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In his analysis of Lasch's thesis, as well as in his critique of my interpretation
of Lasch, Professor Gary de Leeuw intimates that [ have accepted the whole
of Lasch's view of narcissism and modern culture. While I certainly contend
that Lasch presents an intriguing explanation of how a narcissistic life-plan
and belief system have the potential of colliding with efforts to foster moral
principles and moral sensitivity among school children, 1, like de Leeuw, have
reservations concerning the fine points of Lasch's thesis. Summarizing
Taylor's central view of culture and individualism, de Leeuw points out that
individualism can lead to “valid accomplishments” and “valid forms of
expression.” In many ways, these observations echo Goldberg's
understanding of positive narcissism, by which persons can master their own
realities and by which “an ensemble of Selves can come together to share,
encounter, and meaningfully experience the world” (1993, p. 13). Hence, in
the context of Taylor's and Goldberg's observations regarding culture and
individualism, it is clear that the fruits of positive narcissism can indeed be
moral.

My recognition of positive narcissism is not something that, as Professor
Garlikov suggests, [ was “forced to recognize.” On the contrary, from my first
reading of Lasch, 1 was puzzled by his inability to account fully for the
prosocial contributions of positive narcissists in contemporary culture. [ was
also perplexed about Lasch's claim that narcissism, of the pathological
variety, is ubiquitous throughout modern culture. His explanation of the
etiology of pathological narcissism -~ which essentially claims that
pathological narcissism can be somehow culturally induced after the period
of rapprochement (in children age 2-4) has been successfully negotiated and
which suggests that a narcissistic personality disorder is no different from a
borderline personality disorder — contradicts the mainstream understanding
of the origins of the pathology (Masterman, 1981).

Despite these shortcomings, I am still convinced that to the degree that
negative narcissism compromises the development of prosocial behavior, and
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those like Edward Wynne, who see schools as essentially doctrinal and who
espouse “good conduct as that which demonstrates truthfulness, promptness,
obedience to authority, diligence, patriotism, and acceptance of authority”
(Beane, 1990, p. 98). On the other hand are those like Alan Lockwood, who
challenge the notion that there is or ever was consensus on codes of conduct
(p. 98). Within these opposite positions, many public schools, with parental
collaboration, have identified community values, that are emphasized in all
phases of the school day, from classroom activities to policies and protocols
observed in the student cafeteria and during school assemblies. Similar
endeavors could also be undertaken, with parental support, to include an
analysis of the culture of narcissism in adolescent literature and in popular
culture as 1t impedes the fostering of moral principles and conduct.

While these efforts at defining good conduct have been successful in
many public school districts, some parents choose to send their children to
private or parochial school where the school philosophy corresponds closely
to their beliefs about schooling and where they need not compromise even the
finer points of their own values, which they hope to impart to their children
with the help of the school. Moreover, it is this controversy over the content
of moral education, as well as the techniques of teaching moral education,
that 1s 1n large part responsible for the dramatic increase in the number of
private schools throughout the United States today.

In his critique of “Unmasking the Face of Narcissism,” Professor
Garlikov also underscores, in a personal context, this lack of consensus
surrounding the content and techniques of teaching morality in the classroom.
He perceives moral education as “the fostering of moral understanding and
moral reasoning,” whereas [ describe moral education as imparting to
students “specific beliefs and behaviors.” My definition, which occurs
somewhat early in my discussion and to which he does not subscribe, has
apparently led him to infer that I would not encourage students to challenge
and to examine critically these beliefs and behaviors. On the contrary, [
acknowledge again that students need to analyze “their thoughts and
experiences” as they are struggling to come to terms with their own identity,
including their system of values.

Influenced by Neil Postman's (1976) thermostatic view of the purpose of
education (which focuses on counterbalancing in the classroom those
elements of “cultural biases” dominating contemporary society), I am
concerned that the culture of narcissism has so influenced the belief systems
and life plans of so many young people that the attending self-absorption,
self-aggrandizement, need for immediate gratification, and feelings of
entitlement have shifted the balance so far to the self that meaningful
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William Damon (1995) remarks that many moral philosophers and
educators omit or ignore recent findings from the social sciences that bear
directly on understanding how humans develop as moral agents. Summarizing
Wilson's social scientific research on the moral senses, Damon explains how
each of the four moral sentiments — sympathy, fairness, self-control, and duty
(p-132) - is “representative of an entire class of emotions, intuitions, and
regulatory systems that are present at birth and that predispose children
towards moral awareness” (p. 133; emphasis added).

If Wilson (1993) and Damon (1995) are correct about the existence and
functioning of these moral sentiments that are innate and that predispose
children towards moral awareness, then my recommendations that schools
should challenge the attending attitudes and behaviors of negative narcissism
should be seriously considered, especially since so many features of negative
narcissism run counter to these moral sentiments. The influence of negative
narcissism is indeed at issue here because, even though these moral
sentiments may predispose children towards moral awareness, “these [moral
sentiments] are not the sole determinants of action; circumstances — the
rewards, penalties, and rituals of daily life — constrain or subvert the
operation of the moral sense” (Wilson, 1993, p. 24). Like the implications
proceeding from recent research on the genetic basis of temperament (Kagan,
1994), culture and the immediate environment are powerful sources in
shaping the development and direction of genetically-wired, brain circuitry
responsible for these predispositions.

I would like to thank Professors de Leeuw and Garlikov for their
thought-provoking responses to my argument. I hope that this exchange will
prompt others to question whether Lasch, and more recently Damon, is
correct about the prevalence of narcissism and indulgence in contemporary
culture, whether these phenomena are interfering with the cultivation of
moral sentiments, moral conduct, and a “balanced moral sense,” and whether
classroom teachers should attempt to address negative narcissism as it relates
to the teaching of morality.
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