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Welcome

Welcome to this new edition of Which Self Are You? — an overview of 44 selves, complete with exercises to help you explore them for yourself.  

I'm a Voice Dialogue teacher from Australia, and I've been immersed in this self-exploration work for more than 30 years. I trained with Voice Dialogue's founders, Drs Hal and Sidra Stone, both in the USA and Australia, and have also been on staff as a facilitator at their Australian workshops. 

This expanded edition of Which Self Are You? is designed to support you in developing greater self-awareness and to give you practical ways to apply that awareness in everyday life.

My hope is that you’ll not only find the insights and exercises valuable, but that you’ll also enjoy the process. One of the first reviewers described it as “not only informational and illuminating, but a lot of fun.” 

So have fun!

Warmly,

Astra

 

 

 

Introduction

Have you ever noticed how you seem to change depending on the situation you’re in?

At work you might show up as the efficient Achiever, focused and productive. At home you might become the Responsible Parent, caring and dependable. With friends you could be the Fun-Loving Adventurer — until your Anxious Self suddenly takes over and you find yourself second-guessing everything you say.

We all carry within us many different parts — inner selves that shape the way we think, feel and act. Some are so familiar we identify with them as ‘who we are’: the Pleaser, the Perfectionist, the Rational Mind, the Romantic, the Seeker, the Responsible Parent or the Rebel. Others are quieter, surfacing only at certain times — maybe the Procrastinator, the Needy Child, the Wild One, or the Sensual Self. Together, these selves form the unique personality that you and others know as you.

Yet most of us live our lives identified with just a handful of these selves — our primary selves — while suppressing or rejecting others. This limits not only how we see ourselves but also how we experience life, relationships and choice.

For example, if you are identified with the Pleaser, then your thoughts, feelings and behaviours will reflect the Pleaser’s agenda. You’ll automatically react as the Pleaser does. It may feel as though you’re making choices, but are they really choices if you can’t also hear the perspective of your Selfish self — who helps you recognise your own needs and desires — or your Independent Adventurer — who sees options that don’t necessarily revolve around pleasing others? Responding automatically from a primary self might work for a while (and in childhood it’s often necessary for survival), but over time you’ll begin to feel dissatisfied, frustrated or stuck. You may even find yourself flipping between selves, which can create confusion and disruption in your own life — and in the lives of those around you.

The good news is: there is another way.

Psychologists Drs Hal and Sidra Stone, the founders of Voice Dialogue and the Psychology of Selves, discovered that by recognising and separating from our primary selves — and reconnecting with the parts of us we’ve disowned — we can develop what they call the Aware Ego Process. This is a new state of consciousness that brings freedom and flexibility. Instead of being run automatically by your Pleaser, or any other self, you gain the ability to genuinely choose how you respond.

This book is your guide to that process.

In these pages, you'll meet 44 different selves that may be part of your own inner family. You'll also find practical exercises and reflections to help you:

	Recognise which selves are primary in your life.


	Discover the disowned selves quietly influencing you.


	Step back from your primary selves, without rejecting them.


	
Build a conscious relationship with all your selves.



	Strengthen your Aware Ego Process so you can live with more freedom, choice and balance.


This is not about 'fixing' yourself or trying to become someone you’re not. It's about expanding into all of who you are already — the strong and the vulnerable, the responsible and the playful, the serious and the lighthearted.

As you take this journey, you'll begin to notice shifts:

	You can work hard and still give yourself permission to rest.


	You can care for others without losing your sense of self.


	You can honour your sensitivity while also accessing strength.


	You can connect with others in deeper, more authentic ways.


Think of this book as both a map and a toolkit. The map reveals the inner landscape of your psyche, while the toolkit gives you practical ways to navigate it with awareness and choice.

How to Use This Guide

As you read through the descriptions of the selves, notice which selves feel familiar, which ones you resist, and which ones surprise you. 

If you resonate with a description and can see how you are like that particular self, then the self you’re reading about is one of your primary selves — it’s a part of your psyche that you are familiar with and express in your life. If, on the other hand, you read about a self and you have a sense that it’s not you at all, and you feel neutral about it, then that self is likely one you haven’t yet needed to express. But if you feel judgemental of a self, or you wish it were you, then it, or a quality it has, is most likely suppressed in you and has become a disowned self. In Part II of this book — the Workbook — you’ll be able to do exercises to connect with your different selves and understand how they operate in you. 

Keep in mind, this guide doesn’t cover every possible self, nor does it present the selves in the exact way you might choose to name them. Instead, it provides an overview to help you recognise the types of selves that may be part of your inner family. 

I suggest reading this book from the beginning, as the first few selves described are the main ones most people identify with to some degree. How they manifest in you personally, and to what extent, will be unique to you and will also depend on your age, sex and life stage. 

The selves are presented in no particular order, except that some of the more common selves appear early on. I’ve arranged them in a way that felt right for me while writing — some are presented as pairs of opposites, while others stand alone. Another person might arrange them differently. 

This is your invitation to a new level of self-awareness — one that allows you to step out of old patterns and meet life with new perspectives, more energy and creativity.

Let's begin.

 

 

 

PART I: The Selves

Protector/Controller

Most of us have as a core primary self a protective self whose function is just that — to protect us and keep us out of danger. It tries to control us so we behave in a way that's appropriate for the situations we find ourselves in, enabling us to survive, based on its ideas and rules about what 'appropriate' and 'survival' is. The Protector/Controller makes us present, speak and behave according to a set of rules it develops over our lives, with the aim of keeping us safe. 

Your Protector/Controller's rules might include that you ought to be polite and kind to other people, at all times, and consider their needs above yours; or, conversely, it might believe that the rewards in life are scarce and so you have to be competitive with others and try to get the best for yourself. 

Your Protector's rules about presentation might be that you ought not to dress too flamboyantly or, on the contrary, that you dress in a manner that deliberately attracts attention, or that you dress always with style, or that comfort is of the utmost importance. 

Your Protector may believe that you should drink only one glass of wine at a party so that you are always in control of yourself, that you smile when you greet others, and so on. 

If you grew up in a wealthy area, your Protector might make sure you pay attention to the appearance of your home, and that your car is a luxury brand car, whereas if you grew up in a poor neighbourhood, your Protector might have made you learn to fight and look out for yourself and to speak using language that makes you appear tough. 

This self appears in your psyche early on and looks around at your world, constantly working out how you ought to be in order to survive in that world. It’s a self that influences which other selves you develop, such as a pleasing self or a responsible self or a competitive self. 

 

Pusher

The Pusher is a self that keeps you moving on to the next thing, whatever that thing may be for you. It literally pushes you forward, upward and onward. 

The Pusher is such a major part for most of us, that it's difficult to recognise its presence. Most people in Western societies are unconsciously identified with their Pusher so that it feels as if it is normal to be constantly thinking about what 'needs' to be done next, and to worry that you haven't done it all yet, or done enough. But every time you have a thought about something you should do, that's the Pusher at work. Even if you are resting, and you start to think of what to do after your rest, and you feel an impulse to get up and do that thing, that's your Pusher. It can make you jump up from the sofa simply because you automatically believe in the overriding importance of doing whatever it has reminded you to do. 

The Pusher is so powerful that even when you are doing something it reminded you to do, it often distracts you from your task with reminders of other things you should do, too! That's when you start to feel stressed, as you worry that you don't have enough time to do everything that 'needs' to be done. You can then feel that it's impossible to do all these things, and so you freeze and don't get anything done. 

The hard-working Pusher works hand-in-hand with the equally diligent Critic (see below). The Critic points out your shortcomings and the Pusher makes a list of how to overcome them. For example:

	If your Critic tells you you're overweight, and you then decide to lose weight, your Pusher will remind you to go to the gym; it will urge you to read up on health and nutrition, clean out all junk food from your kitchen and re-stock with less fattening food, and so on. 


	If your Critic tells you you're not achieving much in life, and you decide to achieve more, your Pusher writes goals, gets you to attend seminars on success, read books on success, look up web sites on success, find a mentor, change direction and research what you'll do next. 


	If your Critic tells you your house is a mess, your Pusher reminds you to do the vacuuming, tidy up, dust, wash the curtains, sweep the courtyard, de-clutter, iron your clothes, and so on.


The Pusher can also contribute to health problems such as migraines, heart conditions, and neck and back problems. 

Do this test and feel the changes in your body when you activate your Pusher energy:

Think of the things you feel you need to do. 

Then pay attention to your body. 

Does your breathing change? Is there any tightness anywhere? How do your shoulders feel? How does your stomach feel?

This may sound negative, but it's only negative when you have no awareness of your Pusher operating within you and of how it affects your life. 

The Pusher is fundamentally anxiety-driven, as it tries to get you to do things so that you are not left behind. But there is no end for the Pusher. You can never satisfy it as it will always find more for you to do. 

The Pusher is extremely cunning — even with such great slowing-down movements such as the Slow Food movement, the Pusher has easily found its place by urging you to go to the markets to shop for local produce and find which market is better for which produce, or, better still, dig up your garden and plant your own vegetables and herbs and keep chickens and maybe even a cow; it has a reading list on sustainability, raw milk, school gardens, slow food cooking, biodiversity, and so on; it reminds you to join one or more of the 5000 Slow Food initiatives listed on the Slow Food website which was also produced by a powerful Pusher somewhere! 

The Pusher doesn't mind what it pushes you to do.

Ironically, when you unhook from your Pusher — seeing it as an ally beside you rather than being fused with it — life actually opens up. Time feels as if it slows down. You get more done, but in a calmer, more centred way. And instead of rushing past your achievements, you can pause to appreciate them. You’ll even find you have time to quite literally stop and smell the roses.

Opposites: Being, Lazy, Child, Dreamer 

Critic

The Inner Critic is a self most people are familiar with. You hear it as self-evaluation and self-criticism, either as an actual critical voice or as a negative feeling about yourself and the things you do. It can make you feel terrible about yourself and can be a contributor to depression, anxiety disorders, eating disorders and low self-esteem. It is critical of your body, your intelligence, your achievements — there's no limit to what it can criticise! 

Each time you look in the mirror and you think you are overweight, or not attractive enough, or your nose is too big or too small, or your hair too curly or too straight, you are looking at yourself through the eyes of your Inner Critic. 

When you do a presentation at work and afterwards you can only see what was wrong with it, that's the perception of your Inner Critic. When you cook a meal and you think it didn't turn out as well as it could have, even though everyone else thinks it's fine, that's your Inner Critic. 
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