street. But he also warned 
that CEOs with these narcissistic personality traits might easily lead their 
organizations to ruin. 

Returning to our own present-day society almost 50 years later, both Lasch 
and МассоЬу made а number of observations that, if anything, ring even 
more true today. In their contributions, they performed the role of social 
critics Ьу prompting us to look at our mirrored reflections, focusing on the 
question of whether we are more narcissistic than ever before. They insisted 
that not only had narcissism become more prevalent but so had its associated 
features like unrestrained self-indulgence, exaggerated self-importance, and, 
perhaps more important, а pervasive sense of entitlement. 

The people that Lasch and МассоЬу described appear to share а belief that 
they are extraordinary. They have an overinflated view of their own aЫlities. 
Unfortunately, however, what these people seem to have forgotten is that, in 
reality, most people aren't really extraordinary. Most people are human-all 
too human. Most people are full of flaws and imperfections. In other words, 
the proЬlem with people who possess these narcissistic characteristics is that 
they have а very unrealistic outlook on life, а Weltanschauung that could соте 
back to Ыtе them. 

ln reality, most people aren't really extraordinary. Most people are 
human-all too human. 

Of course, there is always the hope that as life progresses, the reality princi­
ple will set in, meaning that for many people, the belief in their own extraor­
dinariness will sooner or later start to fade. However, this greater sense of 
reality could Ье accompanied Ьу а greater sense of disillusionment-feelings 
that are hard to accept. It is unsurprising, therefore, that so many people will 
hold on to thinking they are extraordinary. They will continue in their merry 
narcissistic way. It is no wonder that it has become the new normal. And, 
given their behavior, it is not surprising that as а society we seem to have 
become somewhat desensitized both to the presence of narcissism and to the 
behaviors that accompany it; we may, in reality, have become too accepting of 
these behavior patterns. 

So, considering these developments, what are some of the driving forces 
that have brought us to this point? What are the societal forces that foster 
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this acceptance of living in а narcissistic society? Taking into consideration 
the observations of social critics such as Lasch and МассоЬу, how can we 
reframe what's being said? 

SOCIETAL FORCES 

In the context of the narcissistic society, а critical development has been the 
move from Gemeinschcift to Gesellschcift (community to society)-a transfor­
mation that has had а consideraЫe psychological impact.7 In Gemeinschaft­
community-social ties are defined on the basis of personalized social 
relationships and the roles, values, and beliefs associated with these interac­
tions. In Gesellschajt-society-social ties tend to Ье more impersonal and 
rational, characterized Ьу indirect interactions, formal roles, and generalized 
values and beliefs. UnderstandaЬly, Gemeinschcift has been applied to peasant 
communities (families, tribes, or villages) within which human relationships 
are prized; the welfare of the group takes precedence over the individual; 
traditional bonds of family, kinship, and religion prevail; and personal rela­
tionships are defined Ьу traditional social rules. In contrast, Gesellschcift can Ье 
viewed as being representative of а more urban, cosmopolitan society with 
а more individualistic outlook, where the connections are of а more imper­
sonal, rational nature and social ties are more instrumental and superficial. In 
short, in these latter societies self-interest prevails, and efficiency and other 
economic and political considerations are given pride of place. 

Accordingly, one way of explaining this increased focus on self-interest is to 
interpret it as а consequence of this transition from Gemeinschcift to Gesellschcift. 
These changes are seen as being responsiЫe for the creation of а more individ­
ualistic, less community-oriented society, wherein the prevailing individualism 
will lead to а lessening of human connections, а development that could cre­
ate increased feelings of loneliness-one of humankind's greatest fears. This 
increase in narcissistic behavior could thus Ье looked at as а form of protec­
tion against these trouЫesome feelings. In other words, narcissistic behavior 
can Ье considered some kind of defense mechanism to ensure people's mental 
health, an attempt to boost their sense of self-esteem. In fact, we could even 
look at the increasing levels of narcissism among people in our contemporary 
society as an ongoing adaptive response to dealing with the vicissitudes of life. 

The rise of consumerism 

Another contemporary societal development has been the rise in con­
sumerism. Presently, many people now seem to Ье more focused on their 
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materialistic needs. Conspicuous consumption has become omnipresent, as 
if human progress is equated with the conquest of resources. Unfortunately, 
with this perspective, people live under the illusion that these resources will 
Ье infinite-and so, too, consumption. Consequently, given this outlook on 
life, people seem to identify with what they choose to consume, а state of 
mind that can Ье described as some form of inward-looking narcissism. То 
Ье more specific, many people seem to display their self-worth through con­
spicuous consumption. 

Conspicuous consumption has become omnipresent, as 
if human progress is equated with the conquest of 

resources. 

UnquestionaЬly, emotional needs are difficult to take care of-or are almost 
impossiЬle to satisfy-and material desires are much easier to deal with. It is 
so much easier to fill this inner void through materialistic behavior. Acquiring 
and consuming are much simpler means of self-gratification than investing in 
meaningful relationships and activities related to self-development. It is there­
fore no wonder why so many people рау the most attention to "visiЬle goods" 
such as houses, cars, jewelry, clothes, accessories, and personal care products 
or anything else that displays status, power, and sophistication. Rather than а 
focus on more important matters, these consumptive activities have become 
а new religion. After all, it is so much easier to focus on these various status 
symbols designed to make people look well-off even if that may not Ье the 
case. And if we do not have the means, with the help of easy credit, we can all 
live with the narcissistic illusion that we are wealthy, successful, and special. 
Unfortunately, Ьу attaining this sense of self-admiration through buying things 
they can't really afford, people are trying to ignore the reality of their situation. 

The self-esteem movement 

As touched upon earlier, another sociocultural development that has and is 
contributing to а narcissistic society are the changes taking place in childrear­
ing practices-the foundation of sociocultural development. In recent years, 
many experts in child development have argued that in order to thrive, chil­
dren need to Ье treated with unconditional positive regard. То explain this 
attitude, it could very well Ье that the parents' egos may Ье so fragile that they 
cannot bear the idea of dedicating their lives to the raising of children only 
to have them turn out ordinary. As extensions of themselves, they want their 
children to Ье as extraordinary as they believe their own selves to Ье. 
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Because of this mollycoddling attitude toward childrearing, there has been 
а prioritization of expressing feelings of self-worth, assuring children that 
they are special and amazing. Many parents will do anything to protect their 
offspring from any possiЬle mishaps. Clearly, these helicopter parents, hover­
ing over their children, are becoming increasingly prevalent in modern times. 

These changes in childrearing practices are also reflected in the puЬlication 
of books where the argument is put forward that parents don't really know 
more than their kids-a recommendation that makes them feel uncomfort­
aЬle being placed in the role of authority figure. Parents would thus rather 
have their children like them than respect them, to Ье the child's friend rather 
than а guiding parent. 

Parenting, however, is an incrediЬly powerful force for spreading cul­
tural values. And an important part of the parenting process is the setting 
of boundaries between the dos and the don'ts, to help children understand 
what's permitted and what's not. After all, from their parents, children are 
supposed to learn what's right and what's wrong, how to treat others, to 
become familiar with political and economic beliefs, and to learn about preju­
dice and tolerance. Also, children need to understand that it will take effort to 
accomplish things in life. 

Instead, taking the current perspective toward childrearing, the logical 
thought process is that it doesn't matter what you do but who you are. Yet, this 
assumption that children will Ье better off if they acquire а high sense of self­
esteem may result in highly indulged children, at home and at school. After 
all, а short-sighted focus on building high self-esteem in children means 
unjustified praise Ьу teachers and grade inflation at schools and universities. 
This approach will result in everyone being "excellent." Unfortunately, how­
ever great these children may think they are will not correlate with how great 
they real!J are. After all, when everyone gets an "А;' nobody real!J gets an "А." 

When everyone gets an "А," nobody really 

gets an "А." 

This kind of parenting creates а situation resemЬling the story of the 
"Emperor's New Clothes." What we see is notwhat we get. The end result will 
Ье cognitive dissonance. The ascribed achievements are illusionary. In real­
ity, life may not turn out as successful as had been promised. Instead, such an 
approach to childrearing is an invitation for the creation of а fake self. Given 
the divergence between fantasy and reality, people start to question their 
actual aЫlities. And deep down, despite а brave fas;ade, all of this narcissistic 
maneuvering makes them feel incompetent. The outside world will see only 
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the fas:ade, not knowing that behind all of this self-love and self-confidence 
hides а deep sense of inferiority. The need to put up appearances, exacerbated 
Ьу this kind of parenting and teaching, will contribute to а measuraЫe rise in 
narcissism at the societal level. То make the situation even worse, all of this 
self-love will not lead to greater happiness. The people in question know that 
their appearance has no solid foundation, that they are "faking it"-a house 
of cards. It is no wonder that it is contributing to а higher degree of anxiety 
and depression. 

The social media circus 

А major contributing factor to this pandemic of narcissism has been the easy 
access to technology, especially the web. Presently, these digital platforms are 
woven into the fabric of social life. For this reason, narcissism has been аЫе 
spread its wings and soar, riding on the social media outlets that have ampli­
fied and accelerated the process of image management. Clearly, social media 
appear to have infected the world with а sickening virus of self-absorption 
and vanity. Much of what's happening on these social networking websites 
is about satisfying people's egos and finding voyeuristic pleasures. They are 
quick outlets for attention-cravers, helping them to obtain an instant fix. 

Narcissism has been аЫе spread its wings and soar, riding on the 
social media outlets that have amplified and accelerated the process 

of image management. 

Of course, one of the touted primary benefits of these sites has been the 
creation of social connection, which can promote constructive socializa­
tion, thereby preventing social isolation. In addition, they can provide ample 
opportunities to discover new information, learn about current events, and 
engage with issues, as well as еnаЫе people to have their voices heard. But 
the positives of these developments have not turned out as people would 
have wished them to Ье. \vЪat may have been considered а way of preventing 
social isolation may also contribute to exactly the opposite. More and more 
people feel increasingly lonely even though superficially-as suggested Ьу 
their social media outlets-they seem to have many "friends." 
Ву fostering social comparisons in the realms of attractiveness and being 

seen in the right place, the technology that drives these social media plat­
forms seems to have been designed to foster people's narcissistic tendencies. 
And here it is important to remember that nobody is alwqys at their best. 
Comparing oneself with others does not necessarily foster togetherness. 
Instead, it may create а feeling of being left out. 
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In addition, the addictiveness of these platforms should Ье highlighted. 
They encourage addictive behaviors. Features such as "like" buttons, notifi­
cations, and videos that start playing automatically make it hard to stay away 
from these sites. Adolescents, in particular, are impacted Ьу these media plat­
forms. But, at whatever age, these sites stimulate the brain regions associated 
with the desire for attention, feedback, and reactions from peers, reinforcing 
people's narcissistic tendencies and making for an endless reinforcing loop. 

Given the state of technological progress, social networking sites have 
shaped how the younger generation looks at the world and, without doubt, 
artificial intelligence is here to stay. Specific skills people once possessed are 
now being taken over Ьу the digital world: social media has affected the way 
people connect with each other, including the rather complicated interper­
sonal process called dating, which has been taken over Ьу social platforms 
such as Tinder, BumЬle, etc.; it is not necessary to learn to map read when apps 
such as Google Maps can do it for you and make route planning much easier; 
and why work on great report writing skills when they are easily replaced Ьу 
ChatGPT? One could go on. 

Of course, in previous eras, other media outlets provided an escape from 
reality Ьу transporting consumers to the fictional universe of sitcoms, soap 
operas, and reality TV. Through the process of identification with the main 
characters in these plots, there was also some narcissistic enhancement. 
However, the digital environment we now live in makes for more Ыatant 
narcissism. In this age of digital narcissism, we are offered endless opportuni­
ties to brag about ourselves, to create inflated views of the self. Clearly, the 
digital world has become а great way of facilitating narcissistic, shameless 
self-promotion. Usually, the more exhiЫtionistic, vain, pretentious, seduc­
tive, manipulative, exploitative, or outrageous people can Ье on these media 
platforms, the better the ratings. 

The digital world has become а great way of facilitating narcissistic, 
shameless self-promotion. 

The unstoppahle march ofthe selfies 

Celebrity and non-celebrity alike, these many self-delusional activities appear 
to Ье unstoppaЫe. Even for non-celebrities the recording of mundane events 
has become а way to prove their importance. In fact, the democratization of 
the media means that anyone with а smartphone can become а "celebrity." And 
it is selfies that help such people stay in this self-delusionary state. Whereas 
in the past nobody had even heard of а selfie, today every smartphone has 
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not one but frequently two or more cameras, enaЫing its user to take (often 
idiotic) pictures anytime and anywhere. The manufacturers of these phones 
have realized how easy it is to turn vanity into а profit. Helped Ьу this tech­
nology, exhiЬitionism and voyeurism have been reaching new heights. From а 
social psychological standpoint, Ьу posting selfies to get attention, people can 
keep themselves in other people's minds. And through the clothes they wear, 
their expressions, their staging of the physical setting, the style of the photo, 
etc., they can convey а particular puЬlic image of themselves. 

Of course, the people portrayed in these selfies always seem to Ье so confi­
dent, so self-assured. But the reality behind these images can Ье quite different. 
All too frequently, when perusing social media, we are faced with illusionary 
imagery. We encounter imaginary rich people (who may have lots of debt), 
imaginary beautiful people (who have undergone plastic surgery and cosmetic 
procedures and with every perceivaЬle fault edited out), imaginary celebrities 
(via reality TV and YouTube), imaginary genius students (with grade inflation, 
an overprotective upbringing under helicopter parents, and party to an educa­
tion focused on self-esteem), and imaginary friends (within the social network­
ing explosion). It seems as if real life has turned into an illusion. 

BEYOND ТНЕ BEYOND 

What has become clear from this discussion is that narcissists and narcis­
sistic behavior have always been with us. Yet, only in today's world, given 
the advances in technology, has it become more prevalent. And even though 
some of these narcissistic activities can Ье viewed as rather harmless, this 
behavior can also have very destructive repercussions. It may have dawned 
on us, given the societal shifts from а commitment to the collective to а 
focus on the individual or the self, that it has become much harder to meet 
people's basic need for meaningful connections. The movement from what 
is best for the community to what is best for "me" has not been without con­
sequences. The development of hugely popular social networking sites, such 
as Facebook or Instagram, has further changed the way people are spending 
their free time and the way they communicate. As things stand, people spend 
an increasing amount of their time on these "social" websites. Ironically, this 
development hasn't necessarily improved human interaction. It can Ье quite 
lonely when actively social networking. In fact, two-dimensional exchanges 
seem to Ье а poor substitute for more three-dimensional ones. 

The movement from what is best for the community to what is best 
for "те" has not been without consequences. 
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As noted, what has added to this acceleration of individualism has been the 
rise of consumerism and "me" culture. People are focusing more on them­
selves, their image, their wants, their needs, before the needs of others. And all 
of these developments have turned people inward, making them isolated and 
unhappy and, despite loads of material wealth, having little in the way of true 
quality of life. The replacement of intrinsic values Ьу extrinsic activities has 
affected character development-and not necessarily for the better-which 
begs the question how this rise of narcissism is going to affect the way our 
society will turn out to Ье in the future. Perhaps the time has come to make 
some important changes-to alter these developments. Instead of merely 
celebrating the ego, we may need to find another script. Trying to keep up 
appearances-to focus on externalities-signals decay on the inside. It could 
very well Ье that we need to put these ego and celebrity cultures to sleep and 
make а strong effort to awaken authenticity and genuineness. But this will 
Ье а battle we must all fight together to win back our humanity, not only for 
ourselves but also for our children. We should always Ье aware of shallow 
living-both in ourselves and in others. After all, it's only Ьу immersing our­
selves deeply in real life that we will thrive. 

NOTES 

lt's only Ьу immersing ourselves deeply in real life that we 
will thrive. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS: 
BEYOND NARCISSISM 

That Ьу which the great rivers and seas receive the tribute of all the streams, is the fact 

of their being lowly; that is the cause of their superiority. 

-LaoTzu 

ld facere laus est quod decet, поп quod licet.* 
-Seneca the Younger 

Reflect that life, like every other Ыessing, derives its value from its use alone. 

-Samuel Johnson 

HOW WILL IT ALL END? 

As mentioned in previous chapters, in our contemporary society narcis­
sistic behavior has become part of the new world order. Yet even though 
such behavior may Ье disturbing, this kind of behavior isn't really anything 
new. All of us tend to consider ourselves to Ье the most important people in 
the world. But in current society, these behavioral manifestations may have 
reached а new level. And, although human nature has not fundamentally 
altered, it appears as if the world we live in has changed dramatically com­
pared with the past. We could well Ье seeing а different reflection when we 
look in the mirror. Clearly, it has become obvious that the digital revolution 

* Не deserves praise who does not what he may, but what he ought. 
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as portrayed Ьу social media has given us the means to fall even more in 
love with our own image. It is for all to see that many people have become 
quite talented in having their images re:flected in such а digital mirror, to 
Ье shared via the internet with the world at large. Illusionary as it might Ье, 
it has become an effective way of feeling special, or of feeling connected. 
Unfortunately, as much as people like to stand out, all too frequently the 
imagery presented doesn't re:flect reality. Truth Ье told, many of these images 
seem to Ье quite fake, and much of what is seen on social media is merely 
make-believe. Ву accepting this unreality, we are left with а culture of super­
ficiality, а sociocultural development that is permeating work, education, and 
parenting-in fact, it is affecting every aspect of life. And despite all of these 
efforts at community building in this digital universe, it doesn't make for а 
society where intimate relationships will :flourish. 

AII of us tend to consider ourselves to Ье the most important people 
in the world. 

As has already been made very clear, narcissistic behavior exists on а spec­
trum. То а certain degree, all of us have narcissistic qualities. А moderate dose 
of narcissism is, as mentioned before, important for reasons of survival and 
has always been а significant part of our evolutionary code. In that respect, 
narcissistic behavior has always been with us. The omnipresence of narcis­
sism is nothing new. Thus, why are sociocultural historians such as Lasch 
and МассоЬу so concerned? It could very well Ье the case that there are not 
more narcissistic people around but that, with respect to their presence, we 
are just more informed, more aware, more educated. And if that's true, are we 
really so much different from previous generations when it comes to being 
obsessed with success, youth, looks, status, wealth, and other underpinnings 
of achievement? 

Perhaps, though we are accusing the present generation of being selfish, 
the only thing they may Ье doing is imitating and learning from their parents. 
It could very well Ье that the present generation-often raised Ьу helicopter 
parents-has been made to believe that they have the right to have every­
thing: to Ье self-absorbed, to Ье self-centered, and to Ье self-entitled. They 
may have been told that they're one of а kind; that they are very special. With 
this kind of feedback, it is no wonder that they are believing the hype Ьу 
taking selfies and Ьу spending much of their time on social media to gather 
followers. In other words, they may not Ье acting better or worse than the 
generations who have соте before them, just somewhat differently. As digital 
natives, they have found other ways to express themselves. An outlet to deal 
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with their inner narcissism is simply more readily availaЫe than it would have 
been for their predecessors. After all, given human progress, they're existing 
in а different world, in а society where different rules apply. So, that said, is 
this new way to deal with their narcissistic disposition something to worry 
about? Doesn't every era have its peculiarities? 

Of course, а more controversial way of trying to understand this rise of 
narcissistic manifestations in present-day society is to see it as а reaction to 
people's concern of having to deal with а world marked Ьу terrorism, global 
warming, nuclear threats, hunger, war, dysfunctional leadership, and pan­
demics. As а response, people may feel compelled to create an image of 
imagined greatness, worried as they are that the world as they know it could 
Ье falling apart. Consequently, as а form of distraction, they are driven to 
focus on material matters, including conspicuous consumption. Living 
for the moment seems а better option. The operative expression becomes 
I/Me/Myself. Hence, keeping such а reaction in mind, it could very well Ье 
that the march of narcissism is nothing more than an ostrich-like response 
to people's hidden insecurities. The consequence of such а mindset, however, 
will Ье that these people labor under а carefully cultivated fog of unreality. 
They engage in deliberate oЬfuscation of the facts on the ground. And in 
this context, the compulsion to construct some kind of superficial identity 
becomes а reflection of their need to stave off the existential dread of а mean­
ingless life. 

People ... feel compelled to create an image of imagined greatness, 
worried as they are that the world as they know it could Ье falling 

apart. 

Taking this observation to heart-this concern about the future of our 
planet or the "world as we know it"-could very well mean that the warn­
ings contained in the Narcissus myth have become more relevant than 
ever before. And thus, as suggested previously, dealing with this concern 
Ьу means of digital reflection may not Ье the answer. То engage in make­
believe will only get us so far. It will not make these concerns go away. Ву 
pursuing only highly superficial activities, there is the danger that one may 
get stuck in the same destructive imaging process that enslaved Narcissus. 
То take the route of Narcissus is not the way to move forward, to build а 
community of thought, or to build а consensus on how to create а better 
future. Behaving like an ostrich with its head in the sand is not the way to 
arrive at а life well lived. The world of artifice, built on Twitter, Instagram, 
TikTok, and Facebook and the tallying of "likes" and comments, is not 



CONCLUDING COMMENTS: BEYOND NARCISSISM 113 

going to provide the emotional satisfaction needed for creating а fulfilling 
and hopeful future. 

А DANGER ZONE 

With more and more people going into narcissistic overdrive, what becomes 
worrisome is that critical thinking has been falling Ьу the wayside. Authenticity 
and realness are being replaced Ьу branding, showmanship, and posturing. 
Тоо often, only the exterior is what seems to count; the interior Ье damned. 
While people are spending unquantifiaЬle energy supporting and maintain­
ing an utterly and completely fake self-in denial of their true self-they are 
really trying to avoid а deep, dark, cold void. They seem to go through incred­
iЬle mental acrobatics to maintain and sustain а false image of themselves, 
but, as has been suggested before, living in а society that advocates these 
qualities will destroy people's capacity for human connectedness. Clearly, 
а culture of narcissism is not а place where true relationships can flourish. 
Instead, in such societies there will Ье а lack of compassion and empathy and 
an absence of tangiЬle connectivity. Furthermore, it will Ье а life lived within 
а pseudo-reality. 

But will it Ье possiЬle to evade the reality principle? Will it Ье possiЬle to 
prevent regressive-like behavior? 1s it possiЬle to create а world that tran­
scends instant gratification, а world where people don't feel entitled? And 
is it possiЬle to modify people's narcissistic behavior, to strive for more 
mature ways of going through life? 

Maturity means being аЫе to accept that we will not get all rewards imme­
diately. lt also suggests the ability to control emotions, respond appropriately 
to situations, and behave like an adult while dealing with others. lt refers to 
the preparedness to delay gratification-a key aspect of growing up. Maturity 
also means having а sufficient amount of self-confidence to face reality, not 
to wish away insecurities Ьу feeding а constant stream of lies to ourselves and 
to others. lt implies realizing that reaching certain milestones in life doesn't 
соте without effort. Feelings of entitlement should not Ье at the top of our 
minds. 

Clearly, feeling entitled, rather than trying, failing, learning, and accom­
plishing things, is not the way forward. In actuality, going through life with 
an entitled outlook can become quite toxic. Feeling entitled to success, regard­
less of whether it has been earned, doesn't соте without costs. When people 
expect everything to turn out their way (regardless of the effort they have 
made), and if their unrealistic expectations don't turn out to Ье what they feel 
they deserve, they're bound to Ье disappointed. And such disappointment 
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can threaten the sense of self of these highly entitled people as they may Ье 
forced to accept that they aren't so special after all-a disappointment that 
can often lead to outbursts of anger and resentment. Clearly, such emotional 
reactions don't make for good relationships. Furthermore, attention-seeking 
behavior will isolate such people from those who are important in their lives, 
again exposing themselves to the risk of feeling frustrated, unhappy, and 
disappointed. 

Life isn't а rose garden. People need to accept that health, aging, and the 
social world will not treat them as well as they would like them to. And con­
fronting these limitations to living is especially threatening to entitled peo­
ple because it might violate а worldview of self-superiority. However, in the 
context of entitlement, what people need to face is that а narcissistic orienta­
tion to life is inherently dysfunctional and will become self-defeating. Most 
likely, it will also have а negative effect on their mental health. Past а certain 
point, when reality sets in-when encountering the first disappointments­
such а narcissistic, entitled orientation toward life may become unsustainaЬle. 
Bringing narcissism and its derivative, entitlement, to а more macro level, 
it is there for all to see how the world economy has been damaged Ьу risky, 
unrealistic overconfidence due to the narcissistic, entitled behavior of certain 
groups of individuals. 

Life isn't а rose garden. People need to accept that health, aging, 
and the social world will not treat them as well as they would like 

them to. 

Hopefully, when excessive narcissistic behavior becomes dysfunctional, it 
will Ье an educational experience. It may teach all of us important lessons 
from life. From these lessons, we will perhaps come to realize the value of 
meaningful connections, the importance of self-respect, the role played Ьу 
resilience, and when to set boundaries. Of course, being аЫе to acquire these 
qualities will require а tremendous amount of self-honesty and self-discipline. 
In the context of narcissism, it will always Ье very difficult to deal with inflated 
egos. In that respect, narcissistic people would do well to appreciate the value 
of humility. After all, without humility, there cannot Ье humanity. In truth, 
given the way life unfurls, the experiences we have are all lessons in humility. 

NARCISSISM AND HUMILITY 

As has been suggested before, narcissism and leadership can Ье considered 
close twins. In this book of essays it has been pointed out that many leaders 
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have strong narcissistic characteristics. Thus, knowing its darker side, humil-
ity becomes of even greater importance in the context of leadership. То Ье 
in а leadership position can Ье dangerous when humility is missing. With 
humility, leaders can Ье truly transforming; or, to quote the Indian poet/ 
philosopher RaЫndranath Tagore, "We соте nearest to the great when we 
are great in humility."1 А lack of it could lead us to the gates of Hell. 

То Ье in а leadership position сап Ье dangerous when humility 
is missing. 

When leaders admire themselves too much in а mirror, when they show 
signs of pride, self-inflation, and conceit, these behavior patterns can Ье seen 
as external signs of an inner emptiness. Actually, а show of pride appears to 
Ье one of the most common covers of great insecurity. Prideful people will 
hide their insecurities behind а false persona of bravado, boasting of their 
inconsequential deeds, pyrrhic victories, and adamant refusals to tackle dif­
:6.cult tasks. In contrast, living with humility, and serving with humility, is one 
of the most important qualities for being an effective leader. 

Clearly, humility can Ье construed as the absence of narcissism, self­
enhancement, or defensiveness. We can look at true humility as а form of 
intelligent self-respect. With humility, people are less likely to think too 
highly of themselves. They tend to Ье modest as they remind themselves how 
much they have fallen short of what they could Ье. Or, to quote the Scottish 
novelist James Matthew Barrie, "Life is а long lesson in humility."2 

Humility empties us of ourselves so that we сап Ье filled with all 

of the things that we would otherwise never realize we had 
missed. 

Self-understanding also plays а role in the context of humility. Indeed, the 
:6.rst product of self-understanding is humility. Humility empties us of our­
selves so that we can Ье :6.lled with all of the things that we would otherwise 
never realize we had missed. In that respect, we can counterfeit love, we can 
counterfeit faith, we can counterfeit hope, but, as we may discover, it is very 
difficult to counterfeit humility. However, without humility, as we have seen 
in this discussion of narcissism, there will Ье no humanity. Ву embracing 
humility, we can Ье liberated from the egotism that drives both perfection­
ism and self-sabotage, opening us to а deeper experience of self-worth. And 
even though it is important to have а solid amount of self-con:6.dence, with­
out humility this can quickly turn into arrogance. So perhaps а way to over­
come overly narcissistic behavior is to become "in touch" with our humanity 
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Ьу really knowing ourselves. Here, self-awareness and self-knowledge­
knowing why we do what we do and who we are-will Ье critical. In fact, 
there is very little need to show off when people know what they're all about; 
that is, when they don't have to present а false self. 

There is very little need to show off when people know what 
they're all about; that is, when they don't have to present а 

false self. 

In а leadership context, one of the greatest feats potential leaders can 
accomplish is realizing that they're not so great, that they are merely human 
with all the frailties and imperfections that go with it. True humility derives 
from an appreciation that our time on Earth is limited but that we can con­
tribute to activities beyond the self. Humility means recognizing that we are 
not on Earth to demonstrate how important we are. What's much more con­
structive is seeing how much of а difference we can make in the lives of oth­
ers, or showing our humanity. 

Being human means that we love, struggle, hope, and sometimes feel lost. 
We ask Ыg questions like, "Why are we here?" and "What's our purpose?"­
questions that will fill us with а sense of humility. But being human also 
has to do with personal development, growth, and fulfilling our true poten­
tial. Also, to Ье human implies having the aЫlity to exercise compassion and 
empathy. And it is this comЫnation of humility and humanity that often has 
he]ped Ното sapiens to change the world for the better. 

А VIRTUOUS CIRCLE 

Our discussion of narcissism began Ьу putting the prototypical Narcissus 
of ancient myths on the analyst's couch and demonstrating what could go 
wrong. It was also pointed out that it could become the highway to perdition. 
However, it was also suggested that it didn't have to Ье this way. People could 
enter а very different highway. Reference has been made to people who have 
developed а healthy level of self-esteem, possessed empathy and compassion, 
and had humility. Here, we discussed people who tried to acquire greater 
self-awareness and self-knowledge. They are the people who realize that they 
have three different people living inside them each day of their life-who 
they were, who they are, and who they would like to become. An important 
aspect of feeling wholesome is the aЫlity to recognize these different aspects 
of the self, to know who we are today. In fact, who we think we are and who 
we actual(y are may Ье very different and depend on how honest we allow us to 
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Ье with ourselves. This is why our choices and actions speak louder than any 
of our thoughts and words ever will. 

Who we think we are and who we actually are тау Ье very 

different and depend оп how honest we allow us to 

Ье with ourselves. 

Having taken this journey into the narcissistic world, I will end with 
the words of the German-American psychoanalyst and philosopher Erich 
Fromm, who once said, "The opposite pole to narcissism is objectivity; it is 
the faculty to see other people and things as th9 are, objectively, and to Ье 
аЫе to separate this oijective picture from а picture which is formed Ьу one's 
desires and fears."3 After taking this journey into the narcissistic realm, we 
can only hope that the lessons contained in the myth of Narcissus will con­
vince many of us to take this route. Of course, the choice is ours. But what we 
should remember is that though we can always try to dress up our narcissistic 
disposition, we don't need to behave like а wolf in sheep's clothing. 

NOTES 

1 Sir RaЬindranath Tagore (1916). Stray Birds. New York: The Macmillan Company, по. 57. 
2 J. М. Barrie (1891). The Little Minister. New York: Lovell, Coryell & Company, Chapter 3. 
3 Erich Fromm (1956). TheArtofLoving. NewYork: Harper& Row. 
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