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Harvard Medical School psychologist and Huffington Post blogger Craig Malkin addresses the
"narcissism epidemic," by illuminating the spectrum of narcissism, identifying ways to control the
trait, and explaining how too little of it may be a bad thing."What is narcissism?" is one of the
fastest rising searches on Google, and articles on the topic routinely go viral. Yet, the word
"narcissist" seems to mean something different every time it's uttered. People hurl the word as
insult at anyone who offends them. It's become so ubiquitous, in fact, that it's lost any clear
meaning. The only certainty these days is that it's bad to be a narcissist—really bad—inspiring
the same kind of roiling queasiness we feel when we hear the words sexist or racist. That's
especially troubling news for millennials, the people born after 1980, who've been branded the
"most narcissistic generation ever."In Rethinking Narcissism readers will learn that there's far
more to narcissism than its reductive invective would imply. The truth is that we all fall on a
spectrum somewhere between utter selflessness on the one side, and arrogance and
grandiosity on the other. A healthy middle exhibits a strong sense of self. On the far end lies
sociopathy. Malkin deconstructs healthy from unhealthy narcissism and offers clear, step-by-
step guidance on how to promote healthy narcissism in our partners, our children, and ourselves.
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and infuriating person I’ve ever known: she was a narcissist.I wasn’t aware of it for the longest
time, not until I was in college and immersed in an introductory psychology text. There, printed in
bright bold letters just below a picture of the Greek youth Narcissus staring at his reflection in a
pool of water, was the word narcissism. When I read the accompanying description, I remember
feeling relieved and horrified all at once. The term perfectly captured the paradox of my
mother.She was the incandescent figure of my childhood, irrepressibly outgoing, infectiously
funny, and wonderfully caring. The world seemed to revolve around her. A striking nearly six-foot-
tall blonde, with a thick English accent from her upbringing in Great Britain, she seemed to make
connections everywhere she went—the grocery store, the coffee shop, the hair salon. She was
devoted to friends, buoying them through illness and hardships, and dedicated to improving her
community, whether the project was cleaning up a playground or organizing a bake sale. And as
wife to my father and mother to me and my brother, she was always there, generous with her
love and counsel.But her glow gradually dimmed as I, and she, grew older. She seemed to
become more self-involved. She bragged about her accomplishments as a young ballet dancer,
sometimes making the point by demonstrating—awkwardly—a split or plié. She name-dropped,
boasting of brushes with celebrities (though I could never tell if the encounters were real or
imagined). She grew obsessed with her looks, frantically charting wrinkles and chasing spots
around her body and starving herself to stay thin. She interrupted people when they spoke, even
when they were in the midst of sharing their pain and anxiety. Once, when I tried to tell her of my
anguish over a romantic breakup, she dreamily muttered, “I never had any trouble finding dates.”
I was stunned by the non sequitur.What had happened to my mother? College gave me the word
narcissism. But I really didn’t understand what it meant. I had so many questions. Had she
always been a narcissist and I hadn’t recognized it? Was she suddenly pushed to it by
circumstance, namely getting older? Could I do anything to get back the loving, unselfish woman



I remembered from my childhood?I devoted myself to finding answers. In the library, I pored over
books and articles from Freud onward. As a psychologist in training, I interned with one of the
foremost experts on narcissism. I took a postdoctoral fellowship focused on helping personality-
disordered clients, hoping to better understand narcissistic personality disorder (NPD), the most
extreme form of narcissism. But even though I learned a great deal during those years, my
understanding still felt incomplete. Then one day, I saw something that changed my thinking
about narcissism—in my mother, in my clients, and in myself—forever.My father had recently
died and my wife, Jennifer, and I had undertaken the painful process of moving my mother from
a large house far away into a small apartment close to us. The cramped space she found herself
in now pushed her over the edge. “Lovely place you’ve found for me,” she grumbled
sarcastically.She stayed in a nearby hotel that first night, rolling up in a taxi the next afternoon to
meet us at the apartment. We resumed unpacking, mostly in silence and mostly without her help.
Before long, my mother disappeared in a taxi again, this time to drop exorbitant sums on
“decorations.”It went on that way for a week—my mother staying nights in a hotel, shopping by
day—until late one evening, she announced, with an exaggerated sigh, “I need to get
comfortable!” She disappeared into the bedroom where we heard her rustling through boxes.
Moments later, she reappeared wearing four-inch stilettos—Manolo Blahniks, she proudly
informed us. “There,” she said, sighing, “I can relax now. At least my shoes are better than this
place.” The shoes, apparently, made her feel special.That’s when it hit me. My mother used
feeling special as a crutch—something to prop herself up when she felt scared or sad or lonely.
Instead of turning to me, my brother, Jennifer—or anyone—to talk about how frightened she was
about living alone, she relied on feeling better than other people. (In her Manolos, she literally
was above most people.) It hadn’t been so necessary to make herself feel special when she was
younger—others did the job with their attention and compliments. But as she aged and her looks
—the source of much of her confidence—faded, she grew to believe that she had very little to
offer and she withdrew from social and civic life. She had to find another way to stand out and
prove to herself that she was special.Thinking of narcissism this way—as a habit people use to
comfort themselves—showed me a much clearer, simpler path to coping with my mother. I could
see what made her narcissism rise and fall. I could see how and why it became destructive. I
could even see how to help her to set it aside and talk honestly about her pain.My search to
understand my mother led me to another epiphany as well: narcissism isn’t all bad. In fact, some
narcissism is good—even vital—for us to lead happy, fulfilled, and productive lives. Feeling
special, I’ve discovered, can make us better lovers and partners, courageous leaders, and
intrepid explorers. It can make us more creative, and it might even help us live longer.Numerous
studies confirmed much of what I’d seen growing up. The traits I so admired in my mother when
she was young—her warmth, optimism, and activism—were fueled in great part by her
narcissism. Her sense that she was special gave her conviction, confidence, and courage. It
allowed her to believe that she had wisdom to effect change in the world, the ability to pull off
just about anything she set her mind to, and the nerve to go ahead and try. Narcissism was her



launching pad. It made her an engaged parent and energetic community leader. And it made her
believe not just in herself but in others as well—and they felt that assurance.When I was seven, I
remember her talking to a despairing shop owner who was very close to shutting his doors. “We
need you,” she said, beaming. “I need you. Where else would I get such perfectly delicious food
and brilliant conversation?” Her lips formed an exaggerated pout. “That’s it!” she said, stamping
her foot. “You cahhhhn’t leave—I won’t have it!” Munching on cookies, I watched the man’s face
go from crestfallen to triumphant. Such was the power of my mother; she felt special and she
made others feel special, too. The man’s store stayed open well into my college years.That
feeling special can be good as well as bad is just one of the startling findings I unearthed while
exploring the mystery of narcissism. In the following pages you’ll discover many other truths that
challenge accepted wisdom. In reaching my conclusions, I’ve drawn from a wealth of research,
much of it conducted during the past few years. I’ve also drawn on my experience as a clinician
working with individuals and couples to provide vivid examples of narcissism at its worst, its
best, and in all its subtleties. (All the examples are composites of people I’ve counseled;
identifying information has been changed to protect people’s privacy.)My goal in writing this
book is to help you not only understand and cope with the people around you—those you live
and work with—but also to better understand yourself. My explorations certainly did that for
me.Like many children of narcissists, while growing up and through my teen years, I didn’t allow
myself to feel special at all. I was terrified of even trying. I shrank from compliments or dismissed
them. No matter what I accomplished, it wasn’t good enough.Later as a young adult struggling to
find my voice, I swung in the opposite direction, dominating conversations with one too many
jokes or tall tales, all in an effort to prove I had something interesting to say. What I eventually
realized is that neither stance—constant self-doubt or continuous bravado—made for a very
fulfilling life; they both left me feeling lonely and misunderstood.Luckily, I’ve been able to change
and find a rewarding balance. And I’ve helped many others do the same. As a therapist, I am a
firm believer that growth is possible, for everyone, whether we harbor too little narcissism or too
much. And happily, the evidence, as you’ll see, supports that conclusion.Years after I started
researching this book, in the midst of a particularly blistering summer, my mother passed away.
My brother and I were at her side. By that time, I had come to see her narcissism in a different,
more nuanced light. Without that new perspective, I’m certain I wouldn’t have been able to say
goodbye to her with love in my heart.My aim in sharing the insights you’re about to discover is to
bring the same clarity and hope to your life that I found in my own.May this book help you
overcome the bad—and embrace the good—about feeling special.THE MYTH OF
NARCISSUSEcho and Narcissus, by John William Waterhouse, 1903.Long ago in Ancient
Greece there lived a boy, Narcissus, the son of the river god Cephissus and the fountain nymph
Liriope. His divine origin had blessed him with equally divine looks. With wavy locks tumbling
over his forehead and a body sculpted by years of climbing trees and scrambling over rocks
hunting for deer and birds, Narcissus quickly amassed an army of admirers.People everywhere
—young and old, men and women—fell for him almost instantly. Soon his reputation reached



beyond the human world. Anytime he wandered through the thick forests or along the rippling
rivers near his home, Narcissus inevitably drew a crowd of tree or water nymphs eager to catch
a glimpse of him.Narcissus became accustomed to this admiration, but never offered a
welcoming response. As legendary as his beauty might have been, he soon became equally
well known for his indifference. One by one, potential lovers approached him and, one by one,
he turned them away. He seemed to think himself above kindness or love, above the ordinary
world of humans, above everyone, really—even the gods.One day the mountain nymph Echo
joined the ranks of his unrequited lovers. As the sun broke through the trees of the forest she
caught a glimpse of Narcissus strolling through the woods on his daily hunt. Her heart burned.
Unable to look away, she began to follow him, discreetly at first, peering quietly through the
branches and leaves. Then, overcome by passion, she grew bolder, trampling noisily in his path.
Soon, he sensed he was being followed.“Who’s there?” he called.Echo tried to answer, but she
had no voice of her own—the result of an ancient curse by the goddess Hera (Echo had
distracted her with incessant chatter one too many times). She tried to call out, but could only
repeat his words.“Who’s there?” she replied sadly.“Come out now!” he demanded.“Out now,” she
answered, tearfully.Growing angry, perhaps feeling mocked, Narcissus shouted. “Show
yourself!”“Yourself!” cried Echo, leaping out from behind the trees. She reached out, throwing her
arms around his neck.But Narcissus’s heart remained cold. “Get away!” he barked. Then, as he
fled, he yelled cruelly over his shoulder, “I’ll die before I love you!”“Love you!” Echo called,
sobbing. Humiliated and heartbroken, she disappeared into the thickest part of the woods. She
refused to move, refused even to drink or eat, and her body slowly withered away, until only her
voice remained.Meanwhile, the gods grew tired of the wreckage Narcissus had been leaving in
his wake. One man, Ameinias, had become so distraught when Narcissus spurned his advances
that he drew a sword and ran himself through. But before he did, he whispered a prayer to the
goddess of vengeance, Nemesis. She quickly answered with a curse befitting the cruelty she’d
witnessed. Narcissus himself was to know the pain of unrequited love.One afternoon soon after,
while strolling through his beloved woods, he came upon a cool, clear spring, so eerily still that it
looked like a mirror. Thirsty from the walk, he bent down to drink, and when he did, he caught a
glimpse of a beautiful face. He was so clouded by Nemesis’s curse he didn’t realize he was
staring at himself. His heart hammered in his chest. He’d never known a feeling like this before,
the depth of longing, the sheer joy of being in a person’s presence. Maybe this is love, he
thought.“Come join me!” he cried.Silence.“Why won’t you answer me!” he bellowed, gazing at
his reflection. “Don’t you want me, too?”He bent down to kiss the water and the face, briefly,
seemed to fade from view.“Come back!” He tried to approach the man again, to touch him, to
feel his embrace. But each time he did, the face seemed to retreat, disappearing into the still
waters of the spring.Hours went by, then days, until at last, Narcissus stood up and dusted
himself off. He finally knew what to do.“I’ll come to you!” he called out into the water. “That way
we can be together!”With that, he dove into the pool, plunging down into the darkness, deeper
and deeper, until he disappeared from sight, never to surface again.Moments later, at the edge



of the pool, a fantastic flower sprang up, a nimbus of white petals ringing a bright yellow trumpet.
It leaned over the pool, forever gazing into the waters beneath it.PART IWHAT IS NARCISSISM?
1RETHINKING NARCISSISMOLD ASSUMPTIONS, NEW IDEASThe silent killer of all great
men and women of achievement—particularly men, I don’t know why, maybe it’s the testosterone
—I think it’s narcissism. Even more than hubris. And for women, too. Narcissism is the killer.—
BEN AFFLECKNarcissism. The word has soared to such dizzying heights of fame that
Narcissus himself would flush with pride. Scan a newspaper or magazine, watch the nightly
news or daily talk shows, eavesdrop on commuters on their cellphones, gossip with your next-
door neighbor, and the word pops up again and again. Everyone’s using it: average citizens,
actors, social critics, therapists, a US Supreme Court justice, even the pope. Add in that we’re
allegedly in the midst of a “narcissism epidemic,” and it’s easy to see why the term has become
ubiquitous. Nothing gets people talking like a disease on the rise, especially if, as Ben Affleck
seems to worry, the condition is terminal.But what does narcissism mean exactly? For a word
that gets hurled about with such frequency and fear, its definition seems alarmingly vague.
Colloquially, it’s become little more than a popular insult, referring to an excessive sense of self—
self-admiration, self-centeredness, selfishness, and self-importance. The press is apt to slap the
description on any celebrity or politician whose publicity stunts or selfie habits have spiraled out
of control.But is that all narcissism is? Vanity? Attention-seeking? In psychological circles the
meaning is no less confusing. Narcissism can either be an obnoxious yet common personality
trait or a rare and dangerous mental health disorder. Take your pick. But do it soon, because
there’s a strong sentiment among mental health researchers that it shouldn’t be considered an
illness at all.As slippery and amorphous as all these views seem to be, they all share a single
assumption: narcissism is wholly destructive.Too bad it’s wrong.Narcissism can be harmful, true,
and the Web is rife with articles and blogs from people who’ve suffered at the hands of
extremely narcissistic lovers, spouses, parents, siblings, friends, and colleagues. Their stories
are as heartbreaking as they are frightening. But that’s just a small part of narcissism, not the
whole picture. And until all the pieces are in place, we have little hope of understanding how and
why narcissism becomes destructive, let alone protecting ourselves when it does.Today, in
contrast, a surprising new view has begun to emerge, one that points to all the ways narcissism
seems to help us, too. It even offers some hope for change when our loved ones, just like
Narcissus, are in danger of disappearing into themselves forever.Narcissism is more than a
stubborn character flaw or a severe mental illness or a rapidly spreading cultural disease,
transmitted by social media. It makes no more sense to assume it’s a problem than it would if we
were speaking of heart rate, body temperature, or blood pressure. Because what it is, in fact, is a
normal, pervasive human tendency: the drive to feel special.Indeed, for the past twenty-five
years, psychologists have compiled massive amounts of evidence that most people seem
convinced they’re better than almost everyone else on the planet. This wealth of research can
only lead us to one inevitable conclusion: the desire to feel special isn’t a state of mind reserved
for arrogant jerks or sociopaths.Consider, for example, the findings from a research tool called



the “How I See Myself Scale,” a widely used questionnaire devised to measure “self-
enhancement” (an unrealistically positive self-image). People who fill out the scale are asked to
rank themselves on various traits, including warmth, humor, insecurity, and aggressiveness (“Do
you think you’re average or in the top 25 percent, 15 percent, or 10 percent?”). In study after
study in country after country, the vast majority of participants report having more admirable
qualities and fewer repugnant ones than most of their peers. After reviewing decades of findings,
University of Washington psychologist Jonathan Brown has concluded, “Instead of viewing
themselves as average and common, most people think of themselves as exceptional
[emphasis added] and unique.” This pervasive phenomenon has been dubbed “the better than
average effect.”Lest you fear that these results are evidence of a global social plague, the truth is
a slightly outsized ego has its benefits. In fact, numerous studies have found that people who
see themselves as better than average are happier, more sociable, and often more physically
healthy than their humbler peers. The swagger in their step is associated with a host of positive
qualities, including creativity, leadership, and high self-esteem, which can propel success at
work. Their rosy self-image imbues them with confidence and helps them endure hardship, even
after devastating failure or horrific loss.Bosnian War survivors provide a dramatic example.
Psychologists and social workers who evaluated a group of survivors for depression,
interpersonal difficulties, and other “psychological problems” found that those who considered
themselves better than average were in better shape than those who had a more realistic view of
themselves. A similar pattern emerged among survivors of 9/11. Feeling special seems to help
survivors of tragedy face the future with less fear and greater hope.The converse appears to be
true as well: people who don’t feel special often suffer higher rates of depression and anxiety;
they’re also less likely to admire their partners. It’s not that their view of the world is wrong; very
often it’s more accurate compared to people who think highly of themselves. But they sacrifice
their happiness for that realism; they see themselves, their partners, and the world itself, in
slightly dimmer light. Researchers call this the “sadder but wiser effect.”It’s ironic in a way, the
reverse of what we’ve been taught about narcissism. It’s not bad, but good to feel a little better
than our fellow human beings, to feel special. In fact, we may need to. Where the trouble lies—
whether narcissism hurts or helps, is healthy or unhealthy—depends entirely on the degree to
which we feel special.Narcissism, it turns out, exists on a spectrum. In moderation, it can, by
inspiring our imagination and sparking a passion for life, open up our experience and expand our
sense of our own potential. It can even deepen our love for family, friends, and partners. By far,
the most powerful predictor of success in romantic relationships is our tendency to view our
partners as better than they actually are. I call this “feeling special by association.”Psychologists
Benjamin Le of Haverford College and Natalie Dove of Eastern Michigan University recently
reviewed more than 100 studies involving nearly 40,000 people in romantic relationships and
found that whether a couple stayed together beyond a few weeks or months depended most
strongly not on partners having winning personalities, robust self-esteem, or feelings of
closeness, but on one or both people holding positive illusions—that is, they viewed their



partners as smarter, more talented, and more beautiful than they were by objective standards.
Believing that we’re holding hands with the most amazing person in the room makes us feel
special, too.But while moderate narcissism can enhance love, too much can diminish or even
destroy it. When people grow dependent on feeling special, they become grandiose and
arrogant. They stop thinking that their partners are the best or most important people in the room
because they need to claim that distinction for themselves. And they lose the capacity to see the
world from any point of view other than their own. These are the true narcissists, and at their
worst, they also display two other traits of a so-called “dark triad”: a complete lack of remorse
and a penchant for manipulation.Surprisingly, too little narcissism can be harmful as well.
Remember Echo? She’s the part of the myth we usually forget. She has no voice of her own.
She’s self-abnegating, nearly invisible. The less people feel special, the more self-effacing they
become until, at last, they have so little sense of self they feel worthless and impotent. I call
these people echoists.Danger, then, lurks toward the ends of the narcissism spectrum. Only in
the middle, where the need to stand out from 7 billion other humans doesn’t blind us to the
needs and feelings of others, lies health and happiness.Another notion that we’ve mistakenly
become wedded to is that our degree of narcissism is fixed throughout our lifetime. The fact is
even healthy narcissism typically waxes and wanes, subsides and erupts, depending on our life
circumstances and our age. When we’re sick, for example, we normally move up the spectrum;
we’ll feel more deserving of others’ time and care, even more entitled to it, than our healthier
peers and family members. Similarly at work, when we feel the need to be recognized, admired,
and appreciated—say when we’re gunning for promotion—our narcissism spikes. In such
instances, our hopes for the future ride on standing out from the herd. There are also specific life
stages during which we need to see ourselves as special, such as pregnancy and adolescence;
and others that move us toward Echo’s end of the continuum, such as caring for a newborn or
deferring our dreams to help support a partner’s career. Both of these circumstances demand
that we scale back our need to be in the spotlight.But these peaks and valleys generally don’t
last forever. The crisis or transition passes and the drive to feel special returns to a healthy level.
If we’ve moved closer to Echo’s end of the spectrum, we find our voice again. And even if we’ve
won the work promotion and quietly think we’re better than our colleagues, the need to prove
that to ourselves—and the world—isn’t nearly as pressing. If it is, we’re no longer in healthy
territory.Another common—and wrong—assumption is that damaging narcissists are always
easy to spot. Yes, the loud, vain, self-aggrandizing ones who daily pop on our TV screens and
stream through social media certainly are. They stick out like sore thumbs—which is probably a
good thing; the truth is you’ll find more narcissists in your life than echoists, and they’ll be more
of a concern (narcissists inflict damage on others, while echoists primarily hurt themselves). But
not all narcissists advertise themselves so brazenly—some aren’t even especially flashy or
outgoing. And that makes recognizing them a lot harder.There are also lower-profile subtle
narcissists who are more difficult to detect, more common, and more likely to wreak havoc in our
lives. They’re the people we see every day: they’re our lovers, spouses, friends, and bosses.



Their unhealthy narcissism is often masked by their manner; they’re often quiet, charming,
capable of warmth, and even occasional empathy. Their signs are harder to spot—but they’re
still there. And if you’re familiar with them, you can tease out the signals, including a tendency to
flee emotions. In Chapter 7 we’ll take a closer look at the signs that may be red flags, to help you
evaluate your relationship with a subtle narcissist.The idea that the person you sleep with or
work beside might be a narcissist is shocking and depressing. Even more depressing is recalling
the accepted wisdom that narcissism is a fixed personality trait or character flaw that never
improves. But here, too, thinking has begun to shift. Many extreme narcissists do seem to be
stuck (thankfully they’re rare, only an estimated 1 percent to 3 percent of the US population). But
some, milder narcissists may be able to change. Stripped down to its basic action, narcissism is
a learned response, that is, a habit and, like any habit, it gets stronger or weaker depending on
circumstances.Narcissists bury normal emotions like fear, sadness, loneliness, and shame
because they’re afraid they’ll be rejected for having them; the greater their fear, the more they
shield themselves with the belief that they’re special. Unhealthy narcissism isn’t an easy habit to
break, but people can become healthier by learning to accept and share the emotions they
usually hide. And their loved ones can help them shift to the healthy center of the spectrum by
opening up in the exact same way.Just like most things in life, healthy narcissism boils down to
striking the right balance. At the heart of narcissism lies an ancient conundrum: how much
should we love ourselves and how much should we love others? The Judaic sage and scholar
Hillel the Elder summarized the dilemma this way: “If I am not for myself, who am I? And if I am
only for myself, then what am I?” To remain healthy and happy, we all need a certain amount of
investment in ourselves. We need a voice, a presence of our own, to make an impact on the
world and people around us or else, like Echo, we eventually become nothing at all.We all sail
between the Scylla of enervating self-denial and Charybdis of soul-killing self-importance. That’s
what narcissism is really all about—and you’ll learn how to safely navigate the passage as we go
along. But first, we have to untangle a mystery. If feeling special can be good for us, how on
earth did we end up so obsessed with the idea that it’s bad? Why are we so focused on the
dangers of narcissism?2CONFUSION AND CONTROVERSYHOW NARCISSISM BECAME A
DIRTY WORD AND WE FOUND AN EPIDEMICMany years ago, a close friend of mine, Tara,
called me about an incident with her father and her two-year-old daughter, Nina. They’d been out
for a stroll in the park when Nina suddenly became unglued, screaming and wailing to go home.
Tara did what she could, but Nina remained inconsolable. After about half an hour, Tara
announced, “We have to go, I’m sorry.” Her father shot her a stern look, warning: “If you leave
every time she pitches a fit, she’ll think the world revolves around her!” Tara, fuming, fired back.
“Yes. Yes, she will. And I think that’s a good thing! Don’t you?”On the surface, this father-
daughter quarrel was a generational battle over how to raise a child. But at a deeper level, their
argument reflects two radically different views of human nature. Tara’s dad seems to believe
people are easily corruptible, requiring constant reining in to avoid becoming hopelessly self-
centered, while Tara thinks we’re all made of sturdier stuff and actually benefit from a little self-



absorption now and then. The first position inevitably adopts a rather dim view of humanity, the
latter a more optimistic one.Without realizing it, Tara and her father had squared off in one of the
oldest debates in history, one that’s central to the confusion surrounding narcissism today.THE
BIRTH OF NARCISSISMLong before the word narcissism had been coined, philosophers fought
just as fiercely as Tara and her father over the place of the self in our moral priorities.In 350 BC,
Aristotle posed a question—“Who should the good man love more? Himself, or others?”—and
answered it: “The good man is particularly selfish.” In India two centuries earlier, the Buddha had
spread the opposite view: The self is an illusion, a trick our minds play on us to make us think we
matter. Buddhism suggested that this illusory self should never be our primary focus. Four
centuries after Aristotle, Christian teachings added a negative fillip: making too much of oneself
constitutes the sin of pride (and a quick path to hell). Excesses of the self underlie other sins—
sloth, greed, gluttony, and envy—as well.Down through the centuries, the debate raged,
engaging philosophers from Thomas Hobbes (self-love is part of brutish human nature) to Adam
Smith (self-interest benefits society, aka “greed is good”). It wasn’t until the end of the 19th
century, however, that the debate entered into the circles of medicine and psychology and the
word narcissism first appeared. In 1898 pioneering British sexologist Havelock Ellis described
patients who’d literally fallen in love with themselves, sprinkling their bodies with kisses from
their own lips and masturbating to excess, as suffering from a “Narcissus-like” ailment. One year
later, a German doctor, Paul Näcke, writing about similar “sexual perversions,” coined the
catchier term narcissism. But it was the founding father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, who
in 1914 made the word famous in a groundbreaking paper: On Narcissism: An Introduction. He
liberated the term from its sexual connotations (unusual for him), describing narcissism, instead,
as a necessary developmental stage of childhood.As infants, Freud wrote, we’re convinced the
world originates in us, at least all the exciting parts of it. We literally fall in love with ourselves,
giddy with all the fascinating and sexy things we seem capable of. He called this stage “primary
narcissism,” and felt it wasn’t just healthy, but also crucial to our capacity to form meaningful,
close relationships. Our passion for ourselves as infants gives us the energy to reach out to
others. We have to overestimate our own importance in the universe before we can see anyone
else as important.But Freud didn’t know quite what to make of narcissism beyond infancy. Was it
good or bad for adults? On the one hand, he felt that narcissism and love were closely linked;
lovers often raise each other on a pedestal above the rest of humanity. He also pointed to
charismatic leaders and innovators as proof that individuals who feel special can bring
tremendous good to the world. But he was quick to condemn adult narcissism as well. If we don’t
let go of the childhood fascination with ourselves, he cautioned, it can lead to vanity (in his view
found chiefly in women) and to serious mental illness, severing us from reality and turning us into
delusional megalomaniacs. Freud’s dual views on adult narcissism generated enormous
confusion and set the stage for a crackling duel nearly fifty years later between two giants in
mental health: Heinz Kohut and Otto Kernberg.Both men were born in Vienna to Jewish families
and both trained as psychoanalysts. But they came of age under vastly different circumstances.



Kohut, born in 1913, knew a Vienna full of hope and prosperity, brimming with rich artistic
tradition and teeming with intellectual fervor. The advent of Hitler and the Third Reich changed
all that. Soon after the annexation of Austria in 1938, Kohut fled his beloved city for England and
then America, where he settled in 1940. Born in 1928, fifteen years after Kohut, Kernberg grew
up in a grim and ominous Vienna in the shadow of encroaching Nazism. When he was 10 years
old, he and his family fled to Chile, where Kernberg spent the next twenty years, far away from
the home he’d once known; he moved to the United States in 1959. The two men’s contrasting
experiences seem to have colored their views of human nature. Darkness pervades Kernberg’s
view, while hope suffuses Kohut’s.THE RISE OF HEALTHY NARCISSISMAs a young
psychoanalyst, Heinz Kohut, like Freud, quickly earned a reputation for brilliance as a clinician,
researcher, and teacher/lecturer. (He was renowned for his ability to commit entire therapy
session transcripts to memory and to deliver compelling talks without a single note to prompt
him.) Throughout most of his career, he remained one of Freud’s staunchest defenders. But in
the 1970s, he split from the orthodox Freudian community to found an entirely new school of
thought, Self Psychology, devoted to understanding how people develop a healthy (or
unhealthy) self-image.Kohut believed that Freud had stumbled by placing sex and aggression at
the center of human experience. It’s not our baser instincts that drive us, Kohut argued; rather,
it’s our need to develop a solid sense of self. And for that, he said, we don’t just need other
people; we need narcissism. Freud had all but elevated self-reliance to the level of virtue. We
should be fully autonomous as adults, declared the master, demanding neither approval nor
admiration. But where Freud saw narcissism as a mark of immaturity, an infantile dependency to
be outgrown, Kohut saw it as vital to well-being throughout life. Even as adults, we need to
depend on others from time to time—to look up to them, to enjoy their admiration, to turn to them
for comfort and satisfaction.Young children only feel like they matter—only feel like they exist—
when their parents make them feel special. Parents who pay attention to their children’s inner
lives—their hopes and dreams, their sadness and fears, and most of all their need for admiration
—provide the “mirroring” necessary for the child to develop a healthy sense of self. But young
children also need to idolize their parents. Seeing their mother and father as perfect helps them
weather the storms every fledgling self goes through as we face life’s inevitable
disappointments. I’m awesome anyway, you can tell yourself when bullied at school or flunking
math, because my parents think so. And my parents are perfect, so they should know.Kohut
believed that children gradually learn that nothing—and no one—can be perfect and so their
need for self-perfection eventually gives way to a more level-headed self-image. As they witness
the ways healthy adults handle their own flaws and limitations, they begin coping more
pragmatically, without the constant need for fantasies of greatness or perfection. At the end of
their journey, they acquire healthy narcissism: genuine pride, self-worth, the capacity to dream,
empathize, admire and be admired. This, Kohut said, is how any of us develops a sturdy sense
of self.But when children face abuse, neglect, and other traumas that leave them feeling small,
insignificant, and unimportant, they spend all their time looking for admiration or finding people



to look up to. In short, Kohut concluded, they become narcissists—vulnerable, fragile, and empty
on the inside; arrogant, pompous, and hostile on the outside, to compensate for just how
worthless they feel. People, in their eyes, become jesters or servants in their court, useful only
for the ability to confirm the narcissist’s importance.The rest of us, if our parents do their job
right, never lose our moments of grandiosity. Nor should we. In Kohut’s eyes, it was madness to
think of lofty dreams as inherently bad. If anything, they provide a depth and vitality to our
experience, fueling our ambitions and inspiring creativity. Composers and artists throughout
history, he noted, often have moments of self-importance. To produce anything great—to even
sit down and try—often requires feeling that we’re capable of greatness, hardly the humblest
state of mind. Kohut refused to see some of civilization’s greatest creations simply as the result
of illness. Instead of stamping out narcissism, he argued, we should learn to enjoy it as adults.
Narcissism only becomes dangerous, taking us over and tipping into megalomania, when we
cling to feeling special like a talisman instead of playing with it from time to time. It all depends
on how completely we allow grandiosity and perfectionism to take us over.There’s an appealing
romanticism to Kohut’s vision of narcissism. It allows us to disappear into ourselves, like
Narcissus diving into the pool, but instead of drowning and becoming lost forever, we discover
another world, richly populated with shimmering versions of everyone we love. Once there, we,
too, take on a kind of otherworldly glow. For a time, we’re different, special, set apart from the
rest of humanity. If we’re healthy enough, we can reemerge and rejoin the ordinary world,
bringing our bounty, such as empathy and inspiration, with us. Where Freud’s narcissist is
childish—a Peter Pan figure stubbornly refusing to become an adult—Kohut’s is, at his best, an
adventurer, slipping in and out of intoxicating dreams of greatness.By the 1970s Kohut’s self-
psychology movement had become something of a juggernaut and his views on narcissism had
become widely accepted. In fact, when the third edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
(DSM)—the guide to classifying mental disorders published by the American Psychiatric
Association—hit the shelves in 1980, it carried a brand-new description of unhealthy narcissism
very similar to the one Kohut had proposed. By then many mental health experts believed feeling
special could lead to many good things—and the dangers, while very real, had been overstated.
But the tide was about to change.THE RISE OF THE DARK NARCISSISTOtto Kernberg agreed
with Kohut that healthy narcissism provides us with self-esteem, pride, ambition, creativity, and
resilience. But he diverged sharply with Kohut’s theory when it came to unhealthy narcissism.
Whereas Kohut viewed even grandiose narcissism in a somewhat benevolent light, Kernberg
saw it as inherently dangerous and harmful.Likely due to his exposure at an impressionable age
to Nazism and Hitler (one of the most dangerous megalomaniacs who ever lived), Kernberg
believed in the presence of evil in the world. His experience during psychoanalytic training
reinforced his dark views of human nature—Kernberg cut his teeth professionally working in
hospitals and clinics with severely mentally ill patients prone to aggression and psychosis, while
Kohut arrived at his theories treating privileged patients in his luxurious private offices. In
Kernberg’s view, narcissists, at their most destructive, are masses of seething resentment—



Frankenstein’s monsters, crudely patched together from misshapen pieces of personality. They’d
been failed so horrifically as children, through neglect or abuse, that their primary goal is to
avoid ever feeling dependent again. By adopting the delusion that they’re perfect, self-contained
human beings (and that others are beneath them), they never have to fear feeling unsafe and
unimportant again.Far more loyal to Freud’s legacy than Kohut, Kernberg refused to abandon
the idea that sex and aggression fueled much of our behavior. Like Freud, he saw human beings
as roiling cauldrons of hostility and lust, driven by their darkest and often cruelest passions. The
most dangerous narcissists, in Kernberg’s view, may even be born with too much aggression
wired into them; they’re frightening mutations, given to a far stronger impulse to envy, attack, and
destroy their fellow human beings when they feel hurt. Made to feel worthless as children and
fueled by their overabundance of hate, they ravage the rest of humanity out of revenge, using
people to satisfy their own needs and casting them aside when they’re done. Kernberg called
the most frightening of these specimens “malignant narcissists.”The only sensible response to
this threat, according to Kernberg, is to dismantle the warped self-image and reconstruct it in
more benevolent form. He believed that narcissists were capable of reform and that confronting
them with the truth of the danger they pose is the first step in changing their behavior. We
certainly can’t stop the threat of destructive narcissism by feeding their need to feel special.
That’s a bit like letting the monster loose to terrorize the villagers. This was anathema to Kohut,
who advocated approaching narcissists with empathy. They need our understanding, he said, if
they have any hope of getting better. Kernberg, still allied with Freud’s bleak vision of humanity,
could only see Kohut’s stance as dangerously naïve.
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Flawedplan, “The beast in me. I grew up in chaos with serial fathers, family members in prisons,
asylums, a murderous sibling and dangerous mom who nearly killed all her kids at least once.
Survived every kind of abuse, including the broken bones kind, so needless to say as an adult
I've been labeled Cluster B mixed PD for decades by a variety of shrinks. I've had over 20 years
of intensive therapy and live if not in "recovery", have always been hellbent on personal growth. I
got this book a while ago and am reading it slowly because I don't want it to end. It's rough out
there for a not otherwise specified narcissist, there are plenty of resources that speak to us but I
can't accommodate the demonization. This book, along with the author's youtube and social
media pages are constructive, non-dehumanizing tools I expect to revisit time and again for as
long as I need them.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Finding out if your marriage can be saved when it involves a narcissist. I
absolutely loved this book. I got the audio version and had a great listening experience. While
many videos have encouraged running from a relationship involving a narcissist, I was holding
out for just a small ray of hope before doing that. There is much more to NPD than just the bad
stuff everyone is talking about. There is a spectrum of traits from low to high. While some traits
have a greater degree of being corrected some are much more difficult. Any correction that is
done MUST be done because the narcissist is willing to work at seeing change in him/herself.
Those who love the narcissist must be willing to demonstrate tough love and not continue to
enable the situation. The book contained many examples of narcissism traits, assessment tests
that share what to look for and help with making a knowledgeable decision about staying in the
relationship or leaving. If leaving becomes necessary for myself, I will definitely walk away,
safely and calmly knowing I've done my due diligence towards saving my marriage. I have
"Rethinking Narcissism" to thank for this in addition to my own resourcefulness to research this
little understood personality disorder.”

JO, “Definately worth a read. Fresh perspective.. Definately worth a read if it is a topic you are
interested in .... or surviving. Fresh perspectives For example presenting the spectrum of
narcissism and echoism and self checking your own range of narcissism . Supporting children
develop healthy behaviour.Framing the benefits of healthy narcissism seems unique to this
author Too. In general a fresh, helpful way of framing aspects of narc behaviour . Very helpful
and easy to read and well presented. This author . His book and videos are really great in
conjunction with reading other sources as it perhaps focuses on the lighter side of narc
behaviours. While Undoubtedly very valuable . if you are encountering the more suffocating
impact of narcissism this book in conjunction with Accessing Dr carter and Dr Ramani are good
sources to explore for some grounding and practical advice about managing and dealing with
the destructive forces of narcissism. And For gaining an overview of what you have been



encountering.Absolutely recommend this book . But other sources may be very valuable And I
would say necessary to further illuminate the darker range of patterns of Challenging And
abusive behaviour within narcissism.Over all . Definately recommend. Unique perspective. Very
thought provoking.”

Charlotte's Web, “I lived with Hyacinth Bucket..... This is a great book that helped me recognise
my own sometimes echoistic tendencies and those of my husband, and contrast them to what a
“healthy” level of narcissism looks like.Like Dr Makin explains in his first chapter, I too had a
mother who became more narcissistic in her later years -even to the point of perhaps having
Narcissistic personality disorder. She was entitled and expected everyone to serve her; she
lacked empathy and always wanted the attention turned on her and her woes; and she had the
need to exploit people and use her health condition for her own needs to feel superior and
above others. She always felt like she deserved more and she was incredibly manipulative.
That’s not saying she couldn’t be kind and empathetic sometimes because she could and that
was very confusing for me and other family members whom she often played off against each
other.This book isn’t sensational or provocative but I did find it practical and helpful. It doesn’t
offer solutions so much about how to “deal” with a malignant narcissist - of course the advice is
to always stay safe. If you feel you are threatened with physical violence first and foremost you
have to get to safety. Because like Dr Malkin points out in the book - it’s INCREDIBLY difficult to
do that. They are highly defensive, manipulative people who are potentially dangerous to
confront.There is helpful and practical advice for conversation and ways to help someone with
Narcissistic tendencies however. That’s a very different matter.Also many people who live or
have lived with Narcissistic people maybe able to recognise their own echoistic personality traits
and help find ways to build their own sense of self worth and self esteem. Healthy narcissism
isn’t about bravado or ego as much as self worth and self love and the ability to celebrate your
own victories and life achievements and let others celebrate you too.* I titled my review “I lived
with Hyacinth Bucket” because in many ways that’s exactly what my mother was like (sadly she
passed away a couple of years ago now). Her sense of entitlement was and superiority were
very similar to the character that is portrayed. And sometimes it was farcical. A lot of times very
painful - I couldn’t get empathy from her when I needed it. Like Hyacinth doesn’t “see” Elizabeth
or her needs, my mother didn’t see me or recognise my needs or acknowledge my
achievements.With this book - along with others - I have come to a sense of peace with how she
was though and that’s why I loved this book so much. I’m very grateful to Dr Malkin and I hope he
write more on the subject.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Very good for a broad explanation npd. A very good book that explains
narcissism in simple terms.Dr Craig does not demonise narcs but highlights the warning signs
that say you need to leave a relationship.Look on youtube for his talks, he is not as "famous" as
others who discuss npd but he is credible.This isn't a long book but it contains enough to help



you understand and walk away from a narc.”

Nadine, “Beautifully Written. This was a really warm hug of a book. Not something I had
anticipated when reading about narcissism. I found it read like a novel, yet had the research
evidence of academia. I loved that it gave examples of the clients who had the courage to
address their narcissism, and that he provided the resources on both working with people and
with yourself. I will definately be reading it again and using it as a regular resource in life and
work.”

The book by Dr. Craig Malkin has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 643 people have provided feedback.
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