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Your Symphony of Selves
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“This wonderful book urges us to look at ourselves and our lives in an entirely new way. We are not a single self, the authors teach us, but rather we contain multiple selves, each valuable in its own way. This lovely book will help you understand and embrace who you are and who you could be.”

AYELET WALDMAN, AUTHOR OF A REALLY 
GOOD DAY

“This masterful, comprehensive exploration of the diversity within us is both fascinating and useful. With grace and erudition, the authors explore the nooks and crannies of our minds—and in the variety of ‘selves’ they find there is, paradoxically, a profound and healing sense of wholeness and freedom.”

RICK HANSON, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF NEURODHARMA

“This book exquisitely explores the age-old and yet seemingly new theme that we are made up of different ‘moving parts.’ Talking to yourself is not just reserved for eccentric people on subways but an inner psychodrama that can lead us toward a more integrated, ‘together,’ symphonic self. Now I can, and will, tell clients: ‘Read this book, and then come back and talk to me!’”

STEPHEN LARSEN, PH.D.,
PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF PSYCHOLOGY AT SUNY ULSTER

“This insightful book creates a landscape of perspective with profound implications for understanding the psychology of human beings. A must-read for every person interested in self-discovery.”

BILL LINTON,
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR AND CO-FOUNDER OF USONA 
INSTITUTE

“A profound, brilliant, and convincing account of the many entities that make up each of us. I hope it will have the success and influence it deserves.”

RICHARD SMOLEY, AUTHOR OF
A THEOLOGY OF LOVE

“Based on what I’ve read in this book, I now more clearly recognize some of my own selves: my scientist self, my personal growth self, my spiritual self, my ‘Am I kind of crazy sometimes?’ self . . . and all of them are getting valuable ideas and practices to become more harmonious. My thanks to Fadiman and Gruber for this remarkable book!”

CHARLES T. TART, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF ALTERED STATES 
OF CONSCIOUSNESS

“A tour de force on the multiple manifestations—scientifically, artistically, religiously, and culturally—of the multiple persons and personalities each one of us inhabits. No matter how skeptical your point of view before you read this book, it will make you think, and you will take it seriously.”

ARI MARK CARTUN,
RABBI EMERITUS OF CONGREGATION ETZ 
CHAYIM IN PALO ALTO

“Astoundingly, my various persona all seem to agree that Fadiman and Gruber have unpacked this complex topic in ways that are factual, insightful, and extremely useful—a must-read for most, if not all, of your selves.”

FOSTER GAMBLE, PRESIDENT AND 
COFOUNDER OF CLEAR COMPASS MEDIA

“From the microbiome in our gut to the voices in our heads, each of us is a community, as the authors explain in this fascinating, delightful book. The illusion of a single unitary self interferes with clear thinking about everything from immunology to psychiatry to the nature of community. We are each a symphony of selves, and my selves highly recommend this book to your selves.”

CHRIS RYAN,
COAUTHOR OF SEX AT DAWN

“In clear, practical prose, and drawing from a wealth of religious, philosophical, and psychological materials, the authors make a strong, clear case that is brilliantly couched as a seductive invitation: just stop believing you are a single self, and start to orchestrate and befriend the varied and fractious clan that you are.”

ERIK DAVIS, AUTHOR OF
HIGH WEIRDNESS

“James Fadiman has consistently been walking, exploring, and illuminating the cutting edge of culture for the past half century. This book is no exception, and with it, Fadiman and his scholarwriter partner, Jordan Gruber, intellectually investigate and prosaically dance in a way that recognizes and honors the many voices within us all.”

DANA ULLMAN, MPH, CCH,
AUTHOR OF THE HOMEOPATHIC 
REVOLUTION

“This is a very special book! This idea of a ‘symphony of selves’ reflects what has always been understood among indigenous peoples—and so the book digs deeply into essential universal truths. A treasure to enjoy and learn with and from.”

RICHARD KATZ, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF INDIGENOUS HEALING 
PSYCHOLOGY

“The idea that our sense of self is illusory and that we all contain different selves may seem strange at first. But the great accomplishment of Your Symphony of Selves is that it doesn’t just make this idea perfectly sensible, the authors show how it can help us better understand ourselves and how cultivating and integrating those multiple selves makes us healthier and happier.”

ALEX SOOJUNG-KIM 
PANG, PH.D., AUTHOR 
OF SHORTER: WORK BETTER, 
SMARTER, AND LESS—HERE’S 
HOW

“A tour de force that pulls together insights from psychiatry, philosophy, religion, neurology, the humanities, and the social and behavioral sciences. Profound, yet entertaining, it plumbs deeply into rarely explored depths of the human psyche. It even contains activities and exercises that its readers can employ, soon realizing that they may never be the same again.”

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D.,
CO-AUTHOR OF PERSONAL MYTHOLOGY

“My cousin James Fadiman has an uncanny ability to take a problem, turn it calmly in his hands, look at it from many angles, and solve it, always with a glint of amusement in his eye. Until I read this book he wrote with Gruber, it had never occurred to me that what enables those multiple angles is his sense that he isn’t confined to a single self. He is a team! The ideas in this book seem simple, but that’s the point: why make things hard when they could be easy?”

ANNE FADIMAN, AUTHOR OF
THE SPIRIT CATCHES 
YOU AND YOU FALL 
DOWN

“Nowhere are Fadiman and Gruber’s words ‘being in the right mind at the right time’ more applicable than for the military fighter pilot. The world moving, quite literally, at Mach 1 creates an unforgiving cauldron where incoherent or incongruent thought yields catastrophic results. The difference between life and death depends on fighter pilots finding their mental best selves.”

BUSTER GLOSSON,
THREE-STAR GENERAL, USAF (RET.),
AUTHOR OF WAR WITH IRAQ

“In this fascinating book, the authors offer insights that enable us to kindly accept and value ourselves and others. They reveal an incredible opportunity for healthier living through embracing our different selves, leading to psychological cohesion and wholeness.”

DARREN COCKBURN, AUTHOR OF
BEING PRESENT
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NOTE TO THE READER

Not So Radical After All

For many years I worked on understanding why healthy selves seemed to be such a radical idea when on so many levels it felt completely obvious. Only after we began our scholarship on the history of psychology did we come to recognize something very important: in early psychology, the only real issue was between two groups, one composed of scientists and philosophers who felt that every human being had selves, and another set of important clinicians—working to develop the first theories of mental illness—who felt that different selves appeared only in their patient populations.

Then there was a fundamental sea change in the early 1900s after which it was not okay to discuss selves at all. This sea change was so thorough and unchallengeable that for all practical purposes there has been no more discussion of healthy selves in psychology or psychiatry since then, though from time to time less healthy selves were theorized about and entered into common conversation.

Instead of seeing ourselves as proponents of a radical new view of human nature, what we realized is that we were simply continuing to explore and illuminate the way that people had been thinking prior to the general suppression of the idea. (We describe the reasons for that suppression and its remarkable success.)

When we discovered we weren’t trailblazers, the project became a little less exciting, but it was also an enormous relief to realize that we were simply rediscovering a fully developed tradition and presenting it in contemporary terms. Selves have always been here—even in psychology—so we might as well learn to work with them.

—JAMES FADIMAN

[image: image]

From Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

 

The Caterpillar and Alice looked at each other for some time in silence: at last the Caterpillar took the hookah out of its mouth, and addressed her in a languid, sleepy voice. “Who are you?” said the Caterpillar.

This was not an encouraging opening for a conversation. Alice replied, rather shyly, “I—I hardly know, sir, just at present—at least I know who I WAS when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been changed several times since then.” “What do you mean by that?” said the Caterpillar sternly. “Explain yourself!” “I can’t explain myself, I’m afraid, sir” said Alice, “because I’m not myself, you see.”



SECTION I

Welcome from All of Us to All of You




ONE

What This Is About and What We Hope to Accomplish

All human beings, including those who are healthiest and most successful, are composed of more than one self. When things are going well, each plays its rightful role as part of a harmonious symphony. We really are different people—or have different minds, parts, or personalities—in different moments and in different contexts.

This is not a new observation; it goes back thousands of years. And it is not difficult to understand, at least not in its basic form. Instead, it is extremely useful and beneficial. By appreciating what is actually so about ourselves and others, many things in our lives begin to make more sense.

Please consider the following questions:


	Have you ever argued with yourself? With whom were you arguing? Who was the other voice, or other voices? If you have ever argued with yourself and changed sides, who did that? When looking at that last cookie or piece of cake or candy, who says “yes” and who says “no”? Have you ever been by yourself or with your old friends and done something truly wild and crazy—something you would never do around your parents, children, co-workers, or boss? Who was it that acted that way? Was that same part of you embarrassed later on?

	Have you ever gotten so inebriated that you said or did things that you would normally never do, or caused physical or psychological damage to yourself or someone else? Who did that? Who got the hangover? And who eventually felt the shame or regret?

	Have you ever been so stressed that you did something you told yourself you would never do? Once you did it—or perhaps even while you were doing it—did another part of you already know you were making a big mistake? Would that part of you show up again if you experienced the same sort of stress?



Acknowledging these different parts of ourselves is what this book is all about. To say, for example, that people merely have different moods at different times misses our main thrust: the selves that compose us are actual, real, independent, and innately valuable parts of who we are.

In addition to addressing questions like these, we will offer many examples from ordinary day-to-day life, some of which will likely remind you of similar experiences in your own life. We will also make frequent reference to popular culture: books, movies, music, and cartoons. Finally, we will discuss the thoughts of a wide range of thinkers, writers, scientists, and artists who have grappled with this issue throughout history.

The collected and synthesized information we are providing here might at first puzzle you or disturb your equilibrium, or even upend your theory of yourself and others. But it will likely change (for the better) how you view and understand yourself (your selves) and others (their selves).

As you read, we are hopeful you will do at least two things:


	begin to let go of the ways you tend to characterize who you are as a single, unitary, monolithic self; and

	begin to accept and appreciate your own selves and the selves of others.



These things—relatively easy to do—often provide immediate benefits (as will be described).

Most of our ideas are easy to understand and may feel very familiar to you. They seem to make sense to most people once, based on their own life experiences, they bring them to awareness. For many, the prospect of living a better life—consciously noticing and working with what we are describing—proves an enticing possibility.


HOW THE SINGLE SELF ASSUMPTION LIMITS OPTIMAL HUMAN FUNCTIONING

The difficult part—the problem we all face—is that this way of looking at things is so rarely discussed that most people simply are not aware of it. A veil seems to exist that prevents us from directly experiencing or considering the idea that we are—or can be—a collection of harmonious healthy selves. (Going forward, we will refer to the “healthy selves” or “healthy normal selves” idea, worldview, or perspective.) This barrier or veil follows directly from the unexamined pervasiveness of what we call the “Single Self Assumption,” which, in its simplest form, is the idea that:

Each of us is a single unified self.


As a result of the pervasiveness of the Single Self Assumption, the reality of experiencing ourselves as a healthy multiplicity is seldom considered. If it is brought up, it may be laughed away or simply dismissed. But, when we become aware of, question, and step beyond the Single Self Assumption, our worldview shifts. This alternative posits that greater health, functioning, and satisfaction come to people who understand and make practical good use of the recognition that selves are real.

The new assumption is that it is normal to have more than one self. Perhaps more importantly, optimal functioning and well-being necessitates acknowledging and working with all of our selves. Those who do this demonstrate increasing congruence among their words, behavior, and plans. They are seen by others as being coherent in their interactions and communications. They are also kinder and more compassionate.

Acknowledging and working with selves thus enables us to be more congruent, coherent, and, overall, what we describe as being more cohesive. Simply, our selves “hang together” in a well-integrated way. The more cohesive our selves are, the better our real-world functioning (what we do and how we do it) and our interactions and relationships (how we are felt, seen, and experienced).

To begin our discussion, here is an example of someone famous—literally a major rock star—who made effective use of his selves.




R.I.P. DAVID BOWIE, MASTER OF SELVES CHANGES

Following Bowie’s death in early 2016, Helen Green’s animated GIF of his many looks1—his many faces, perhaps his many selves—went viral. The image below is made from six of the many Bowie images that flash by in the animated GIF. Did Bowie consciously make use of—deploy or even invent—different selves when necessary?
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Fig. 1.1. The evolving identity of David Bowie.

Used with permission of Helen Green.

Bowie himself said, “Even though I was very shy, I found I could get onstage if I had a new identity.”2 After reviewing his troubled early years, British psychologist Oliver James wrote, “What seems to have been the trigger for his shift from distressed and tortured to emotionally healthy, was his adoption of personas in his musical career.”3

Referring to Bowie’s album The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars, James continues, “I believe the album’s lyrics were an attempt by Bowie to create a dialogue between different parts of himself. 
. . . Bowie’s legacy is the idea that we have many different selves and if we can only dare to confront them, we can choose who is to host our life at any one moment.”4




WHAT’S DIFFERENT ABOUT THIS BOOK

Many books have been written about the idea of selves generally, and a few have been written specifically about healthy, normal selves (although not by that name). Our book differs from these other books in a number of ways:


	Our ongoing focus is on health and wholeness—not on pathology and dysfunction.

	We believe that since selves exist, denying their reality or trying to force them to go away is almost always a mistake.

	Many books in this general area also cover subjects such as trance, possession, and supernatural selves (such as angels, demons, and the like). We will lightly touch on some of this material, but only when historically relevant or otherwise appropriate.



Importantly, we do not have—nor are we striving to create—anything like a comprehensive theory. A major problem with having a full-on theory is that its proponents seem to inevitably spend a great deal of time and effort defending it, often focusing on the errors of competing theories. Instead, we have three working assumptions:


	Healthy, normal*1 people have—and may be aware that they have—more than one self or personality.

	Different selves are truly different—when a particular self is up front and in control, fundamental qualities and attributes of a person can change by a little . . . or a lot.

	Ultimately, it is easy to see beyond the Single Self Assumption and have your life work better.






FIRST PREMISE: WE ALL HAVE SELVES

The first premise—that healthy, normal people have more than one self or personality—is based on:


	our own experience of ourselves,

	what others have told us about themselves, and

	the observations, research, and intellectual and artistic reflections of a great many wise and aware people.
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Fig. 1.2. “We Annoy Them, But No One Can Say We Bore Them.”

From the comic strip Cathy. Used with permission of Cathy Guisewite.

Later, we will look at how selves usually manifest and how to work with them, but first we need to address two important points.

First, the core notion that we are composed of multiple selves has very little to do with mental illness, deviance, or criminality. As we see it, awakening to the reality that we have several selves is a key step toward health and creativity and away from illness and dysfunction. Having an understanding and appreciation of the existence of healthy multiplicity in yourself and others makes your life better. As we will discuss, many high-achieving and high-performing individuals inherently embrace and work with their own multiplicity, taking full advantage of the talents and vitality of their different selves.

While there are genuinely pathological cases—like those portrayed in movies like Sybil and The Three Faces of Eve and the TV show The United States of Tara—they are relatively rare. These cases can help inform us and are often quite fascinating, but they are not a good basis for modeling healthy, normal multiplicity and optimal functioning. Pathology is not what this book is about. We can learn a great deal from it, but it is not the basis of our discussion.*2

The second point concerns the terminology used throughout this book to refer to our different selves, minds, or personalities.†3 While thinkers and artists throughout history have grappled with the idea of many selves, the concept for the most part remains elusive, surfacing for a while and then disappearing from both scientific and popular discussion. As a result, new and different terms for the same essential idea have come and gone.

For example, when interest in the pathological versions of multiplicity skyrocketed in the 1970s and 1980s, thanks to popular books and movies, the term alter came into widespread use. More recently, the idea of doing therapeutic parts work has become popular. And the concept of hearing or talking to different voices within has a very long history.

We ask you to suspend any concerns you might have about the exact terms we are using to describe these different parts of who we are. We will usually refer to selves, personalities, minds, parts, or selfstates,*4 but when it makes sense or is helpful, we will use other terms as well.

We want to be clear, however, that we are not big fans of terms that soft-pedal or negate the main concepts being presented here. Your selves are not merely moods, urges, or whims, and to integrate a self against its will is not a benign act.

The bottom line is that a single, consistent, unitary self is almost never the way things are. We do not experience ourselves or other people in this single-minded way, nor do other people experience us that way either.

A Wide Range of Backup and Support

Importantly, the two authors of this book are most certainly not the only ones who have ever mused over the mechanisms of managing multiplicity as a means to more healthful and successful living. In fact, many thinkers, authors, and artists have made inquires into their own multiple minds, or have reflected on the different selves they’ve seen in others. In coming chapters you will come across supporting ideas and themes from the following wide variety of sources:


	philosophers, including Plato, David Hume, Bishop Butler, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Alfred North Whitehead

	psychologists, including Jean-Martin Charcot and Pierre Janet, two pioneering nineteenth-century French thinkers; William James (the father of American psychology); Sigmund Freud; Alfred Binet (creator of the well-known IQ test); Carl Jung; and many others

	religious thinkers, including writers on Judaism, Christianity, ancient Egyptian religion, Hinduism, Pagan religions, and the Hmong

	novelists, essayists, poets, and other writers, including Lewis Carroll, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Kahlil Gibran, Hermann Hesse, Anaïs Nin, Marcel Proust, Salman Rushdie, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Virginia Woolf

	scientists—cognitive psychologists and others—many of whom come to conclusions similar to ours but through very different means, including Douglas Hofstadter, Marvin Minsky, Robert Ornstein, Dan Siegel, David Eagleman, and others

	twentieth- and twenty-first-century spiritual and self-development teachers, including Sri Aurobindo, G. I. Gurdjieff, Roberto Assagioli, and Jean Houston

	contemporary accounts addressing healthy normal multiplicity—an awareness of healthy selves seems to be picking up lately, with at least one excellent overview book published in 2015 (On Multiple Selves by David Lester) and one in 2016 (Parts Psychology by Jay Noricks)






SECOND PREMISE: DIFFERENT SELVES ARE TRULY DIFFERENT AND 
INHERENTLY VALUABLE

When someone is embodying a particular self or personality, there can be a wide variation in that person’s fundamental qualities and attributes.

As we will show you throughout the book—and as we believe will be in accord with your own experience—different selves have the ability to bring to the fore different qualities, characteristics, and talents. This applies to a wide range of inner emotional and mental experiences, to external real-world abilities and capacities, and in some cases even to physiological differences (like changes in eyeglass prescriptions and blood pressure). Moreover, it looks like the creativity and abilities of high achievers in many fields are enhanced by their capacity to effectively and seamlessly shift into and out of their different selves.

Once you begin to acknowledge, experience, and appreciate your different selves, you will find that, for the most part, each one knows itself to be real—an independent, invaluable, and essential part of who you are. Treating your selves as truly different and of unique inherent value is of paramount concern.

Just How Different One’s Selves Can Be: Timmy Loves Orange Juice

When Timmy drinks orange juice he has no problem. But Timmy is just one of close to a dozen personalities who alternate control over [him]. And if those other personalities drink orange juice, the result is a case of hives. The hives will occur even if Timmy drinks orange juice and another personality appears while the juice is still being digested. What’s more, if Timmy comes back while the allergic reaction is present, the itching of the hives will cease immediately, and the water-filled blisters will begin to subside.6

This is an account of a mental hospital patient diagnosed with having more than one personality. For the staff, there was no doubting that he was different people at different times. So different, in fact, that even a concrete physiological reaction—one easily seen and measured—would come and go depending on which particular version of the man was present. When it was eleven-year-old Timmy, well, he loved orange juice and was just fine with it. However, when any of his other selves were front and center, hives appeared.

Anything that asks us to go far beyond our normal scientific and medical models can make us uncomfortable. In some ways, this story strikes many people as being so bizarre that they prefer to think that the whole thing had been made up. This particular story, however, was brought to us by the respected psychologist Daniel Goleman in “the newspaper of record,” The New York Times.

Some hard-core skeptics think that this and other multiplicity-related accounts of measured and reported physiological changes must be made up. Keep in mind that these folks are generally committed to a view of the world that—a priori or ahead of time—says these things cannot possibly be true. But the data (which we will revisit in chapter 8)—the real experiences of scientists, therapists, and the many people who have experienced similar sorts of physiological changes—takes us in a very different direction.




THIRD PREMISE: ULTIMATELY, IT IS EASY TO SEE BEYOND THE SINGLE SELF ASSUMPTION

In a slightly expanded form, the Single Self Assumption can be stated as:

Each of us is—or ought to be—a single, unified self.


As a unified being with only one unchanging self or personality at our core, it naturally follows that we—and the people we know—should be fully consistent and therefore predictable in most situations. That is, we ought to be able to rely on people to be the way they always are. However, almost no one we know acts this way or experiences other people acting this way either.

The Single Self Assumption is pervasive, despite there being so little evidence for it and a great deal of everyday evidence for healthy multiplicity. The Single Self Assumption, embedded in the back of our minds, is rarely questioned in ordinary cultural discourse. The resultant lack of awareness of the idea—even the possibility—of healthy, normal multiplicity is so widespread that what we are describing in this book is nearly completely missing from the conversational map. Since the idea of healthy multiplicity is rarely considered, it is no surprise that most of us—despite our personal experiences to the contrary—hold an incomplete and suboptimal view of human reality. That is, since the prevailing consensus view of reality prevents us from talking about, thinking about, or considering healthy selves, it obscures and distorts reality.

Put more simply, the single-self view of human psychological reality—assumed by both conventional science and monotheistic religion—can limit us in many ways and prevent us from being fully happy and achieving our utmost potential. It is hard for your symphony of selves to play your own life music as sweetly, healthfully, and harmoniously as possible if you do not appreciate—let alone acknowledge—that you have a set of inner players capable of playing many parts.

Psychologically, psychiatrically, philosophically, scientifically, and theologically, the healthy selves worldview is conceptually off limits, a meme non grata rarely invited to the conversational table. But once it is brought into the conversation, most people seem to quickly understand it, and those who apply it in their own lives often experience immediate benefits.

While writing this book, we have discovered that it often only takes two or three minutes of ordinary conversation for most people to open to the notion of healthy multiplicity. Even those who first respond with dislike or disdain usually admit to us—once we have described how all this works in our own lives, and how it likely works in theirs—that they know what we are talking about. They tend to say something like, “Sure, of course, I really am different people at different times and in the different parts of my lives.” Or sometimes they say, “Well, I’ve known this about myself for a long time, but I never talk about it.” (We have been surprised by the number of people who report having a “twin self” who is responsible for some of their less honorable and most regrettable actions.)

Given the strength of the Single Self Assumption, many people have never considered their own experience of healthy multiplicity. But once the healthy selves worldview is brought up, those able to look beyond the Single Self Assumption begin to see the confusion and difficulty that flows from it begin to drop away from their lives. An obviously easier and better way to live is not just around the corner but already resides within you. As your selves come to look past the Single Self Assumption and experience what we are discussing here, most or all of you may naturally and readily choose to take increasing advantage of the totality of who you are.

Each of your selves, whether or not you ever name them or identify any of them with precision, is a very real being, entity, or self-state, an autonomous complex (as Jung called it) that has its own agenda, its own needs, and its own ways of working with your other selves and other people (and their selves). It is not just that you have different moods, aspects, or feelings; it is that there really are different alive autonomous parts of you—different selves, different personalities, different parts.

It’s really quite striking: we have a culture-wide adherence to an assumed unity that rarely if ever exists, and a corresponding denial of what many of us already know to be so about the way that things actually are. Almost all of us have experienced what it means to be in a different self. For starters, please reconsider the kinds of questions asked at the beginning of this chapter: When you are arguing with yourself, who is arguing with whom? When you do something completely out of character, who is doing that? When you party too hard, who comes back thrashed to spend time with your mate, family, or co-workers?

Throughout this book, we will provide you with a wide variety of everyday examples, commonplace experiences, and cultural reflections of the healthy selves idea. For the most part, as previously stated, we will be short on theory and long on stories and examples.

We are betting that as soon as you start placing more attention on them, many of the ideas and concepts we present will feel familiar to you. Then, as soon as you start trying on and gently experimenting with your own healthy normal selves—as soon as you learn to acknowledge and appreciate the parts of you that already work well together—you will likely begin to validate these ideas.




A PREVIEW OF WHAT YOU’LL FIND IN THIS BOOK

One of the most harmful illusions that can beguile us is probably the belief that we are an indivisible, immutable, totally consistent being. Each of us is a crowd with its own mythology and we are more or less comfortably crowded into a single person.

PIERO FERRUCCI, WHAT 
MAY BE

Our goal in this book is to give you a heads-up about your own and others’ selves: their existence, their needs, the potential value and benefits that might come to you from considering them. What we hope for is that you will spend some time thoughtfully observing your own selves, and those of other people, before reaching any conclusions.

Think of it this way: the Single Self Assumption, to the extent it prevents us from even beginning to talk or think about the way things actually are, ends up surrounding us with a wall of disinformation. This wall prevents us from seeing what is true or validating experiences to the contrary. What we are doing is putting some windows into that wall so you can look through and see what’s what.

We will make some recommendations and suggestions and provide you with a set of beginning resources. We will describe many of the systems and techniques that others have used to explore these inner territories and suggest possibilities for you to explore on your own. Just as good, though—and we will say this many times—it is important for you to go into your own life to understand these ideas, concepts, and possibilities. The best way to find out what works is to undertake an exploration of your own selves.

Section I—Welcome from All of Us to All of You

This beginning section introduces the book’s most important concepts:


	Chapter 1 lays out the book’s basic ideas and premises.

	Chapter 2 considers the pragmatic value of the healthy selves model; that is, the many advantages and benefits of opening yourself up to and working with a model of human reality that better reflects the ways things actually are.

	Chapter 3 presents a simple but powerful catchphrase—“mental health is being in the right mind at the right time”—showcasing stories and examples that illustrate the hows and whys of learning to more effectively move from one self-state to another.



Section II—Multiplicity All Around Us: Cultural and Intellectual Reflections

This section provides a cultural tour of multiplicity from religious, philosophical, psychological, and scientific perspectives:


	Chapter 4 reviews, highlights, and reinforces our collective cultural knowledge. We move through a good number of examples from everyday language, consider the voices in our heads, and then move on to some popular cultural treatments in books, essays, movies, television, music, and other sources.

	Chapter 5 looks at the history of multiplicity in religions worldwide and throughout the course of Western philosophy. While the Single Self Assumption is deeply rooted, there have been significant exceptions in both religion and philosophy.

	Chapter 6 looks at multiplicity from the perspective of psychology and psychologists, from the days before psychology was a formal science to the present day. With some notable exceptions, the existence of selves—and certainly the idea of healthy normal selves—was off limits for most of the twentieth century. We will closely track who was and who was not open to multiplicity and how this changed over time.

	Chapter 7 explores material relevant to neuroscientists, Buddhists, and postmodern thinkers, all of whom tend to come to conclusions similar to ours but by different paths.



Section III—Understanding, Acknowledging, and Working with Our Selves

This section, which is as close to a workbook as we will offer, contains many approaches and techniques that you might want to try or be aware of:


	Chapter 8 asks some basic questions, including “who’s in there?” (how many selves exist), “what’s what?” (what kinds of selves exist), and “where from?” (exploring the origins of selves). We look at what selves are, how real they are, and even why we have them.

	Chapter 9 considers how groups of selves organize and learn to cooperate. We consider a wide range of terminology, models, and metaphors. The desire to create a single “super self ” is also considered.

	Chapter 10 looks at tools, techniques, and strategies for selves work. First steps, three main approaches, and then more than a dozen additional techniques and strategies are described. The chapter closes with a look at how helpful and useful these tools can be.



Section IV—Healthy Normal Selves in the Twenty-First Century

This section reviews current and future approaches to selves and provides a recap and some final advice:


	Chapter 11 considers organized responses, reactions, and approaches to working with selves. From spiritual and self-help teachers to organized therapeutic approaches, we will cover the highlights of several systems of thought and practice. We will also look at the response of larger cultural and social systems to the idea of selves.

	Chapter 12 presents the evolution of thought from the traditional continuum of dissociation, to the full spectrum of selves, to the expanded full spectrum of selves, and closes with a consideration of the healthy new normal.

	Chapter 13 concludes the book. It briefly recaps everything we have covered, addresses a few important pragmatic and theoretical loose ends, provides some personal reflections from the authors, and offers some final words on experiencing and working with your own selves.

	Finally, an appendix exploring dissociation—the term’s origins and usage, as well as conceptual problems and suggestions—is also included.






AWARENESS HEALS

We conclude this opening chapter with some good news. Since what we are talking about is the way things actually are, it does not take much to let some light in—light that begins of its own accord to pierce the veil of the Single Self Assumption. This book, then, can fairly easily provide you with an enhanced appreciation of who you are.

For example, the very first time you avoid overreacting to something that someone close to you has said or done because you are aware that they are in a different self—perhaps a self that you can see only inadvertently made you mad or unhappy—you will feel tremendous relief. You will find you can more easily forgive them and move on, letting go of the offending incident rather than shifting (or being triggered) into a different self of your own that is confrontational and hurtful. Having more awareness of another person’s selves enables you to stay more grounded and in a better self of your own.

Fortunately, awareness heals! Having been subjected to a constricted view of self and personality, and having lived under the consensus delusion of assumed unity for so long, many of us may need to let go of a good deal of old anger and resentment. A little bit of awareness goes a long way in initiating and sustaining this healing process.

If this book can help you realize what you have likely already directly experienced many times, we believe you will pick up the tent flap, peek underneath, and see for yourself that your selves are indeed quite real and inherently valuable. Fully seeing and embracing the world of vibrant healthy selves—both inside and outside of your own being—is a cohesive path to experiencing our selves and others as the complex beings we actually are. A more harmonious and richly resonant symphony of selves awaits you.





TWO

The Benefits of the Healthy Selves Model

[image: image]

Fig. 2.1. “Which you am I talking to now?” by James Thurber.

From The New Yorker, February 21, 1942.

Used with permission of www.CartoonCollections.com.

This chapter considers the many potential real-world benefits and advantages available to those who open to the healthy selves perspective. These include:


	living in a world that makes more sense;

	greater self-acceptance (selves acceptance) and appreciation;

	more compassion for your own selves and the selves of others;

	ability to make sense of inner dialogues, discussions, and arguments;

	increased physical and emotional energy;

	increased ability to access skills, talents, and creativity;

	greater acceptance and appreciation of others;

	less frustration and impatience with others; and

	increased ability to harmonize well with oneself (and one’s selves) and with others (and their selves).



We will also discuss potential disadvantages of opening to the healthy selves worldview. (You may find some of these a little surprising.) After that we consider how the benefits and advantages of the healthy selves perspective can be valuable in the postmodern milieu, in which we face unprecedented numbers of options and choices in many areas of life.

We then use a set of diagrams or flowcharts for summary and review purposes. These make it easier to see what an awareness of healthy selves offers and are especially useful for people who have selves that appreciate orderly visual representations. The chapter closes with one final diagram that frames a discussion of the timing of benefits received.


A PRAGMATIC AND PERSONALIZED APPROACH TO POTENTIAL BENEFITS

Why focus on the pragmatic value of potential benefits and advantages? Our goal has always been to write a practical book, one that presents a more accurate and useful worldview that reframes confusing parts of reality and day-to-day experience. We focus on the model’s pragmatic value because if something is not of real use to you in your day-to-day life—if you cannot “validate, corroborate, and verify” it1—then what we are saying in these pages would be of no value to you.

Our experience tells us that each person who opens to, embraces, and works with the healthy selves worldview will do so in their own way. Why? Since each of us embodies a unique system or constellation of selves, the various benefits and advantages will also be uniquely and idiosyncratically experienced. This is true both in terms of how much and how positively each benefit adds to our lives as well as the timing of those benefits.

We are not saying that everyone who opens to the healthy selves perspective will experience any 
particular benefit or all of the benefits and advantages described in this chapter. And, we are also not specifying an exact timetable for receiving and experiencing benefits. Instead, we are saying that many people are likely to experience a set of diverse and robust benefits. By knowing what these benefits and advantages are, and how you might experience them over time, you are more likely to notice available opportunities and make use of them.




HERSCHEL WALKER: A SELVES-CONSCIOUS SUPERSTAR

As a segue to the potential benefits, we wanted to bring to your attention someone who has been successful in many areas of life, someone who in many ways can be said to be an example of multiple personality 
order.

Valedictorian of his Georgia high school—itself a substantial achievement for someone who was written off early in grade school as an unintelligent stutterer—Herschel Walker is often ranked among the greatest multi-sport athletes of all time. His athletic achievements are many:


	He was a two-time All American college track star who briefly held the world record in the sixty-yard dash.

	As a college football running back, he was a three-time All American, set various NCAA yardage records, and won the 1982 Heisman Trophy as college football’s most outstanding player.

	A professional football player for more than a decade, he was widely regarded as one of the NFL’s premier running backs.

	He received an Olympic bronze medal in 1992 for the two-man bobsled.

	In a limited career as a professional MMA (mixed martial arts) fighter, he had no losses.



Herschel also once danced with the Fort Worth Ballet, was a contestant in Donald Trump’s Celebrity Apprentice show, and was the winning contestant in season three of the television show Rachael vs. Guy: Celebrity Cook-Off. A born-again Christian, he has been referred to as a “Renaissance Man”2 and a “Renaissance Jock.”3 He also founded and ran one of the largest minority-owned meat-processing plants in the United States. Herschel still rigorously trains his body by doing up to thousands of push-ups and sit-ups a day,4 something he started doing after receiving some kindly coaching as a twelve-year-old boy who no longer wanted to be fat but who had no access to gym equipment. As a teenager, Herschel would watch hours of television daily and do pushups and sit-ups during every commercial. As an adult, in 2015 it was reported that he had cut his push-ups down to 1,500 a day along with 2,000 sit-ups.5

Diagnosis and Autobiography

What makes Herschel Walker particularly interesting for our purposes is his very public admission and discussion of how he has learned to cope with his diagnosis of dissociative identity disorder, or DID. In fact, Herschel’s 2008 memoir, Breaking Free: My Life with Dissociative Identity Disorder, has this as its main theme. He tells us he wrote the book, despite the stigma that it might bring, so that others would be more able to recognize similar symptoms in themselves and get professional help.*5 He also explains that “what made me different, and what characterized my distinct [condition], was that for the majority of my life, the alternative personalities that I developed did far more good than harm.”6 (Emphasis added.)

After he retired from professional football, Herschel did indeed have some serious problems. He had anger issues that contributed to the loss of his marriage. And, somewhat infamously, on more than one occasion he apparently played Russian roulette . . . with a real gun and a real bullet. These problems eventually led him to seek help. In particular, during one episode Herschel was driving to the house of a friend who was “messing up his schedule” over the delivery of a new car. A murderous rage had come over Herschel, who found himself experiencing the following internal dialogue:
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Fig. 2.2. Herschel Walker’s Breaking Free

Every few seconds, I’d hear a voice telling me, “No, Herschel, that’s wrong. You can’t shoot a man down in cold blood over this.” Over that voice I’d hear another urging me on: “You’ve got to take care of business. This guy has done you wrong. You can’t let him get away with that. Kill him.” Over and over these two voices were shouting at me, each one pleading with me . . .

“Do it.”

“Stop it.”

“Do it.”

“You can’t.”

“Do it.”

Like the pulsing rhythm of a chorus, the two voices kept up a relentless beat.7

Fortunately, Herschel’s faith—aided by his seeing a Jesus bumper sticker—intervened. The incident soon led him to working with Jerry Mungadze, a psychologist who diagnosed him with DID. Herschel recalls that “I knew that I needed to take a new direction in my life. The Herschel Walker who had driven to that house with murder in his heart and mind was not the Herschel Walker I had been for most of my life. Something was clearly wrong with me, and I had to figure out what it was. And quickly.”8

Herschel’s memoir reveals a number of distinct perspectives on what it means to have selves—both healthy and less so. At times, the book makes the familiar error that to have selves at all equates to having a mental illness. At other times, the book presents a progressive perspective on the mechanics of creating “alters” (alternative selves) as being the response of a healthy and creative survival mechanism. Finally, the idea of healthy, normal selves is also occasionally touched on.

With the help of Mungadze, Herschel—always an avid learner—came to understand that “there was inside of me a kind of chorus or a cast of actors each taking their turn to step into the spotlight to take charge.”9 Throughout the book, Herschel makes it clear that while the experience and usefulness of selves can exist in a normal range, when triggered by abuse or stress, things can get stuck and out of control. At that point, professional help is needed.

On the other hand, Herschel is equally clear that he is essentially a normal person and that in many ways it was his ability to make use of his selves that enabled him to achieve so much. Consider again the quote “For the majority of my life, the alternate personalities that I developed did far more good than harm.”

Herschel understands that it was precisely his ability to fully immerse himself in his different selves—developed early on when he was a stuttering, overweight, and bullied schoolboy—that enabled him to accomplish so much. As we see from his achievements and his own testimony, for the most part Herschel’s ability to utilize different parts of himself did not harm him or cause problems, other than in the difficult period soon after retirement from professional football. Instead, over the course of his lifetime, it was exactly his ability to access and 
utilize his different selves that enabled him to excel in a wide variety of 
sports, business, and personal endeavors and to, in effect, become a living 
legend.

Herschel has also demonstrated awareness of the importance of consciously working with his different selves. For example, consider what he said in a 2008 article in the Star Tribune: “People have to shift themselves and their personalities in so many different areas to be successful. . . . You don’t want Herschel Walker the football player, babysitting your kids. Those are two different people.”10 Moreover, Herschel appreciated that being able to access the right self at the right time was directly connected to his ongoing multiple successes, including being a champion football player. He has talked about how he consciously developed parts of himself called “the Warrior” and “the General.”11 When he was in these personalities, he was hyper-focused: “I’d just get the ball and run. Whatever it took to get the job done.”12

Ultimately, Herschel understands both that there is nothing inherently abnormal about multiplicity and that if you have a self that “struggles, that has faults” then “you got to get help.” He says:

Multiple personality disorder . . . people have demonized it because of Sybil and Three Faces of Eve and I’m just wanting for people to know that you are not a demon, you are not crazy, and you are not a freak. What it is, is, that you are coping with something . . . but you are normal. And that’s what I want to show, that I’m normal. There was a time when I did some things that I did not like, but I’m normal. I’m like any other man that struggles, that has faults. But you can correct those faults, but you got to get help.13

His Diagnosis Respectfully Reconsidered

With all due respect to Herschel Walker’s medical advisers, we would like to consider whether what we know about him really indicates the presence of a multiplicity disorder. First, Herschel has in many ways led an exemplary life. “People think it is negative but look at me. I don’t do drugs. I don’t drink. I have never done anything wrong. I have never been to jail.”14 As the Star Tribune article put it:

Walker was able to cope. . . . His outward appearance rarely changed. And his business acumen was not stunted. Instead, Walker said he was able to use different facets of his personality to run a successful food service business. 
. . . “The same person who was on the football field is not the same person you would see running a business,” he said.15

What we have here, then, is a religious man who has never actually “done anything wrong,” who has succeeded in many life arenas, and who is widely regarded as one of the greatest college and multi-sport athletes of all time. Lacking substantial cohesion, people with pathological multiplicity may hurt themselves and others and often lose track of memories, agreements, and time generally. Along these lines, it was ultimately the anger experienced by one of his selves that drove Herschel to seek help. But who among us has never experienced or acted on anger or frustration? And who among us has never experienced rage or had violent thoughts?

So while Herschel Walker—a super-successful religious world-class athlete—may have had one or more selves capable of disproportionate rage, violent thoughts, and even playing Russian roulette, the issue was more about that particular self than it was about having more than one self in the first place. Fortunately, when he experienced the intense dialogue and disagreement between the two parts of himself, Herschel quickly recognized the part that was close to being completely out of control—and sought help.

To this day Herschel Walker remains an advocate of making positive use of one’s selves. He notes that his condition “can sometimes be a positive tool for good rather than something always negative and destructive.”16 Similarly, he states that “I want to do what I can to help remove the stigma of mental illness, to demonstrate how once it is understood . . . [it] can be channeled into something positive.”17 Ultimately, Herschel provides a clear example of how recognizing, developing, and using one’s different selves bestows advantages and benefits and facilitates overall success.




BENEFIT: A WORLD THAT MAKES MORE SENSE

Herschel Walker is just one real-world case study of how significant benefits in sports, business, and leadership can come from consciously working with selves. In this section, we turn to a different benefit, more amorphous and theoretical, yet so far-reaching and fundamental that it underlies many of the other benefits.

If you begin with a fundamental error, with a flawed and erroneous premise, then whatever you build on top of that error will necessarily and inevitably be flawed. The quality of output depends on the quality of input. As they say in computer science, “Garbage In, Garbage Out.”

Suppose that the healthy selves model is closer to how things actually are, and the Single Self Assumption is erroneous. If we have built our lives—our ways of knowing and doing things, our ideas about what makes us tick and how we and others operate—on a flawed assumption, then a good deal of how we act may be suboptimal or flat out mistaken and ineffective. At the very least, if one of our fundamental psychological premises is wrong, then our lives will be continually colored by a variety of subtle (and not-so-subtle) distortions of reality.

What happens as we recognize that flawed assumption and begin to acknowledge a world of many selves? Many distortions fall away of their own accord. We find the world and our lives making more sense and experience an enhanced ability to sync with ourselves (and our selves) and others (and their selves).

Consider half a millennium ago when the Copernican view of the solar system—the planets revolving around the sun—supplanted the earlier church-supported Ptolemaic view of the Earth at the center. The Ptolemaic mistake had caused persistent unyielding difficulties for early scientists, mathematicians, and astronomers. Working with a fundamentally flawed model, they had to go to extraordinary lengths to come up with fixes to the existing system to make any sense of what they were observing.*6 Ultimately, it became clear that this system was unworkable. Imagine their sense of relief when early astronomers finally began working with a model—a new paradigm†7—that allowed them to create more accurate descriptions of the world they saw.

 

Brief Philosophical Interlude: Which Way Does Occam’s Razor Cut?

Occam’s razor is a philosophical principle named after William of Occam, who lived about 1300 CE. Also called “the law of parsimony,” it can be stated as follows:

Do not unnecessarily multiply explanatory entities.


In other words, if you are looking for the best way of understanding or explaining something, the simplest and least convoluted answer is usually correct. For example, while early astronomers with their Ptolemaic epicycles could—after a fashion—make extremely complex models to account for planetary orbital data, putting the sun at the center led to much simpler explanations.

Part of why the healthy selves view is so compelling is that it easily and simply explains many things that we have all experienced about how our lives and the lives of other people actually work. As we consider many other situations and examples, please keep Occam’s razor in mind.

 

As you open to your own relationship with healthy selves, you will better understand how you and other people operate. One major benefit has to do with how you react to inconsistent actions and statements made by others. As David Lester, author of On Multiple Selves (2016), simply puts it: “Unless people accept that they have multiple selves, they will experience anxiety over their inconsistencies.”18

Faced with a lifetime of experience and countless examples of people—both ourselves and others—acting inconsistently in a culture with no ready means to explain this inconsistency, it is no wonder that many of us are saddled with ongoing mental stress and discomfort. As we begin to open to healthy selves awareness, this uncomfortable confusion starts to evaporate. Simultaneously, increasing compassion toward others naturally arises as we become aware that it was only a part of someone who said or did such-and-such, and that—like many of our own parts—it will respond better to recognition and support than to anger or condemnation.




BENEFIT: BEING KINDER TO YOUR SELF (AND YOUR SELVES)

One key to living a better life is whether all of your selves are working together as a team, or whether there is dissonance or even sabotage among the ranks. One place for everyone to start, then, is this:

Try being kinder to yourself (your selves)!


We all know what this advice means, but sometimes it is difficult to follow. You may have some selves that do not want you to be kinder to a self that is causing problems, and you may have some selves that do not want to be treated more kindly. No matter, go ahead and try being kinder to all of your selves anyway. In particular, try being kinder and evoking as much compassion as possible toward your most difficult and recalcitrant selves.

The problem is not so much that people lack insight: most everyone immediately understands the value that follows from being kinder to themselves. Instead, the problem is that since most people grow up under the Single Self Assumption, many have not developed the necessary inner teamwork and orchestration skills to in fact be kinder to themselves. Fortunately, awareness heals, which is why selves recognition, acceptance, and appreciation are such important first steps.




BENEFIT: GREATER SELF (SELVES) ACCEPTANCE AND APPRECIATION

One of the first benefits of opening to the healthy selves worldview is the feeling and experience of greater self-acceptance and appreciation. As you begin to acknowledge your selves and validate their importance, they will begin to relax, be happier, perform better, and be easier to get along with. We will consider how you can more readily learn to accept, appreciate, and work with your own selves and those of others in some detail later on.

But what about negative, disruptive, or otherwise unwelcome selves? Do you need to accept and appreciate even a self that is having thoughts and feelings of rage, as in Herschel Walker’s case? The short answer is “yes.” By accepting and appreciating each of your selves, you will generate an immediate sense of self-worth and validation not only in each of those selves but also in the totality of who you are. Moreover, you will come to better understand the needs of seemingly negative selves, setting the stage for working with each self so it can better satisfy its own needs in ways that also make sense for the totality of who you are.




BENEFIT: INCREASED PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL ENERGY

The Sufi teacher and writer Idries Shah*8 said of himself that when he was working at his desk and felt too tired to work anymore, he would go out into his garden. If he found he had enough energy for gardening, he knew he was not as tired as he thought he was. However, if he found he was too tired even for gardening, he knew it was time to get some rest.

As Shah’s story illustrates, an awareness of our selves lets us work in ways that produce and give us more physical and emotional energy. One way of getting more energy is to live in a world that makes more sense and aligns with our ongoing experience. When you are not constantly swimming against the tide of distortions that flow from the Single Self Assumption—such as the notion that anyone who isn’t 100 percent consistent 100 percent of the time is weak, flawed, or malevolent—you gain energy. Conversely, if you are swimming along in the wake of a more accurate worldview, it is easier to move forward.

Another way to free up more energy is by accepting our selves, being kinder and more compassionate to them, and learning to work with them in conscious and constructive ways. As Genie Laborde, an educator, author, filmmaker, and artist, put it, “by becoming aware of our internal conflicts, we can release the mental energy we have been using for repression, work out some internal negotiations, and use the released energy in our lives.”20

As we become aware of our selves, we no longer spend so much energy repressing the parts of who we are that we don’t approve of or want to admit to. As we come to acknowledge and appreciate our different selves, we learn to trust those selves within the totality of who we are. Knowing that we can trust our selves brings a certain type of freedom as well as an energetic opening to whatever might come next. As psychologist, therapist, author, and long-time advocate of “subpersonalities” John Rowan says:

What we are talking about here is freedom. . . . Instead of finding ourselves pushed around by our own processes, we are free to choose among them. 
. . . Things which before may have seemed quite out of the question now seem within our reach, and within our world. . . . We can trust ourselves much more, and over a much wider range of decisions and possibilities. By doing justice to the one and the many, and being fully in the one and the many at one and the same time, we arrive at a new way of being.21

Similarly, to the degree we learn to conduct internal negotiations to work things out between selves that are in disagreement or do not get along, we are no longer drained by ongoing inner conflict. Such conflict may be below the level of consciousness, but it is still quite real and saps our strength.




BENEFIT: INCREASED ABILITY TO ACCESS SKILLS, TALENTS, AND CREATIVITY

Recognizing and learning to know, understand, and deal with the personalities that make up our selves can help us function to our fullest capacity in every endeavor.

RITA CARTER, THE 
PEOPLE YOU ARE

In each of us there may be an athlete, a scholar, a nurturing parent, and so on. Our facial musculature, gestures, vocabulary, accents, handwriting, phobias, and even our memories may be versatile in ways we’ve never dreamed of. Our stream of consciousness includes the stream of selves.

MARILYN FERGUSON, 
AQUARIUS NOW

Would you like to be able to do more things, and do the things you already do better than ever? Countless self-help books (including one Jim wrote)22 begin by saying how they will address various deficits in your life so that you can get more of what you want. Our perspective here is quite different: we are suggesting that most people are not making full use of what they already possess—the various abilities of their selves—which is like not noticing that your pants have pockets, your smartphone has built-in apps, or your car has gears.

The healthy selves perspective explains how people can—through acknowledging and appreciating their different selves—access heightened skills, talents, and levels of creativity. Earlier, we saw how David Bowie intentionally created new personalities and learned to fully shift into them so he could (and did) rock the world. Another example is Herschel Walker, who, entering into his Warrior self, with guidance from his inner coach, was able to become a champion in multiple sports by consciously learning to invoke and utilize the part of him that could work with great pain (as we will soon see). Another example is Bob Dylan, who won the Nobel Prize in literature and will be discussed later and whose 2020 song “I Contain Multitudes” should not be missed.

Those who have studied pathological cases of multiplicity have long noticed the creativity, flexibility, and large skill sets of some of these individuals. For example, one self-help manual for those diagnosed with unhealthy multiplicity states that such people “are sometimes able to accomplish more than those who are integrated because of this ability to compartmentalize.”23 And if you have the chance to read Daniel Keyes’s penetrating and often exhilarating account of The Minds of Billy Milligan, you will understand how Billy was able to become a highly sought after portrait and landscape painter, a Houdini-like escape artist, a fluent speaker of a language he never studied (Serbian), a demolitions expert, and someone who by consciously controlling his adrenaline could summon almost superhuman strength.

The ability to learn new skills, play new roles, and access profound creativity is clearly not limited to those diagnosed with pathological multiplicity. In fact, it seems that many highly talented and successful people have achieved success precisely because of their ability to access different parts of themselves. As Scott Barry Kaufman and Carolyn Gregoire write in their book Wired to Create: Unraveling the Mysteries of the Creative Mind (2015):

Creative people . . . have at least some level of those varying characteristics within themselves, and they can chose to flexibly switch back and forth depending on what’s most helpful in the moment. Creative people seem to be particularly good at operating within a broad spectrum of personality traits and behaviors. They are both introverted and extraverted, depending on the situation and environment, and learn to harness both mindfulness and mind wandering in their creative process.24

Along similar lines, Gretchen Sliker, a clinical psychologist, writes, “Although subpersonalities are present in all of us, and can be discerned directly through observation of their behavior, subpersonalities are most vivid in the complex personalities of talented people; they are evident in their life histories as well as in their varied behavior and production.”25 And as for creativity generally, Kaufman and Gregoire bring us the following wisdom—which echoes Walt Whitman’s famous quote*9—from famed psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who interviewed creative people for more than thirty years and originated the concept of “flow”:

If I had to express in one word what makes their personalities different from others, it’s complexity. They show tendencies of thought and action that in most people are segregated. They contain contradictory extremes; instead of being an “individual,” each of them is a “multitude.”26

 

Reviewer Question: Can You Choose a Younger Happier Self?

An early reader of this chapter posed an interesting question: “With this sort of idea would that mean that theoretically people could keep themselves younger for longer and increase their happiness simply by choosing a younger, happier, and wealthier you/self in each moment? I’m not sure if you were aware, but I’m a coach who speaks to individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. This is something I’d love to share with them to see if it helps.”

The reader’s question reminds us of Harvard social psychologist Ellen Langer’s reverse-aging study, described in her award-winning book Counterclockwise: Mindful Health and the Power of Possibility (2009). Bruce Grierson described the start of her experiment: “Eight men in their 70s stepped out of a van in front of a converted monastery in New Hampshire. They shuffled forward, a few of them arthritically stooped, a couple with canes. Then they passed through the door and entered a time warp. Perry Como crooned on a vintage radio. Ed Sullivan welcomed guests on a black-and-white TV. Everything inside—including the books on the shelves and the magazines lying around—were designed to conjure 1959.”27

After a week of being in the time warp, Langer reported that the experimental group showed improvements in manual dexterity, physical strength, posture, gait, perception, memory, cognition, taste sensitivity, hearing, and vision. Perhaps being immersed in the environment of their youth allowed these men to shift into younger and healthier selves, ones that started cooking meals for each other and that ended the study with an impromptu touch football game.

 




BENEFIT: INCREASED PHYSICAL HEALING AND PAIN MANAGEMENT ABILITIES

A good example of increased access to specific skills and talents can be seen in the way that some people learn to deal with pain or enhance their physical health and energy generally. For example, several years ago Jim was at a workshop being led in part by Chungliang Al Huang, founder and president of the Living Tao Foundation and a renowned master of t’ai chi. Jim’s journal notes read as follows:

The first evening we worked with Al Huang. And I was there, thinking “Oh, gosh, it’s Al again. So I am going to have to do t’ai chi again, and I am already tired. He has got incredible energy, and I don’t; he never ages, and I do; and I feel bad.” Well, at some point I began to be able to follow what he was doing, and the part of me that was so hungry to do what he was doing began to take control. At that point my thinking went, “I am not yet there. The part of me that is a boring, sober, middle-aged intellectual can kind of move, but it doesn’t leave the ground.”

But when I did find myself leaving the ground, there was this incredible pleasure, because the part of me that can leave the ground doesn’t get out a lot. And I am sure it is one of the reasons that I love Al Huang so much, because he says to one of my parts, a part which is rarely given enough time, “This too is you!” As soon as I let that part out, it allowed me in the moment to experience a whole new level of health, and to then add that energy into and distribute it around the whole circle.

In this circumstance, by merely following along with someone who was deeply embodied and super healthy, Jim was able to access the part of himself that could easily follow along and achieve similar benefits.

In some cases, increased health—or less dysfunction—comes from being in one self but not another. For example, consider Timmy from chapter 1; in most selves, he cannot have orange juice without getting hives, but in one of his selves, orange juice is just fine. The literature contains similar stories of people who are allergic to cats or who experience terrible pain in one self but not in others.

As human beings, we all have to learn how to deal with pain. The conventional literature on pathological multiplicity points out that the creation of different selves*10 may be triggered by abuse that causes tremendous physical or emotional pain. As Daniel Keyes writes, in describing one self of Billy Milligan whose job it was to take on any physical pain that he experienced: “David, 8. The keeper of pain, or the empathy. Absorbs all the hurt and suffering of the other personalities.”28
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