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A perspective from a California State University, Los Angeles, student
agrees that our online lives may be interfering with our actual ones, but

she makes the case that our lack of activity, not our abundance of it, is the
problem. “Going out into the real world is so much less appealing when you
can accomplish everything you need to during the day from the comfort of
your bed with a few keystrokes,”Yzzy Gonzalez writes in “Technology Taking
Over?” Gonzalez adds that technology can improve our lives immensely, but
warns us to take a break and get outside once in a while. e o

But to those who claim our digital links are fast corroding human
ohes — especially among today's youth — Clive Thompson says the num-
bers beg to differ. Restrictive parenting and tight, college-minded schedules
have, according to his Spotlight on Research selection, left teens with "nei-
ther the time nor the freedom to hang out!” In“The Parent Trap," Thompson
argues that parents should blame themselves for their kids"“avid migration
to sacial media” a direct result of these new, offline realities.

Critics of social media should also note that they are the latestin a
Jong line of skeptics armed with similar arguments about the decline of
discourse. More than 150 years before Newsweek bashed chat rooms and
bulletin boards, one of America’s greatest essayists, Henry David Thoreay,
critiqued the telegraph, the latest way technology was zapping messages
across the continent at the time. In this chapter’s "America Then," Thoreau
faments that though communication was advancing at a breakneck speed
even then, the sad truth may be that we have “nothing important to

communicate.”
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BEFOREYOU READ

Are we all loud narcissists, thanks to social networking? Is there a value to
silence in today’s world?

WORDS TO LEARN

pedesm'qn (para. 1): a walker (noun) monomaniac (para. 8): someone who
histrionic (para. 1): overly dramatic fixates on one thing (noun)

{adjective) e ) demise (para. 8): death (noun}
cosseted (para. 1): coddled (adjective) defiant {para. 9): boldly resistant
ensure (para. 2): to guarantee {verh) (adjective)
mgrat..vatmg (para. 3): agreeable nonconformity (para. 9): refusal to
. (ad!ectlve) comply with prevailing attitudes or
Jjeremiad {para. 7): a lengthy standards (noun)

_Iz?mentation or complaint (noun) shallowly (para. 9): superficially
critique {para. 7} an evaluation or {(adverb)

criticism (noun) gregarious (para. 9}; sociable
ode (para. 8); a poem written in (adjective)

celebration of something or glib (para. 10): facile or superficial

someone (noun) (adjective)

y street in Brooklyn is the main pedestrian approach to the
ironically misnamed Harmorny Playground, a destination for
e the loudest and most histrionic of the neighborhood’s chil-
dren. On weekends they pass in procession under my window, cossetted
in their SUV-like strollers, screaming their heads off. Is everyone’s sippy
cup just out of reach? Have they all dropped their sock monkeys? Ican't
be sure. My wife, however, has nicknamed our street Tantrum Alley.

Andrew Santella is a writer and editor whose work has appeared in GQ, the New
York Times Book Review, Siate, Details, and the New York Times Magazine,
ameng others. He has authored around sixty nonfiction books for children and is the
managing editor of Elmhurst Coflege’s Prospect Magazine.
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. ents like servants to ensure their own survival. oy
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In his 1914 essay, “On Narcissism,” Sigmund Freud* argued that all
infants are narcissists, masters at manipulating their parents to get what
they want. What he didn’t say is just how much noise they can make in
the process. For Freud, the narcissism of kids was perfectly healthy and
even necessary. Evolutionary biology backs him up. Born unable to care
for themselves-— compare hurnan babies with the much more quickly
_ self-sufficient offspring of other animals — babies learn to treat their Parr o
. "This accounts for the scene on Tantrum Alley and for the array of

ingratiating qualities — the soul-lifting smile, the adorable babbling, the
irresistible smell of baby head — that babies deploy to ensure our coRtm—
ued devotion. Or servitude, if you prefer. AN (T

So why does narcissism of the adult variety bother us so much? We
see it everywhere. The shameless brag%er. The bullying liar. The Fe}e{}t-
lessly self-absorbed conversationalist. "/ o7oics

Critics of Barack Obama like to call him “Narcissist-in-Chief” Ben
Affleck recently called all actors narcissists. Disgraced bicyclist Lance
Armstrong went on Oprah to call himselfa narcissist. As commonly used,
the term is not so much a diagnosis as an all-purpose slap-down for any-
one we think has become too full of himself. In fact, the term may have
more currency in popular culture than it does in medicine. The fifth edi-
tion of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, from
the American Psychiatric Association, not long ago dropped narcissism
from its menu of personality disorders. :

What most of us are talking about when we talk about narcissism is
only distantly related to a doctor’s diagnostic criteria. It’s partly a matter
of fairness. ol T

What bothers us about narcissists is that they demand and claim
more than their fair share of attention. In a time of economic anxiety,
like ours, that kind of grasping tends to provoke a backlash. Thirty
years ago, in the wake of another recession, the social critic Christopher
Lasch wrote a best-selling jeremiad called The Culture of Narcissism.
Lasch announced that America was populated by coldly calculating
self-aggrandizers angling “for competitive advantage through emotional
manipulation” His critique resonated with readers stung by the hard
times of the mid-1970s and bewildered by an ever more exhibitionist
popular culture. {See the entry on “streaking” in Wikipedia, youngsters, )

s nindd

! Sigmund Freud (para. 2): Austrian physician known as the father of psycho-
analysis
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A current of rampant individualism has
always run through U.S. life and art. Think
of Emerson’s® essay “Self-Reliance,” a prose
ode to the power of the genius in dll of us;
or Melville’s Moby-Dick, a story about how
one monomaniac’s obsessive quest pro-
duces the demise of an entire (shipboard)
society. But Lasch and others thought that economic forces had come
to shape the American character in disturbing ways. The historian War-
ren Susman argued that a 19th century Culture of Character focused on
duty and manners had given way to a 20th century Culture of Personality
focused on charisma and attractiveness.

“The social role demanded of all in the new Culture of Personal-
ity was that of a performer,” Susman wrote. “Every American was to
become a performing self” The old defiant Emersonian nonconformity
had been reduced to a shallowly gregarious patter designed to get us
ahead. o ’_[-,L’i Tas

The best place to see this dynamic at work today is, of course, on

such social media sites as Facebook and Twitter and Instagram. The pre-
vailing tone there is as glib, slick and self-promoting as was found in any
Jazz Age self-help manual: “Try in every way to have a ready command
of the manners which make people think, ‘He's a mighty likable fellow.”
Or maybe the comparison is to the little kids on my street screaming for
notice in their strollers: Pay attention! Look at me!

_Socialtietworks depend on the belief that we all have a story to tell,

" A current of ram-
pant individualism
has always run
through U.S. life
and art,

i

~“we all have some pictures to show and the world wants to hear from us,

Sustaining that illusion requires at least a little narcissism. After all, who
cares what I had for lunch? Who would possibly want to see a picture of
it? But maybe the illusion is easier for some generations to sustain than
for others. Here’s actress and writer Lena Dunham on her father’s view
of Twitter: “He’s like, ‘Why would I want to tell anybody what I had for
a snack, it’s private?” And I'm like, ‘Why would you even have a snack if
you didn't tell anybody? Why bother eating?”

This attitude turns digital self-display into an existential act: I tweet,
therefore I am. Andif I stop, I cease to exist, to at least some segment of my
world. Not that this is necessarily evidence of pathological narcissism. The
whole digital system of exchange, the digital capitalist economy, demands

* Ralph Waldo Emerson (para. 8): American essayist and poet who led the Tran-
scendentalist movement in the mid-1800s
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we keep providing content. It demands that we -— and note here the juve-
nile nature of the imperatives, straight out of the preschooi lexicon —keep
sharing and poking and liking.

If there is anything narcissistic about all thjs, it is that it is self-

. defeating. We think of narcissists as being obsessed with winning, but

(‘.

\Nar(:lssus himself could never win. He could never possess the prize he
sought —— his own image - because every time he stooped to approach
it, it vanished in the ripples of the pond. It remained ever out of reach.

The digital economy depends on our continual engagement. If we
stop providing content, the whole thing shuts down. 'The too-frequent
Tweeter, the Facebook status-updater who needs to share every detail of
every workout strikes us as narcissistic. He is playmg the game we all play
but isplaying too intensely, trying too hard, i

The problem is that trying harder doesn’t Work either. The effort
'c:mcels itself out. Art, performance, even worship all require silence as
well as statement. And the true narcissist has probably discovered that
silence, too, can be a source of strength, of power. That’s a truth the
tantrum-throwing kids on my street have not yet learned, and it’s one
forgotten in the glib new world of social networking.

Susan Sontag called silence “the artist’s ultimate other-wozrldly ges-
ture.” It is the ultimate transcendence, which may be why silence is part
of so many spiritual traditions.

“God is silent,” Woody Allen said. “Now if only man would shut up.”

VOCABULARY/USING A DICTIONARY - (o

1. What are narcissists (para. 2) preoccupied with?

2. What part of speech is ramparit (para. 8)? What is the opposite of rampant?

3. What is charisma {pa.ra. 8)? What isa charfsmqtfc person like?

RESPONDING TO WORDS IN CONTEXT

1. What part of speech is slap-down (para. 5)7 What does it mean? Is it being
used literaily or figuratively?

2. What do you usually think of when you hear the word currericy? How is cur-
rency used differently in paragraph 57

3. How do you understand the phrase economic anxiety (para. 7}? Are there
other references to economics in that pa ragraph? Where else is economy

mentioned in the essay? | BT R

DISCUSSING MAIN POINT AND MEANING

1. What bothers us so much about “narcissism of the adult variety” (para. 4)?
When do we feel it is expected or natural?
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2. In paragraph 12, Santella refers to the “preschool lexicon” used by people an
social media—"keep sharing and poking and liking” Why do you think he
calls this the “praschool lexicon™?

3. When does Santella talk about silence? What point is he ma king about

silence?
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EXAMINING SENTENCES, PARAGRAPHS, AND ORGANIZATION
1. What is the effect of using self-words in this essay?
2. Where in the essay does Santella circle back to his opening narrative? Do his
returns strengthen or weaken his point? How so?
3. Santella alludes to a classical quote in paragraph 12. Can you identify it? Do
you know the actual reference? How has he changed the quotation?
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THINKING CRITICALLY
1. In what ways are you narcissistic? Do those ways match up with Santelta’s
descriptions at afl?
2, What do you find appealing or off-putting about people who are narcissists?
What might be considered their strengths or weaknesses?
3. What are the main differences between a “Cutture of Character” and a“Cul-
ture of Personality” (para. 8)?

15

16

WRITING ACTIVITIES
1. Write a profile of one of the adult narcissists Santella describes: “The shame-
less bragger. The bullying fiar. The relentlessly self-absorbed conversation-
alist”How do these traits show up on sociaf media? Describe situations in
which they might appear, and discuss how social media lends itself to pro-
viding a platform for these particular forms of narcissism.

2. Consider the quotations Santeila ends with: Susan Sontag’s silence is “the
artist’s ultimate other-worldly gesture” and Woody Allen's “God is silent. Now
if only man would shut up” Using these quotations as a prompt, write a brief
response to what one or the other speaker is saying about silence.

Seek out and read Ralph Waldo Emerson's essay “Self-Reliance” Do you

think his essay has led to the narcissism Santella describes in his essay? In
what ways?
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