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CHRONICLES OF NARCISSISM 
Notes about a Logic Named Humankind 

Urbino (Italy), December 15th 16th 17th, 2014 
 
 

NARCISSISM: THE FREUDIAN CORRECTION 

by Maria Gabriella Pediconi1 

1. The Errors about Narcissism: Classification and Trivialization 

On Narcissism was published 100 years ago. And the literature about Narcissism became 
enormous. But what was and what is its direction? Not the Freudian ones. 
To prove this sentence we can compare two important presentations regarding the concept of 
Narcissism from Treccani’s Encyclopedia and Laplance.  
In the first one we find the definition of Narcissism as (1) a step of human development and 
(2) the ground for self-esteem.2 The two misunderstandings in which the deviation of concept 
of Narcissism from the Freudian introduction was constructed. 
Also Laplance describes the destiny of the concept of Narcissism in the psychoanalytic 
movement: it is an estrangement from the Master. The post-Freudian scholar contended the 

                                            
1 Maria Gabriella Pediconi is Assistant Professor of Dynamic Psychology, University of Urbino, Italy, and 

Psychoanalyst, Member of the Società Amici del Pensiero "Sigmund Freud", Milan, Italy. 

This paper refers the intervention delivered during the Seminar entitled Chronicles of Narcissus, Urbino (Italy), 

December 15th, 16th, 17th, 2014.  

2 The Encyclopedia Britannica defines narcissism as «pathological self-absorption, first identified as a mental 

disorder by Havelock Ellis in 1898. Narcissism is characterized by an inflated self-image and addiction to fantasy, 

by an unusual coolness and composure shaken only when the narcissistic confidence is threatened, and by the 

tendency to take others for granted or to exploit them. The disorder is named for the mythological Narcissus, 

who fell in love with his own reflection. According to Sigmund Freud, narcissism is a normal stage in children’s 

development, but it is considered a disorder when it occurs after puberty.» (see Narcissism on Encyclopedia 

Britannica written by Frederick Rhodewalt) This definition is comparable to the Italian ones. It contains a very 

frequent error about Freud. The aim of my intervention will be to individuate the error in detail and suggest its 

correction  

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/375345/mental-disorder
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/375345/mental-disorder
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/185133/Havelock-Ellis
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/403458/Narcissus
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/219848/Sigmund-Freud
http://www.britannica.com/bps/user-profile/9549369/frederick-rhodewalt
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separation between a good and primitive Narcissism at the beginning of human life and a 
secondary and negative Narcissism that takes place within psychopathology. The same fusional 
psychic life ignoring external reality is tolerated at the beginning of life and condemned in 
adulthood. 
Now I refer you to a synthesis about the two main errors concerning the concept of narcissism 
in the conventional wisdom with common psychological beliefs. 
The Error of Classification.  
A few sentences from the paper by Keith Campbell entitled Are we more narcissistic than even 
before?3 Quote. «Selfies, social media and video challenges - society is becoming inundated with 
the me, myself and I. (…) When we wrote The Narcissism Epidemic a few years ago we didn’t 
predict the extent of these changes. Narcissism has become such a part of culture that a new 
study found people could report their own narcissism simply by answering a question: Are you 
narcissist? Yes I am! (…) But narcissism is more complicated - and confusing - than a single 
question can capture.» Finally Campbell suggests a common classification of three kinds of 
narcissism: the low level of each one is not so serious, but the high levels could become very 
very serious.  
In this direction who is without a narcissistic mark? Nobody. We are all in the same bad boat. 
But it is not true!  
The Error of Trivialization. 
The second kind of errors is the trivialization of narcissism. I quote in this sense the 
intervention of Marc Vernon at a BBC program some months ago which introduced an 
inconsistent idea entitling it In defense of narcissism. Narcissism is reviled as a pathological state, 
but Mark Vernon argues that it may be necessary for our emotional survival. Quote. 
«Narcissism is a necessary form of love because human beings are born too early. A current 
theory in evolutionary biology suggests that we have to be born long before we are able to look 
after ourselves so that our oversized heads can navigate the birth canal. Dogs and cats, dolphins 
and apes, do not face such difficulties and so become independent relatively speedily. (…) And 
yet, the word narcissism carries ugly, disparaging connotations. My thesaurus lists vanity, 
conceit, self-importance and self-absorption. (…) Things go wrong psychologically for the 
young child when it does not feel at the centre of attention. Without that comfort and 
protection, it comes to dwell in a state of perpetual fear and learns that life is a threat.»  
Mark Vernon suggests at the end to treat babies like individuals who don’t have any 
competence about their ongoing experience. At the beginning they have to obtain complete 
attention, later everybody will expect only obedience from the children. A serious conflicting 
manner of the adults which represent in a lot of cases the real trauma of individual’s psycho-
pathology. 
 
The Freudian Correction 
We recommend the new reading of the Freudian text On Narcissism to correct the wrong 
direction presented before. 
We say, along with Freud, some clear conclusive words about the concept of Narcissism. 

                                            
3 See The Independent, Thursday 28 August 2014. 

http://www.narcissismepidemic.com/index.html
http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0103469
http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0103469
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/how-do-you-spot-a-narcissist-just-ask-them-9653823.html
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1. Narcissism is not the origin of psychic life. At the beginning the baby’s as well as human 
thinking is not narcissistic. An external stop introduces the narcissistic temptation. The 
confusing stop is received from the external world. It is a subtle attack of the initial 
competence which is required to distinguish pleasure and displeasure. A kind of stop 
that produces the precocious psychopathology that is fortunately not so common.  

Indeed Narcissism is always a word pertinent to psychopathology and never to health. 
2. With Freud we say that Narcissism is an alteration of the Ego. It contravenes the 

pleasure principle and actively produces the preclusion of the external reality. He stops 
to receive anything from the others and denies the access to affective experiences. 
Narcissus is fixed on this denied access without solutions, without the possibility of 
making changes. This preclusion leaves only one kind of relationship possible: the 
addicted relationship, the absolute dependence of the individual on the caregiver! We can 
see this kind of addiction in the psychiatric forms of illness as well as in the more subtle 
fusional couple often described in the psychological field. 

The way of addiction is the slow killing of the Ego by means of its disruptive and ecstatic 
grandiosity. 

3. With Freud we say, at least, that we can all recognize the common version of 
Narcissism. Common but not safe. It takes place in culture, literature and the Arts. And 
we learn to recognize it by common experiences. It is falling in love, the most common 
misunderstanding about the constitution of real loving. In falling in love the individual is 
subjected to the undervaluation of the object. That is the most common experience of 
compliance in which the Ego disappears. Freud suggested two different versions of 
falling in love: they are the Narcissism of the parents and the Ideal of the Ego. 

We can come to know Narcissism. If we can learn to understand it, it won’t kill us. 
 

2. Two Famous Examples  

J. Edgar: the Addiction as a Way to Escape Reality 

J. Edgar Hoover is one of the founders and first director of the FBI. –moreover, a few tidbits 
of his life story have long-circulated in the public mainstream, such as his innovations in 
forensic science and rumored information about his tendencies for being power-hungry, 
corrupt and a closeted homosexual. With “J. Edgar,” the well-reviewed, Oscar-buzzing film 
directed by Clint Eastwood and starring Leonardo Di Caprio, audiences can start to get a better 
sense of the man behind the institution. Filling in the gaps of J. Edgar’s personality involves 
understanding his strengths and weaknesses.Born with a sensitive and kind temperament, 
Edgar seemed nurtured by a domineering and intrusive mother. This mother-son dynamic 
warrants some tangential description because it set the stage for the person that Edgar became 
and, more specifically, the myriad social and emotional limitation that he would later endure. 
Edgar clearly perceived the world as an unsafe, unpredictable place, perpetually on the verge of 
catastrophic threat, and, with a mixture of competence and grandiosity, he saw himself as the 
new sheriff in town. However his relationships to others were as unstable as his relationship to 
himself. He did not seem to desire intimacy with others or expect favorable outcomes. And 
with the exceptions of his assistant Clyde and his secretary Gandy, Edgar tended to view others 
with hostility and aggression - assuming that people would act as enemies rather than friends. 
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This was maladaptive for establishing friendships but quite adaptive for thriving in the power 
structure of Washington D.C. Alienation and narcissism coexist in him. 
Two movies scenes are very representative about the embracing between homosexuality and 
narcissism. In the first one his Mother suspects the homosexual temptations of her son and 
reminds him of the very sad destiny of his schoolmate. A very astute intimidation!  
J. Edgar’s Mother fights the temptations of her son only by implicit threats, but the effect on 
the contrary is the fixation and increasing of the same temptations in him.  
In the second scene we can observe the first professional meeting between Edgar and Clyde 
who will become his main assistant. Edgar leads the conversation, but slips without noticing 
into a weak position as soon as Clyde touches on the words concerning his appearance. 
Appearance is the sensitive skin of the narcissistic mind! 
These kind of personality shows us in what homosexuality consists: it is not the attraction for 
the same sex – man/man, woman/woman. It is the rejection of what the difference of the 
other person is in each occasion. The other is different and the sex is the main sign of this 
being different. Homosexuality avoids the difference and cultivates the illusion about the 
equivalent identity. In the narsissistic world we must all be equal. 
Only equivalents can understand and treat each other and share experience together. But it is 
not true. 
 

Virginia Woolf: a Suicide as a Narcissistic Parricide 

Here is not the place time now to consider the story of this famous English writer.4 I’ll recall 
only the last moments. 
When Leonard and Virginia opened the Hogarth Press in 1917 they were the first Publisher of 
Freud’s works in England. We know Leonard reads Freud’s works. On the contrary Virginia 
avoided them rigorously. She resisted actually approaching psychoanalysis and Freud himself as 
well. 
28 January 1939. Freud had been in London for a few months, when they visited him. Virginia 
recorded  their meeting in her diary. Quote. «Doctor Freud gave me a narcissus.5 Was sitting in a 
great library with little statues at a large scrupulously tidy shiny table. We like patients on chairs. 
A screwed shrunk very old man; with a monkeys light eyes, paralysed spasmodic movements, 
inarticulate; but alert. Difficult talk. An interview. Daughter & Martin helped. Immense 
potential, I mean an old fire now flickering.» So Virginia Woolf described Freud in the 1939 (V. 
Woolf, A Room on One’s Own, Granada, 1985: V, 202) 
A few months later, in September 1939 Freud dies.  
In December Virginia reads Freud for the first time. Diary entry for 2 December 1939: «Began 
reading Freud last night; to enlarge the circumference, to give my brain wider scope, to make it 
objective. Thus defeat the shrinkage of age.»6  

                                            
4 I suggest the reading of Virginia Woolf. Art, Life and Vision, edited by Francis Spalding 2014 

5 My emphasis. 

6 Diary of Virginia Wolff, V, p. 248 
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She discovered some materials about the relationship Father&Daughter and decided to write a 
late memoir on her childhood entitled A sketch on the past. «It was only the other day when I 
read Freud for the first time, that I discovered that this violently disturbing conflict of love and 
hate is a common feeling; and is called ambivalence.»7 She remind the selfish behavior of her 
father and the anger she had felt towards him. But, finally she seemed to have found a 
viewpoint to elaborate the tormented story of her complicated family.  
Nevertheless she decided for a tragic conclusion! In fact four months after the end of this 
writing she committed suicide walking into the River Ouse. Symbolically Narcissus comes back 
to its house! 
The last note was a letter to her husband Leonard who dedicated her all his life. 
«Dearest, I feel certain that I am going mad again. I feel we can’t go through another of those 
terrible times. And I shan’t recover this time. I begin to hear voices, and I can’t concentrate. So 
I am doing what seems the best thing to do. You have given me the greatest possible happiness. You 
have been in every way all that anyone could be. I don’t think two people could have been 
happier ‘til this terrible disease came. I can’t fight any longer. I know that I am spoiling your 
life, that without me you could work. And you will I know. You see I can’t even write this 
properly. I can’t read. What I want to say is I owe all the happiness of my life to you. You have 
been entirely patient with me and incredibly good. I want to say that – everybody knows it. If 
anybody could have saved me it would have been you.8 Everything has gone from me but the certainty 
of your goodness. I can’t go on spoiling your life any longer. I don’t think two people could 
have been happier than we have been.» 
These words were real aggressions to all relationships. She refused anybody and everybody. At 
the end she refused Leonard as well as Freud, the main ties of her life who have interpreted her 
father. She was, like Hoover, addicted, but not safe. She refused to be safe. She refused 
everything. She killed herself in order to kill everybody, that is the hidden intention of suicide as 
a narcissistic parricide.  
This is at least the manifest of narcissism: to refuse totally. It means a definitive destroying - 
access denied! 
 
 
 

                                            
7 V. Wolf, A Sketch of the Paste, 1985, p. 108 

8 My emphasis 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/River_Ouse,_Sussex

