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Chapter 15
Finding Meaning in the Mirror: The Existential

Pursuits of Narcissists

Constantine Sedikides, Claire M. Hart, Sylwia Z. Cisek, and Clay Routledge

Humans are meaning-seeking animals (Becker 1971; Frank! 1959). Unlike other
organisms, they are able to gaze up at the stars and wonder what it all means,
why they are here, and what happens to them when they shed their mortal coils.
This pursuit of existential comfort has considerable psychological utility. A sense of
personal meaning in life provides protection from distress (Debats 1996; Routledge
etal. 2011) and promotes psychological and physical health (Ryff 1989; Steger and
Frazier 2005; Updegraff et al. 2008; Zika and Chamberlain 1992). Not surprisingly
then, there is growing empirical interest in elucidating the many ways in which
people find and preserve perceptions of meaning in life. Interestingly, though, there
has been little effort to examine distinct meaning-pursuits as a function of specific
personality traits, especially given the powerful effects of traits on cognition and
emotion (Corr and Matthews 2009). In the current chapter, we dive into this
uncharted territory by offering a theoretical analysis of how the trait of narcissism
may affect the pursuit of life meaning.

Narcissism is a complex and intriguing personality trait. It refers to a persona that
has both child-like, seemingly innocent sides (i.e., self-centered, self-aggrandizing,
vain) and adult, potentially problematic sides (i-e., dominant, entitled, manipulative).
Narcissists are driven by success, power, and prestige rather than by relational
harmony, interdependence, and organizational citizenship. They exude self-confidence,
extraversion, and energy. They are liked by others initially, but, with repeated
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cg;litg‘c/g the'y are found increasingly unappealing. In sum, narcissists have an overly
é)n e pexceé)tllon of themselve's and a negative perception of others; they are high
séncy and low on communion (Back et al. 2010: Campbell and Foster 2007:

Narecissists’ Agentic Pursuit of Meaning in Life

tl?lelow,h we .w111 c'ontemplate on how narcissists may pursue and acquire meaning
Wroulg their achievements, materialistic orientation, and reflections on glory past
€ also suggest future research to assess these theoretical assertions .

Narcissism and Achievement

Or;g means by whif:h people can attain a sense of meaning in life is through personal
acl eveménts. Ach{evements allow people 1o feel as if they are significant contributors
to a @eanmgful universe (Solomon et al. 1991). Most people derive, no doubt, some

are framed as learning (Morf et al. 2000). Finally, narcissists try harder and perform
better at challenging tasks than at easy tasks (Wallace and Baumeister 200213
Sec?lzd, narcissists rely on their accomplishments to increase their self—e;steem
and gain a sense of haughtiness (Hepper et al. 2010). Narcissists regard themselves
supenoxl“ to others on agentic traits such as intelligence (Campbell et al. 2002), and the‘
overestimate their agentic traits in relation to objective criteria such as stax’ldardize(}i,
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IQ tests (Gabriel et al. 1994). They also overestimate their final university course
grades (Farwell and Wohlwend-Lloyd 1998), and they rate their own contribution to
a group discussion as more impactful than the contribution of other group members
in spite of objective evidence (i.e., judgments of observers and peers) to the contrary
(John and Robins 1994). Additionally, narcissists attribute a successful group
performance on an agentic task (i.e., creativity) to themselves but blame other
members for an unsuccessful group performance on the same task (Campbell et al.
2000); similarly, they perform better in commons-dilemmas tasks at the individual
level by neglecting the communal interest (Campbell et al. 2005). Such is their zeal
to overperform and outperform others on agentic (i.e., intelligence) tasks that they
persist even when the tasks are unsolvable (Wallace et al. 2009).

Third, narcissists defend themselves fiercely against criticism of their talents
(Hepper et al. 2010). To begin with, they are hyperviligant toward negative feedback:
They show cognitive activation of worthlessness-related words following subliminal
exposure to failure-related primes (compared to neutral primes; Horvath and Morf
2009). When they are concerned that their low competence will be detected, they
react by bolstering the positivity of their self-presentations (Morf et al. 2010) and by
self-handicapping (Rhodewalt et al. 2006). When outperformed, they treat their
competitors with verbal venom (Rhodewalt-and Eddings 2002). Finally, when criti-
cized, narcissists respond with force. They derogate unfavorable evaluators, labeling
them as incompetent and uniikable (Kernis and Sun 1994), and they aggress eagerly
toward them (Stucke and Sporer 2002). In a similar vein, narcissists react with
hostility when experiencing upward social comparisons in their daily lives, as such
comparisons threaten their perceptions of superiority (Bogart et al. 2004).

In summary, narcissists thrive in competitive settings, regard their accomplish-
ments as superior to those of others, and defend themselves vigorously when their
competence is threatened. Given the centrality of achievement to the narcissistic
self-concept, we speculate that the achievement domain is a source of meaning
particularly for narcissists (Chap. 14 by Schlegel et al., this volume). Narcissists may
seek meaning in life through achievement pursuits and may find purpose in life
when they attain their achievement-related goals. Future research is needed to gauge

this possibility. For example, studies could directly assess the extent to which
achievement pursuits bolster meaning for narcissists. Also, findings have shown
that existential threat motivates achievement striving (Pyszczynski et al. 2004);
research has yet to consider the potential role of narcissism. Is it individuals high in
trait narcissism that are most inclined to utilize achievement pursuits as a compen-
satory response to conditions that challenge a sense of meaning in life?

Narcissism and Materialism

Research has linked materialism to existential strivings (Arndt et al. 2004). For
example, the existential threat of mortality salience increases desire for wealth
and greedy behavior (Kasser and Sheldon 2000). This research did not consider,
however, individual differences in narcissism. Materialism is likely a powerful

a———
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In Summary, narcissistg regard money as the royal route (o status, are wealth-
oriented and fame—oriented, and engage in conspicuous consumption. Assuming the
entrality of materialism (o the narcissistic self-concept (Sedikides et al. 2007), we

derive meaning in life from materialistic behavior such ag conspicuous consump-
tion. Similarly, this research could determine whether narcissists are particularly
likely to respond to existential threat (e.g., philosophical claims about meaningless
in life and the universe) with such behavior,

Narcissism and Reflections of Glory

Reflections of glory likely comprise another vita] source of meaning in narcissism.
Recent empirical research suggests that nostalgia increases a sense of meaning in

use of communal words,
hen narcissists reflect nostalgically on thejr past, their agentic reflections

Second, w
make them feel better about the kind of person they are. Hart e al. (2011, Study 2)
induced nostalgia in narcissists and non-narcissists by asking them to think and write
about a nostalgic event in their lives. Then, these researchers assessed, through nar-
rative analyses, whether participants reflected on agentic or communal objects and
whether nostalgia increased self-positivity or a sense of social connectedness. In
replication of Study 1, narcissists Spontaneously waxed more nostalgic about agentic
objects (e.g., past success/achievements, having dreams and aspirations, mastering
something, overcoming challenges) than non-narcissists did. The two groups, once
again, did not differ in their nostalgic reflections on communal objects (e.g., my fam-
ily, my friends, being part of a STOUp or community, reunions with family or friends).
In addition, narcissists (compared 1o non-narcissists) experienced a greater boost in
self-positivity (e.g., feeling good about myself, feeling I have many positive quali-
ties) following nostalgic reflection, Ag previously, the two groups did not differ on
social connectedness (e.g., feeling loved, feeling connected to loved ones).
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The surge in self-positivity that narcissists experience when they evoke the past
cannot be accounted for by other personality traits. Hart ef al (2011 Studp 3)
assess.ed tbelr participants in terms of the Big Five (i.e., extraversi(‘)n agre,eablen);ss
conscientiousness, neuroticism, openness to experience; Denissén et al 2008)’
Then, t.hese researchers induced nostalgia in narcissists and non—narcis‘sists b.
instructing them to bring to mind a nostalgic song, report its name, and report ch
name of the performing artist. Finally, they assessed self—positi\’/ity and social
connectedness. As in Study 2, narcissists (compared to non-narcissists) experienced
a st»fonger bgost in self-positivity (i.e., feeling good about myself) following nos-
talgic reflection. The two groups did not differ on social connectedness (i.e., feelin
connected with the people I care about). Importantly, these results g.el;’eralizei
above and beyond the Big Five and also gender and age.

In summary, narcissists engage in reflections of past glory. They engage in
nostalgia about agentic objects and experiences, and this nostalgic engagement
augments the positivity of their self-concept and self-regard. McAdams et al (1996)
claimed that thematic coherence provides life with meaning, unity, and purp;)se We
speculate that glory reflections constitute a source of meanin,g for narciss'ists
Though for non-narcissists, communal themes are important for deriving meanin '

from the past (Routledge et al. 201 1), narcissists may pursue meaning and acquirﬁ
a sense of purpose in life, to some extent, by resorting 1o past agentic themes (e g
succgss, aspirations, challenges). Future research should examine more closely ;h:c’
agentic path as the means by which narcissists derive meaning from the past.

Why De Narecissists Derive Meaning from Agency?

So fe%r, we have proposed that narcissists derive meaning from agentic pursuits. Our
proximal exp'lanation was self-positivity or self-worth. Narcissists pursue ach.ieve—
mepts, conspicuous consumption, and glory reflection, because these pursuits inject
their self-system with positivity by making them feel successful, special, and mighty.

However, there .is an alternative explanation. The agentic pursuit of meaning may
compensate for inner fragility.

Narcissistic Fragility

There is evifience from explicit measures that narcissists (relative to non-narcissists)
have a fragile inner sclf. Their affective States are unstable both in everyday life
(Rhodewalt et al. 1998) and in response to experimental manipulations (Bogart
e.t al. 2004). Also, their state self-esteem fluctuates widely as a function of negative
hf_e events (Zeigler-Hill et al. 2010). Evidence from implicit measures is rather
mixed. Some studies have showed that narcissists (compared to non-narcissists)
have low implicit self-esteemn (Boldero et al. 2007; Gregg and Sedikides 2010:
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Jordan et al. 2003; Rosenthal 2005; Zeigler-Hill 2006), whereas other studies
have not replicated this pattern (Bosson and Prewitt-Freilino 2007; Campbell et al.
2007). Yet, on balance, the data seem to be friendlier to the narcissistic ego fragility
argument.

Compensating for Ego Fragility

We posited that narcissists obtain meaning from three agentic domains: achievement,
materialism, and reflections of glory. Of those three, materialism has been linked
directly to inner fragility. As Tuan (1980) put it: “Our fragile sense of self needs
support, and this we get by having and possessing things because, to a large degree,

~ we are what we have and possess” (p. 472). Indeed, persons high on self-instability

(i.e., disconnect between current and future selves) are more likely to be driven by
immediate than long-term benefits and thus engage in impulsive consumption: They
accept eagerly rewards that are smaller but arrive sooner, demand a relatively high
premium to delay the reception of a gift card, and wait less to save money on a purchase
(Bartels and Urminsky 2011). Persons who focus on their sadness (arguably, an index
of insecurity or inner fragility) are eager to spend high amounts of money on product
consumption (Cryder et al. 2008). Insecurity, as reported in dreams (Kasser and
Kasser 2001) or as a result of death cognitions (Kasser and Sheldon 2000), is related
to materialism. Also, when one experiences insecurity, the acquisition of products is
compensatory in that it restores a sense of worth. Moreover, persons expressing
inadequacy in a certain domain are particularly likely to own materialistic displays
that reinforce the relevant identity (Braun and Wicklund 1989). For example, com-
mitted but novice tennis players who feel inadequate about their skills are more
likely to wear branded clothing compared to expert tennis players who feel confi-
dent about their skills. Finally, persons high on dispositional self-doubt (e.g., “More
often than not, I feel unsure of my abilities,” “Sometimes I feel that I don’t know
why T have succeeded at something”) or persons primed with self-doubt words
(e.g., “insecure,” “uncertain,” “doubtful”) express higher levels of materialism
compared to their low self-doubt counterparts (Chang and Arkin 2002).

Summary

The literature suggests tenuously an association between inner fragility and materi-
alism. Both chronically and momentarily insecure persons report strong materialistic
tendencies Arguably, materialism helps restore in those individuals a sense of self-
worth. Future research would need to assess this proposition more rigorously and
also to test the possibility that at least certain forms of excessive achievement and
glory reflection stem from an underlying sense of inadequacy. Also, future research
would need to address an implication of this reasoning: Does choice or purchase of



bral.ld name products (as well as excessive achievement or glory reflection) solidif
glle mnelz Worlg of narcissists? Preliminary evidence for this possibility com;as fr0n}1,
brzn\go; of Sl‘vanalhan and Pett‘zt (2010). They showed that individuals consume

ames (i.e., status-enhancing products) for the reparative effects that such a
consumption pattern has on self-worth.

In adc.htion, future research would do well to examine whether the relati
between inner fre.lgility and materialism ~ and perhaps achievement or reﬂectioon
on p.ast. glory — is a defining characteristic of grandiose narcissists (the type n:’
parmssmts that we have discussed so far) or of vulnerable narcissists Alti]lp Oh
interpersonally antagonistic, vulnerable narcissists differ from their granciiose c(z)lili

terparts in that they are introverted, nesative-aff i
(Vilos ot a1 30100 g ect laden, and emotionally turbulent

Concluding Remarks

Narcxsswm manifests as a self-aggrandizing, entitled, dominant, and mani ulative
Interpersonal orientation that is propelled by success, power, and p’restige Nafcissists
must have a need for meaning in life that is as strong as that of their non:narcissisti
counterparts. But how do narcissists satiate this need? They certainiy do notk d:):
frcl)ethgoug}? hal;monious relationships, cooperative interactions, or equitable group
agel:C ;rs ip. Rather, we maintain, they satiate their need for meaning in life through
W‘:: speculated that narcissists pursue and derive meaning in life from three agentic
doma}ns. The first domain is achievement. This involves competition or status—seegkin
boasting about own accomplishments, and defending ferociously agains£ criti;:isrgn,
of own accomplishments. The second domain is materialism. This involves treatin
money asa way (o increase one’s sense of competence and subjugate others, as iring
to mat.erlal pos§essions and wealth, and engaging in conspicuous conéllmgrismg
The thl?'d domain is reflections on past glory. This involves using a relatively hi h
propo.ruon'of agentic words in nostalgic reflections, bringing to mind predominantgl
age.nélc. objects when becoming nostalgic, and experiencing a strong boost in selfy
positivity after waxing nostalgic on agentic objects. )
Wz? als.o asked why narcissists rely so much on the agentic domain for findin
meaning in life. OQur answer was that this domain increases their self-worth a g
self-positivity, which itself is a source of meaning (Chap. 14 by Schiegel et al tflllis
vo]ume).'An alternative explanation, though, is that narcissists use strategi.éallx
the agent.lc Flomain as a way to compensate for their inner fragility. The evidenc}e,
on mater.lahsm is generally consistent with this explanation. Nevertheless, more
re‘search is required to evaluaie rigorously this alternative explanation. Also re’search
will need to zero in on whether inner fragility underlies the compens.ator ,ta t f
grandiose narcissists or of vulnerable narcissists. Yo
N grmssmts appear to “put all their eggs in the same basket” in their pursuit of life
meaning: They capitalize on the agentic domain. Are they capable of di;lersifying

T———

their strategies and pursuing meaning not only in the agentic domain but also in the
communal domain? Preliminary evidence suggests that narcissists can indeed be
“rehabilitated.” as the narcissistic interpersonal style shows signs of flexibility. For
example, after being primed with communal concerns (e.g., sharing a birthday or a
fingerprint type with another person; Konrath et al. 2006), narcissists report lower
levels of aggression toward another person. Also, after being primed with communal
attributes, narcissists report higher levels of relational commitment (Finkel et al.
2009). Finally, after being self-affirmed, narcissists show increased desire form
common and practical products (Thomaes et al. 2009).

In this chapter, we submitted a speculative agenda on the relation between
narcissism and meaning, and we suggested avenues for future research. Although
some forays into this relation have been made and are laudable, many gaps in our
knowledge remain. The narcissistic quest for meaning entails numerous twists and
turns, and it is certainly worthy of ardent empirical attention.
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Chapter 16 ; 2
“But Wait, It Gets Even Weirder...”:
The Meaning of Stories

Kate C. McLean and Sarah Morrison-Cohen

Nobody can bend your ear like Peter Webster. You Ikn'ow this if you ha\lf)e ever bﬁez
to a family dinner at the Webster’s. You knpw this if you have ever been in hm
behind him at the post office. You know this if you have ever showe.red ne);tl t;) t;r;lt
at the gym. His story repertoire contains a long line of ‘hllgrlous mlshap§ . a ”s .
with, “You’ll never believe this,” continue with, “But wait, it gf:ts even we1rber, da}n
end with, “Can you believe that?” He’ll spin a yarn about his east coast (;:ar ing
school days, such as the time he drew the short stravs,/ and got Bruno, thcl:) atnsmg
Horse, to ride in the show for parent-visiting day. He’ll lay one on you a ou1 ari
Francisco in the 1960s — perhaps the time his wife was on an acid .tl‘lp andha mf;
jumped out the window naked. Or the best storie§ — his sailing exp.lmts —such as the
time he found himself inexplicably naked and blind (he had lost his .glassgs),'swnlr]l‘;
ming frantically after his sailboat as it drifted off tov\{ards Alcatraz; or tfe t;‘me o
sailed to Hawaii with some buddies and the foc.>d spoiled on day three o : 2 ﬁ/eo 3
trip, leaving them with only Snickers bars, tequila, and whatever they couh puman
of the ocean. Peter’s stories are funny — they are absurd. Yet no matter‘1 owd wzl
times they have been trotted out around the dinner table, they never' fail to etrsa e
laugh (after some eye rolling), and the(yj/ are 1a;.lways good to hear; one g

i i t they are also always good to tell. ;
lmrzfststiiosnpfgfm, thi reader might be asking, how does this r.elatfe tq tl})e V:foplc zt
hand? How does a story about a flatulent horse relate' to meaning in .hfe.h. & waat
to make the case for our readers that Peter’s storytelling 'not only brmg‘s' im grrrfl:es
joy but also brings him the sense that his life has meaning. :ThlS meanfmgl.co o
from the connection to others inherent in much of storyte}hng, from eehmg e
significance of having a story to tell that chers hear and enjoy, and from the ar
constructing a coherent self with our stories.
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