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Abstract 
 

      Certain medical conditions can activate the narcissistic defense mechanism. Chronic ailments are likely to lead to the emergence 

of narcissistic traits or a narcissistic personality style. Traumas (such as brain injuries) have been known to induce states of mind akin 

to full-blown personality disorders. Such "narcissism", though, is reversible and tends to be ameliorated or disappear altogether when 

the underlying medical problem does. Other disorders, like the Bipolar Disorder (mania-depression) are characterized by mood swings 

that are not brought about by external events (endogenous, not exogenous). But the narcissist's mood swings are strictly the results of 

external events (as he perceives and interprets them, of course). 

 

Theory 
 

      Phineas Gage was a 25 years old construction foreman who lived in Vermont in the 1860s. While working on a railroad bed, he 

packed powdered explosives into a hole in the ground, using tamping iron. The powder heated and blew in his face. The tamping iron 

rebounded and pierced the top of his skull, ravaging the frontal lobes. 

 

In 1868, Harlow, his doctor, reported the changes to his personality following the accident: 

 

      He became "fitful, irreverent, indulging at times in the grossest profanity (which was not previously his customs), manifesting but 

little deference to his fellows, impatient of restraint or advice when it conflicts with his desires, at times pertinaciously obstinate yet 

capricious and vacillating, devising many plans for future operation which are no sooner arranged than they are abandoned in turn for 

others appearing more feasible ... His mind was radically changed, so that his friends and acquaintances said he was no longer Gage." 

 

     In other words, his brain injury turned him into a psychopathic narcissist. 

 

      Similarly startling transformation have been recorded among soldiers with penetrating head injuries suffered in World War I. Orbit 

medial wounds made people "Pseudopsychopathic": grandiose, euphoric, disinhibited, and puerile. When the dorsolateral convexities 

were damaged, those affected became lethargic and apathetic ("pseudodepressed"). As Geschwind noted, many had both syndromes. 

 

      In a study titled “Gray Matter Abnormalities in Patients with Narcissistic Personality Disorder” (published June 2013 in the 

Journal of Psychiatric Research), the authors conclude: 

 

     “Relative to the control group, NPD patients had smaller GM volume in the left anterior insula. Independent of group, GM volume 

in the left anterior insula was positively related to self-reported emotional empathy. Complementary whole-brain analyses yielded 

smaller GM volume in fronto-paralimbic brain regions comprising the rostral and median cingulate cortex as well as dorsolateral and 

medial parts of the prefrontal cortex. Here we provide the first empirical evidence for structural abnormalities in fronto-paralimbic 

brain regions of patients with NPD. The results are discussed in the context of NPD patients' restricted ability for emotional empathy”. 
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      The DSM is clear: the brain-injured may acquire traits and behaviours typical of certain personality disorders but head trauma 

never results in a full-fledged personality disorder. 

 

     "General diagnostic criteria for a personality disorder: 

 

      F. The enduring pattern is not due to the direct physiological effects of a substance (e.g., a drug of abuse, a medication) or a 

general medical condition (e.g., head trauma)." (DSM-IV-TR, p.689) 

 

      From my book "Malignant Self-love - Narcissism Revisited": 

 

      "It is conceivable, though, that a third, unrelated problem causes chemical imbalances in the brain, metabolic diseases such as 

diabetes, pathological narcissism, and other mental health syndromes. There may be a common cause, a hidden common denominator 

(perhaps a group of genes). 

 

      Certain medical conditions can activate the narcissistic defence mechanism. Chronic ailments are likely to lead to the emergence 

of narcissistic traits or a narcissistic personality style. Traumas (such as brain injuries) have been known to induce states of mind akin 

to full-blown personality disorders. Such "narcissism", though, is reversible and tends to be ameliorated or disappear altogether when 

the underlying medical problem does. Other disorders, like the Bipolar Disorder (mania-depression) are characterised by mood swings 

that are not brought about by external events (endogenous, not exogenous). But the narcissist's mood swings are strictly the results of 

external events (as he perceives and interprets them, of course). 

 

     But phenomena, which are often associated with NPD (Narcissistic Personality Disorder), such as depression or OCD (obsessive-

compulsive disorder), are treated with medication. Rumour has it that SSRI's (such as Fluoxetine, known as Prozac) might have 

adverse effects if the primary disorder is NPD. They sometimes lead to the Serotonin syndrome, which includes agitation and 

exacerbates the rage attacks typical of a narcissist. The use of SSRI's is associated at times with delirium and the emergence of a 

manic phase and even with psychotic micro episodes. 

 

     This is not the case with the heterocyclic’s, MAO and mood stabilisers, such as lithium. Blockers and inhibitors are regularly 

applied without discernible adverse side effects (as far as NPD is concerned). 

 

      Not enough is known about the biochemistry of NPD. There seems to be some vague link to Serotonin but no one knows for sure. 

There isn't a reliable non-intrusive method to measure brain and central nervous system Serotonin levels anyhow, so it is mostly 

guesswork at this stage." 

 

References  
 

1. Stormberg D, Roningstam E, Gunderson J,  Tohen M (1998) Pathological Narcissism in Bipolar Disorder Patients. Journal of 

Personality Disorders 12: 179-185. 

2. Roningstam E (1996) Pathological Narcissism and Narcissistic Personality Disorder in Axis I Disorders. Harvard Review of 

Psychiatry 3: 326-340. 

3. Fred AC (1988) Narcissism: Socrates, the Frankfurt School and Psychoanalytic Theory - New Haven and London, Yale 

University Press. 

4. Fairbairn WRD (1954) An Object Relations Theory of the Personality - New York, Basic Books.  

5. Freud S (1964) Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905) - Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 

Sigmund Freud - Vol. 7 - London, Hogarth Press. 

6. FreudS (2014) On Narcissism - Standard Edition 14: 73-107. 

7. Golomb Elan (1995) Trapped in the Mirror: Adult Children of Narcissists in Their Struggle for Self - Quill. 

8. Greenberg Jay R, Mitchell Stephen A (1983) Object Relations in Psychoanalytic Theory - Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University 

Press ISBN 0674629752.  

9. Grunberger Bela (1979) Narcissism: Psychoanalytic Essays - New York, International Universities Press. 

10. Guntrip Harry (1961) Personality Structure and Human Interaction - New York, International Universities Press.  

11. Horowitz MJ (1975) Sliding Meanings: A defense against threat in narcissistic personalities - International Journal of 

Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy 4: 167.  

12. Jacobson Edith (1964) The Self and the Object World - New York, International Universities Press. 

13. Kernberg O (1975) Borderline Conditions and Pathological Narcissism - New York, Jason Aronson ISBN 0876681771. 

14. Klein Melanie (1964-75) The Writings of Melanie Klein - Ed. Roger Money-Kyrle - 4 vols. - New York, Free Press. 

15. Kohut H (1971) The Analysis of the Self - New York, International Universities Press. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9661104
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9661104
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9384963
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9384963
https://www.amazon.com/Narcissism-Socrates-Frankfurt-School-Psychoanalytic/dp/0300040644
https://www.amazon.com/Narcissism-Socrates-Frankfurt-School-Psychoanalytic/dp/0300040644
https://www.amazon.com/object-relations-theory-personality-Ronald-Fairbairn/dp/B0007EA518
https://www.amazon.com/Narcissism-Introduction-Sigmund-Freud/dp/1473319897
https://www.amazon.com/Trapped-Mirror-Children-Narcissists-Struggle/dp/0688140718
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674629752
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674629752
https://www.abebooks.com/Narcissism-Psychoanalytic-essays-Bela-Grunberger-International/18601247690/bd
https://archive.org/details/personalitystruc00ingunt
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1158596
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1158596
https://www.scirp.org/(S(351jmbntvnsjt1aadkposzje))/reference/ReferencesPapers.aspx?ReferenceID=1639868
https://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/A/bo8324792.html


 

 

Journal of Neurology, Psychiatry and Brain Research, Volume 2019, Issue 04 
3 

Brain Injury and Trauma and Changes 

in Personality 

Copyright:  

© 2019 Sam Vaknin
*
 

 

 
16. Lasch Christopher (1979) The Culture of Narcissism - New York, Warner Books. 

17. Lowen Alexander (1997) Narcissism: Denial of the True Self - Touchstone Books. 

18. Millon Theodore (and Roger D. Davis, contributor) (1995) Disorders of Personality: DSM IV and Beyond - 2nd ed. - New York, 

John Wiley and Sons. 

19. Millon Theodore (2000) Personality Disorders in Modern Life - New York, John Wiley and Sons. 

20. Ronningstam Elsa F (ed.) (1998) Disorders of Narcissism: Diagnostic, Clinical, and Empirical Implications - American 

Psychiatric Press.  

21. Roningstam E (1996) Pathological Narcissism and Narcissistic Personality Disorder in Axis I Disorders. Harvard Review of 

Psychiatry 3: 326-340. 

22. Rothstein Arnold (1984) The Narcissistic Pursuit of Reflection - 2nd revised ed. - New York, International Universities Press.  

23. Schwartz Lester (1974) Narcissistic Personality Disorders - A Clinical Discussion - Journal of Am. Psychoanalytic Association 

22: 292-305. 

24. Stern Daniel (1985) The Interpersonal World of the Infant: A View from Psychoanalysis and Developmental Psychology - New 

York, Basic Books. 

25. Stormberg D, Roningstam E, Gunderson J, Tohen M (1998) Pathological Narcissism in Bipolar Disorder Patients. Journal of 

Personality Disorders 12: 179-185. 

26. Vaknin Sam (2015) Malignant Self Love – Narcissism Revisited, 10th revised impression – Skopje and Prague, Narcissus 

Publications. 

27. Zweig Paul (1968) The Heresy of Self-Love: A Study of Subversive Individualism - New York, Basic Books. 

 

                                                     

 

 
Citation: Vaknin S (2019) Brain Injury and Trauma and 

Changes in Personality. Jr Neurology Psych and Brain 

Res: JNPBR-121. 

 

https://cmc.marmot.org/Record/.b17104403
https://www.amazon.com/Narcissism-Denial-True-Alexander-Lowen/dp/0743255437
https://www.amazon.com/Disorders-Personality-DSM-IV-Beyond-Processes/dp/047101186X
https://www.amazon.com/Disorders-Personality-DSM-IV-Beyond-Processes/dp/047101186X
https://books.google.co.in/books/about/Disorders_of_Narcissism.html?id=snZHAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.co.in/books/about/Disorders_of_Narcissism.html?id=snZHAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3109/10673229609017201
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3109/10673229609017201
https://www.amazon.com/Narcissistic-Pursuit-Perfection-Arnold-Rothstein/dp/0823634949
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1975-12266-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1975-12266-001
https://www.amazon.com/Interpersonal-World-Infant-Psychoanalysis-Developmental/dp/0465095895
https://www.amazon.com/Interpersonal-World-Infant-Psychoanalysis-Developmental/dp/0465095895
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9661104
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9661104
https://zodml.org/sites/default/files/Malignant_Self_Love.pdf
https://zodml.org/sites/default/files/Malignant_Self_Love.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Heresy-Self-Love-Study-Subversive-Individualism/dp/0691013713

