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Social change in the Cult of Narcissism

The collective tyranny of narcissistic personalities pervades the social order. Within western liberal democracy, the effect of the free market is to encourage enterprises, providing services that construct and weave the ideology of the culture. With the reform of capitalism, it has become easier for people of industrialized nations to participate in the systemic commodification of personality. The rational liberal project launched during the Enlightenment has stepped into the scientific, technological progress of the postmodern “therapy industry”, and the Cartesian idea of the self becomes the justification to pursue private life, at the expense of social change.  Viewed as an oppressive system, the rebellious element of the social order must adapt a collective organization of communal values whose primary ideology, and course of action, should be to undercut the unequal distribution of wealth. Within this context, however, such a transformation must be met with the belief that on the stage of developed nations advanced capitalist ideologies and alternative solutions to poverty, race and identity are fighting for psychological and territorial space. In the market economy, society and self, technology and naturalism, freedom and equality, can be seen as products manufactured by the ruling ideology of a society, made to seem as the only legitimate form of order through education based on positively reinforcing self-interest, and stifling mass social exploration of alternatives by marketing to this self-interest. 

Within any work to change social order should be a willingness to engage in personal dialogue, where values and functions of the existing order are revealed within ones own framework of thought. Through an open discretion these understandings can ultimately rearrange the way society sees itself.  However, two obstacles subvert this process: if the structure of a system may inherently limit the mode or stamina of critique, then the problem exists of attempting to perceive it accurately. Paulo Friere suggests in The Pedogogy of the Oppressed, through a progressive notion of history “remnants of oppression”, must constantly be addressed inside a process of dialectic with the oppresed.  A tendency for “the oppressed themselves to become oppressors – ‘sub-oppressors’ [because] the very structure of thought has been conditioned by the contradictions of the concrete, existential situation by which they were shaped. Their ideal is to be men, but for them, to be men is to be oppressors.”  


Friere’s notion of the oppressed stresses a dyadic comprehension of all social relationships.  The context of his work was to create a conscientização, a sense of existential consciousness
, within the peasant, urban, and middle-class peoples living in Brazil 1967. Those engaged in dialogue felt themselves liberated by their own analysis of their situation, through a dialogue which sought to place as many notions and markers of oppression outside the space of the discussion. What is necessary to the effectiveness of this program is that the group engaged in critical dialogue recognize it as presupposing some form of action. What is crucial is that this dialogue be acted with as little of the remnants of oppression which provoke the analysis.  “Critical liberating dialogue which presupposes action, must be carried on with the oppressed at whatever the stage of their struggle for liberation. The content of that dialogue can and should vary in accordance with historical conditions and the level at which the oppressed perceive reality. But to substitute monologue, slogans, and communiqués for dialogue is to attempt to liberate the oppressed with the instruments of domestication” (52).

Through understanding where individuals perceive themselves every member in the dialogue is free to acknowledge the complexities of this group relationship. Although a facilitating member may create a sense of order in which each member engages with equal time, this continues to utilize elements of Friere’s concept of “the banking system” of education.  Antithetical in form and purpose of critical dialogue, it is also the current model of the American public education system.  Composed of a fundamentally narrative character, where the narrating Subject (the teacher), deposits values or empirical dimensions of reality unto and the “patient, listening objects” (the students) with a sonorous quality. “Four times four is sixteen; the capital of France is Paris.” 

In the banking system, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of oppression, negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry. The teacher presents himself to his students as their necessary opposite; by considering their ignorance absolute, he justifies his own existence.  The students, alienated like the slave in the Hegelian dialectic, accept their ignorance as justifying the teacher’s existence-but unlike the slave, they never discover that they educate the teacher (58-9).

The student records, memorizes, and regurgitates information without discrimination in intervals bordered by secularized rites of passage determining the quality of their performance.  At the end of this process comes the choice of “arbitrarily” extending it; and the experience is reserved for the segment of the population already well-trained in the banking system, or at least financially capable of supporting it for years to come.


The oppressive tendency either dulls or acclimates the students learning process, although the problem of where this divergence lies creates a social issue. Ultimately it finds itself in a process of discovering the nature of the problem and resolving it, but this is almosts never done with the input of the students, who are disillusioned and disempowered from critically thinking about the issue; they may remonstrate any serious attempt from their peers who try to involve themselves in changing the problem.

Alongside this process lies the task of creating a picture of the basic form of oppression, and discovering its survival function. If the narcissistic personality sees itself as a reflection and loves only this imagined self, then the problem of understanding even ones own repression becomes secondary to surviving.  The narcissistic personality has no deficient notion of causality, and it can understand the consequences of its actions, but it cannot help curb them.  

"The new narcissist is haunted not by guilt but by anxiety. He seeks not to inflict his own certainties on others but to find a meaning in life. Liberated from the superstitions of the past, he doubts even the reality of his own existence. Superficially relaxed and tolerant, he finds little use for dogmas of racial and ethnic purity but at the same time forfeits the security of group loyalties and regards eveyone as a rival for the favors conferred by a paternalistic state. His sexual attitudes are permissive rather than puritanical, even though his emancipation from ancient taboos brings him no sexual peace. Fiercely competitive in his demand for approval and acclaim, he distrusts competition because he associates it unconsciously with an unbridled urge to destroy. Hence he repudiates the competitive ideologies that flourished at an earlier stage of capitalist development and distrusts even their limited expression in sports and games. He extols cooperation and teamwork while harboring deeply antisocial impulses. He praises respect for rules and regulations in the secret belief that they do not apply to himself. Acquisitive in the sense that his cravings have no limits, he does not accumulate goods and provisions against the future, in the manner of the acquisitive individualist of nineteenth-century political economy, but demands immediate gratification and lives in a state of restless, perpetually unsatisfied desire." 

The narcissist overvalues and devalues everything to an extreme, comprehending the importance of the dialectic but sabotaged brutally from participating. His or her own perceptions of rejection and affirmation are tied to the integrity of the reflected self, and whenever this self is actually perceived, it is perceived as a threat to the unfreedom.  This is nature of the Marcusian critique of irrationality of western civilization: that the technological infrastructure which proposes to guarantee freedom and peace through the constant threat of tyranny and war, is an ultimately irrational structure. To understand this irrational structure means to see the paralyzed self, that actual rationality calls for a reconstruction of a social movement.  But movements are comprised of individuals, though these individuals are inescapably commodified, oppressed, and narcissistic.  Through the context of the banking system, narcissists recognize the teacher as the authoritarial approval and overvalue their each affirmation of their existence, while devaluing the experience of their peers, whom they perceive as either intellectually poor, physically unfit, or incapable of success – the apropos is that these narcissistic individuals are the best suited to manifest themselves as ruling members of the society.  Placing himself in a tenuous position: he considers himself the star, or villain, not simply “any” player, and the fabrication itself disrupts the dialogue he has with the group, further alienating him.

Capitalism, and class conflict, has saved itself by opening dialogue and acquiescing to the demands of the working-class. It acts by preserving “wage slavery” with the disguise of providing better living conditions – rewarding the labors of the working class with the fruits of the bourgeoisie. The term itself is antiquated through the assimilation of working-class values to middle-class values, where they have become necessary social tautologies, and the extent of the alternative is unimaginable or deviant: hard work brings reward, an ethic of investment preserves the future, and individualism concretizes character. Antithetical bourgeois values, appearing within advanced capitalism, are values of communal living, and are inefficient compared to the values of aggressive individualism. But why should it be a question of efficiency? As the ruling ideology trickles into the rest of the social order, the meaning of efficiency manifests itself: production is manufacturing of commodities controlled by narcissistic consumerism.  

The narcissistic personality has an investment in sabotaging social change.  If I can do little or nothing to curb the system of oppression that harms me then I participate in its perpetuation. And since it not only maintains itself; it creates more, it will surround me with like narcissists.  If I do nothing to stop or criticize them, then they continue to grow, creating that “national malaise.” I perceive all “civilized” affirmations as real (because I am dominated by appearance), all reality as self-defeating (through the illogic of protest) and all people as useless (and narcissistic). In this analysis, I feel justified in my narcissism. 

Class struggle has always existed in part because it can be viewed to exist by historical dialectic, where the injustices of economy and manufacture occur alongside the development of society and civilization, and where issues of race and gender are propounded by the inherent structure of a white supremacist capitalist patriarchy
. This view comes a progressive notion of history, where oppressive elements of modern society can trace their origins, and see these forms of exclusion and discrimination as wagers in tribal wars, factionalizations of power concurrent on role.  In the mindset of a contract society, “exclusionary discrimination” is justified so long as it is not on the basis of race, sex, or creed. The issue of class is one of inheritance, where social mobility is deemed possible through the dissemination of a mythology. If the United States is a class-less society, than anyone who works hard enough can make it to the top. Few people stop to think that in a class-less society there would be no top
.  

It may be that the condition of western liberal democracy is that of conflict and tension between the ideology of the liberal project and various ideologies of non-western civilization. The notion that western civilization has ascended virtually unchallenged for 500 years does necessarily verify its legitimacy.  The winning bidder for public space and thought is the nation with the greatest economic power.  Descartes said, “…the diversity of the opinions does not spring from some of us being more able to reason than others, but only from our conducting our thoughts along different lines and not examining the same things.” But if the value, and pursuit, of self-interest is the only reason for a free market, than radical change of this social order means a respect for a diversity of values. Placing ecological problems alongside economic concerns is part of this diverse dialogue, but it polarizes the conversation and allows the more dominant structure to bid its power.  The form of empowerment generated through critical dialogue outside a “banking system” of rationality should base itself on as many distinct lines of thought as possible, maybe so many more antithetical, because they can act to outnumber and “expand the focus” of what is wrong with the conflict. This creates a dialogue where the majority (or only) participants are from greater than one demographic (unrecognized or official), ideology, or cultural value.  This is what the liberal project can embrace, it is what it was built to explore.

� “learning to perceive social, political and economic conflicts, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality.”  - Translator’s note, preface


� bell hooks. Where We Stand: Class Matters. London, Routledge. 2000.


� Ibid, pg 3.





