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A striking feature of post-modernism is its distrust of the subject.  If the modern period, beginning with Descartes, sought in the subject a source of certainty, an Archimedean point from which all else could be derived, post-modernism has taken the opposite tack.  Rather than taking the self as a foundation, it has seen it as founded, as dependent on the accidents which situate consciousness in the world.  The same holds for the unity of the subject.  Modernity, in its search for a single foundation, held the subject to be an indissoluble unity.  Post-modernism’s position, by contrast, is announced by Nietzsche: “The assumption of one single subject is perhaps unnecessary; perhaps it is just as permissible to assume a multiplicity of subjects, whose interaction and struggle is the basis of our thought and our consciousness in general? ...My hypotheses: The subject as multiplicity.”
  Given this, there is a natural correspondence between the success of post-modernism and the current interest in multiple personality disorder.  In the latter, we actually have the experience of a “multiplicity of subjects” in their interaction and struggle.  The subject stands there before us “as multiplicity.”  It gives us a concrete case, one which raises some of the pressing questions associated with the post-modern denial of the subject.  Confronting it, we ask: how real are the personalities composing the multiplicity of this disordered self?  What, in fact, does this multiplicity tell us about the self? about its genesis and status?  What does it reveal about “our thought and consciousness in general”?  I plan, in the short compass of this paper, to sketch some answers to these questions.  

§1. A brief description of MPD.  The American Psychiatric Association gives two criteria for (MPD) multiple personality disorder.  First, and most obviously, there is “the existence within the person of two or more distinct personalities or personality states (each with its own relatively enduring pattern of perceiving, relating to, and thinking about the environment and self.”  Secondly, “at least two of these personalities or personality states recurrently take full control of the person’s behavior”
   There is, in other words, a “switching” of control from one distinct personality to another.
  Additional criteria include a certain “wall of amnesia,” existing between the different personalities.  Memories in a patient suffering from MPD are not necessarily transparent to one another nor to some overseeing ego.  By this, I mean that they do not remember each other, nor are they simply “there,” present as objects for an already given ego.  Memories are linked to memories “by common affective themes,” common contexts and contents.
  These provide the medium of transparency.  As such, they seem to provide the medium where the remembering ego can appear.  According to the standard view, the ego exists in and through “the chaining of memories.”  Different chains give us the different egos or personalities of the patient, each with its own distinguishing memories.
 


Why should these chains differ?  Why aren’t all the patient’s memories transparent to each other?  With these questions, we come to the single most important descriptive fact of MPD: Abuse.  An overwhelming percentage (95%-98%) of patients with MPD “report a history of child abuse.”
   Of course, not every one who is abused experiences a splitting of his or her personality.  An abusive family situation, one where the child is repeatedly exposed to the stress of “unpredictable nurturing and abuse” is just one of the factors leading to MPD.  Another is the “capacity to dissociate, usually identified with a high responsiveness to hypnosis.”  Beyond this, there is also a “precipitating event.”  This is “a specific, an overwhelming, traumatic episode to which the victim responds by dissociating.”  A single episode, however, is normally not sufficient.  There must be repeated episodes, each marked by a dissociative response, the result being “separate memories for each dissociative episode.”
  The linking or “chaining” of these by common themes yields the personality, the self that is the rememberer of the chain.  To mention one final factor, we may note that the naming of this self, especially under hypnosis, seems to act as a catalyst, causing it to crystallize into something definite.  As Pierre Janet, the pioneer in this field, writes: “Once baptized, the sub-conscious personage grows more definitely outlined and displays better [its] psychological character.”
 

§2. How real are the selves?  The fact that naming a self under hypnosis seems to stabilize it immediately raises suspicions about its “reality.”  People suffering from MPD have a high capacity to dissociate; but this, as just noted, is correlated with high hypnotic ability.  Could not naming the self be a factor in its creation?  Freud thought so.   So have a number of contemporary critics.  Kenneth Bowers, in his Presidential Address to the Society for Clinical and Experimental Hypnosis, makes the charge “that many of the symptoms and reported experiences of MPD are in fact implicitly suggested effects ...” As such, they are “relatively independent of executive initiative and control.”   They have the reality, in other words, of trance states induced by the hypnotist.  They are, then, not “an outcome of a second executive system or personality”--a second self--that is “responsible for initiating or guiding the suggested outcome”
 (ibid.).  There is no secondary self or personality there.  The behavior that seems to point to such a self is actually the result of hypnotic suggestion, made either by the physician or by the patient himself.  In the latter case, we have to do with a form of autohypnosis.  


Bowers’ description of this is revealing of both the strengths and the weaknesses of this claim.  It is worth quoting at length.  He writes:

"People prone to MPD are very high in hypnotic ability and are, therefore, vulnerable to the suggestive impact of ideas, imaginings, and fantasies; what is more, they are high in hypnotic ability because they have learned to use dissociative defenses as a way of dealing with inescapable threat--such as physical and sexual abuse (Kluft, 1987).
  The chronic tendency to indulge in solacing fantasy ... makes it increasingly difficult for a person to deal effectively with reality.  Fantasized alternatives to reality (including a fantasized alter ego--stimulated, perhaps, by media accounts of multiple personality disorder) can become increasingly complex and differentiated.  Gradually these fantasized alternatives begin to activate subsystems of control more or less directly--that is with minimal involvement of executive level initiative and control.”
  

Because of this, “ones’ actions are experienced as increasingly ego-alien.”  When “the activating fantasies and resulting behaviors become sufficiently threatening, they can also be repressed into an unconscious (i.e., amnesic) status.”  The result is, thus, “an individual who is subject to profound discontinuities of his or her sense of self” (ibid., p. 169).  It is, in fact, an individual exhibiting all the signs of multiple personality disorder.  The “subsystems of control”--the systems responsible for purposeful behavior--escape the control of the self taken as an “executive system.”  Its “fantasized alternatives” more or less “directly” control them.  Now, the difficulty with this account is precisely its strength in accounting for the different selves taken as “fantasized alternatives.”  If these alternatives do control behavior, then they are alternate or secondary “executive systems.”  As far as their agency is concerned, they seem as real as the primary self or “executive system.”   Thus, the fact that this disorder can be created by hypnosis does not mean that the alternate selves so created are less “real.”  It signifies, rather, that hypnosis--in particular, the autohypnosis that allows a patient “to dissociate defensively”--can be taken as creative of the self, i.e., of it as a particular agency.  


If this conclusion is discomforting to those who attempt to see hypnosis as a way to disprove the “reality” of the selves of the MPD patient, it is equally so to those who argue against Bowers’ thesis.  Their position is that in genuine MPD the different personalities “have a life history of their own as a result of repeated dissociations.”
   By contrast, they claim that “in hypnotically induced MPD, the ‘personalities’ are created by the operator who supplies all the necessary information.  Details which are not given are often spontaneously fabricated by the subject” in his adoption of “the role suggested by the hypnotist.”  The question, here, is: how can one tell whether the personalities one encounters are hypnotically induced or have “developed naturally in response to stress over the course of many years”?. The phenomena seem the same.  As for the causes, as Braun acknowledges, “many consider MPD to be a maladaptive form of dissociation or self-hypnosis in response to environmental stress.”
.  If the disorder can result from self-hypnosis, then the assertion that a personality is hypnotically induced is not necessarily a denial of its reality.  Here, of course, we must add that what such “reality” is remains to be seen.  

§3. The self as synthesis.  Freud, as we noted, took an anti-realist stance.  The whole notion of a consciousness of which the owner is not aware is, he writes, “based on an abuse of the word ‘consciousness.’”  The fundamental relation is not between selves, but rather between consciousness and unconsciousness.  What appear to be separate selves taking control is actually a “shifting of consciousness,” an “oscillating between two different psychical complexes which become conscious and unconscious in turn.”
  Only at the end of his life does he begin to speak of the splitting of the ego as a positive phenomenon, something involving separate selves.  When he does, he finds himself, as he admits, in the “position of not knowing whether what I have to say should be regarded as something long familiar or something entirely new and puzzling.”
  The “familiar” aspect concerns the type of case which Freud, hitherto, had discussed in terms of repression: that of an instinctual demand that apparently cannot be satisfied.  A little boy, who is acquainted with the female genitals, is caught masturbating.  Threatened by his nurse with castration by his father, he fears that, like the girl, he too will lose his penis.  Instead of discussing the repression of this desire, Freud now speaks of a ‘rift’ in the ego which never heals but which increases as time goes on.”
   What occurs, concretely, is a splitting of the boy’s interpretative stance.  One part of it is directed to reality, to acknowledging the danger.  A second part, however, directs itself to reinterpreting reality so that the danger no longer exists.  The boy comes to believe that women have and don’t have a penis.  Their bodily image is split according to the stance.  Consistent with the first interpretation, he overcomes his fear by creating “a substitute for the penis which he missed in women, that is to say, a fetish.”
  Thus, he is “not obliged to acknowledge that women have lost their penis” and deflects the threat.  On the other hand, he cannot “simply contradict his perceptions and hallucinate a penis”
  The “disavowal of the perceptions,” as Freud elsewhere writes, “is always supplemented by an acknowledgement; two contrary and independent attitudes [two interpretations] always arise and result in the situation of there being a splitting of the ego.”
  Freud emphasizes that the phenomenon of such splitting is much wider than this example indicates.  Fetishism does not, he writes, present “an exceptional case as regards a splitting of the ego.”
   Such splitting occurs in psychoses, neurosis like states, and indeed in “neuroses themselves.”
   In the latter, however, repression plays its role, forcing one of the sides to belong to the id.
 


How does this split in the interpretative attitude or stance “result in ... there being a splitting of the ego”?  Freud’s answer points to what he finds “entirely new and puzzling.”  It is the fragility of the self’s synthetic function.  In his words, “The whole process seems so strange to us because we take for granted the synthetic nature of the workings of the ego.  But we are clearly at fault in this.  The synthetic function of the ego, though it is of such extraordinary importance, is subject to particular conditions and is liable to a whole series of disturbances.”
   The disturbance of this function results in the disturbance of the ego.  Its disruption is also the ego’s disruption.  What is pointed to in this last, unfinished work of Freud, is not just the tie of the ego’s interpretative stance to the “synthetic nature of the workings of the ego.”  It is the thought that such workings (and, hence, also the stance) are somehow prior to ego.  If the ego can be split by a disruption of workings of this synthetic function, then it must in some way be considered as a result of it.  


Freud, of course, is not the first to see the ego as a result of synthesis.  The view is implicit in the standard dissociative model of MPD.  As a psychiatric concept, “dissociation” is derived from the doctrine of “association.”  This holds that memories are brought to consciousness by way of association of ideas.  The memories which are not available to be associated are, by contrast, termed “dissociated.”
 .  It is the association of these dissociated elements, i.e., their synthesis or coming together, which results according to Pierre Janet in an alternate self with its own set of memories.  In his words, “Dissociated states become synthesized among themselves into a large, self-conscious personality to which the term ‘self’ is given.  Subconscious states thus become personified ... The subconscious synthesis can be enlarged into something that is self-conscious and which can speak of itself as an ‘I’.”
  Such a statement, of course, does not tell us how the association or synthesis works.  Current models speak of “state dependent learning” where information acquired in one state is “most expeditiously retrieved” in a similar neuro-psychological state.
  There are also models which emphasize the “chaining” of memories or, in the BASK model, the chaining of behaviors, affects, sensations and knowledge according to common themes 
  Unfortunately, such models do not tell us how such chaining comes about.  As explanatory vehicles, they hardly get us any further than Hume’s original insights regarding resemblance, contiguity and habit as factors in associative synthesis.  As readers of Hume’s Treatise know, such factors might give us the “fiction” of the self.  They seem, however, incapable of yielding the self as an agency, the self which exercises “executive control” over its functions.  


To see such agency as a result of synthesis, we must not presuppose it.  This means we must be able to conceive the “synthetic nature of the workings of the ego” in a pre-egological way.  We must also see such pre-egological workings as resulting in egological or “executive” agency, the latter taking them over as its own.  Such a demand, as Freud implies, is highly puzzling, not to say paradoxical.  How are we to meet it?  In Freud’s example, it is the split in interpretation--one which took the woman as having and not having a penis--which resulted in the splitting of the person.  Since such a split is also a split in his synthetic function, what is pointed to here is the dependence of this function on interpretation.  In fact, as we shall now see, interpretation is the key element in synthesis.

§4. Interpretation and selfhood.  The best account of the role interpretation plays in synthesis is still that given by Edmund Husserl in his Logical Investigations.  According to Husserl, “perception is interpretation.”  He explains this by saying, “It belongs to perception that something appears within it, but interpretation makes up what we term appearance--be it correct or not, anticipatory or overdrawn.  The house appears to me through no other way but that I interpret in a certain fashion actually experienced contents of sensation. ...  They are termed ‘appearances’ or, better, appearing contents precisely for the reason that they are contents of perceptive interpretation.”
.  Husserl’s point is that I see an object by interpreting the actual contents of my perception as contents of some given object.  The interpretation is directed to what I intend to see.  It is, necessarily, an anticipation.  Thus, thinking that I see a cat crouching under a bush, I interpret the shadows I actually see accordingly.  I take one as part of its ear, another as presenting its eye, and so on.  As I advance to get a closer look, I fill in the elements of my perceptual synthesis accordingly.  The synthesis is actually an interpretation of what I see according to some anticipatory guiding idea--here, the idea that I am seeing a cat.  My actual perceptions are put together, i.e., synthesized, by placing them within some given interpretative schema.  In Husserl’s words, “different perceptual contents are given, but they are interpreted, apperceived ‘in the same sense’.”
.  This sense is what I intend to see, it is the goal of my perceptual synthesis.  As goal driven, the process of this synthesis is inherently teleological.  


In his later years, Husserl generalized this account to apply to all sorts of syntheses.  They all involve two different elements which give rise to a third.  On the subjective side we have contents there to be interpreted and the interpretive intention.  When the intention is successful, when it presents an interpretative schema which the contents can embody, the result is the presence of the intentional object.  The latter is what I intend to see. The object presents the sense that is the goal of the act.  Present to me, it is actually filled out or embodied by the given contents.  What about the syntheses which result in our self presence?  The account implies that selfhood is interpretation.  The “self” which we are is the self which we take ourselves to be; and this depends upon the interpretative function.  This implies that this function is not just carried on by the self, i.e., by its executive agency.  It also grounds the self in its agency.  How is such self-grounding possible?  For Husserl, it does not occur directly.  We are not the immediate objects of our self-interpretation.  The interpretation is mediated by the world.  The world, which is present by virtue of our interpretative activity, situates the self.  It provides the categories which give it shape.


Husserl expresses this point in a number of ways.  He writes, for example, that, abstractly considered, the ego has no “material content” of its own.  “It is quite empty as such.”  It is, in itself, “an empty form which is only ‘individualized’ through the stream [of experiences]: this, in the sense of its uniqueness.”
  The empty form is that of synthesis with its threefold structure of interpretative intention, material content, and intentional object.  The stream of experiences provides this synthesis with a specific, material content, one that can be synthesized through the interpretative intention into an environment of objects.  Now, according to Husserl, the presence of this environment is also that of the ego.  As an individual reality, “the ego,” he writes, “is only possible as a subject of an ‘environment,’ only possible as a subject who has facing it things, objects, especially temporal objects, realities in the widest sense.”
  The dependence here is, in a certain sense, mutual.
  On the one hand, such objects are only present through its perceptual syntheses.  Their presence is a measure of the success of the ego’s interpretative intentions.  On the other, the very presence of the ego as subject in this environment depends on such success.  The self-consistency or identity of the world which confronts it is also its own identity.  In Husserl’s words, “the subject of the egological performance ... is of such a character that it can only preserve its self-identity when it can, in all the processes of thought, constantly maintain the self identity of the objectivity it thinks.”
  This means that it preserves itself “through correcting itself as it takes positions based on experience.”  It is only as such that it has a “personal unity as someone who always possesses a world: the one single world as a fact.”
   


The simplest example of what Husserl is talking about is that of the perceptual syntheses which give us a three dimensional, spatial temporal world.  The unity of this world is our unity as its center.  Our givenness as “here,” i.e., as viewing it from a unitary spatial perspective, is correlated to the perspectival unfolding of its objects as we make our way through it.  The interpretation of such unfolding which yields a spatially consistent world is also a self interpretation insofar as it gives us a “here,” i.e., a consistent O-point, as it were, from which we measure distances.
  The same holds for the interpretations which yield temporal objects.  Their correlate is my constant nowness, taken as the point from which both the expired past and the anticipated future are measured.
   On the one side, then, we have the interpretative function which yields a surrounding, centering world.  Given that this world situates this functioning at its center, we have, on the other side, the specification (particularization) of this functioning as its “subject.”  In Husserl’s words, “subject here is only another word for the centering which all life possesses as egological life ...”
   Concretely, the subject is both the functioning and the centering of such functioning which results from the success of its interpretations.

§6.  Trauma and the splitting of the self.  What happens when the interpretations fail?  For Husserl, as we have seen, “The assertion that I remain who I am ... is equivalent to the assertion that my world remains a world.”
   Indeed, the interdependence of the two is such that we have to say that a “complete dissolution of the world in a ‘tumult’ [of experiences] through the failure of our interpretations brings about a corresponding “dissolution of the ego”.
   The centering which characterizes it as a subject no longer holds.  The same point can be made about the splitting of this world.  Such splitting is, correspondingly, a splitting of the self.  It is its de-centering into two or more centers.  When we talk about the splitting of the world, we mean, of course, the splitting of its intended sense, the over all meaning which is supposed to give it its unity.  Given that this sense is a result of synthesis, its root is the splitting of the interpretative function which guides the synthetic action.  This function, as we said, is teleological or goal driven.  Its overarching goal is the unity, the coherent sense, of the world we experience.  What we face in MPD is the fragmentation of this highest goal.  Each fragment now bears a distinct sense of the world as an anticipatory unity, a schema into which experiences are fitted as experiences of a given world fragment.  The splitting of the world’s sense into incompatible unities is, in other words, not the dissolution of the interpretive function.  As a teleological, goal directed function, it continues.  It is, however, now particularized by two or more distinct goals.  


We are now at the point where we can give an account of what happens in MPD.  In MPD, the splitting occurs on account of some trauma. 
   The traumatic event can be defined as precisely that event whose horrific, exceptional character prevents its sense from being integrated into the experiencing subject’s world.  The world in which it happens bears an non-integratable, separate sense--the sense, for example, of a world where abusive sex “normally” occurs between parent and child.  The dissociation that occurs through the repetition of trauma is, in our account, a function of the splitting of the sense, “world.”  It is a cognitive event.  The more traumatic the event, the greater the splitting.  Each split has its memories, its fragments of the original episode which are organized into a “world” with its distinct sense.
   Each such world has its personality, its central focus.
  Our account can be distinguished from the standard one which sees the personality resulting directly from the chaining (or “association”) of a distinct set of memories.  In our view, personality is not a function of memory, but rather the reverse.  Memory is a function of personality which is itself a function of interpretation.  The interpretation sets the schema for the personality to which the memories are referred.
  The compartmentalization of memories has, in other words, its root in the compartmentalization of the senses guiding the self’s interpretation.  What does not fit in is dissociated--i.e., referred to another self and its world.
  


The same point can be made with regard to the fact that such dissociation can also occur in hypnosis.  As we recall, a tendency to dissociate is correlated with a high hypnotic ability--the ability to accept suggestions as if they are real.  Insofar as such suggestions affect the subject’s interpretation of his world, this by suggesting a guiding sense for it, they must, in our account, also affect his sense of self.  Situating the subject in the suggested world, they provide it with a distinct centering of experience--a distinct personality--to which particular memories can be referred.  Given that the self is simply the particularization of the interpretive function, the self thus actualized is as real as the self created through trauma.  It is as capable of “executive agency” within its world as the latter.  The fact that both can claim to be “real” points to the fragility of what we are pleased to call a “self.”  
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�.	Such splitting can also be seen as a protecting of the “host” self from the memories of the abuse.  As Alpher reports: “... these secondary personalities experienced episodes of abuse and reported maintaining those specific memories, ‘protecting’ the hosts through amnesic barriers.”  Such protection, however, seems limited since as he also notes: “Host personalities tended to be self-attacking, paralleling the hostile initiator [the abuser’s] behavior.”  In fact, studies by Ross, Norton, and Worney in 1989 reported a 72% attempted suicide rate among patients with MPD.  (Victor Alpher, “Introject and Identity: Structural-Interpersonal Analysis and Psychological Assessment of Multiple Personality Disorder,” Journal of Personality Assessment, 58(2), 1992, p. 361.  Such facts seem to call into question the notion that splitting is a defensive maneuver by the abused ego, i.e., an act on its part to protect itself.  Rather than anything done by the ego, it is something that occurs to it by virtue of the fragmentation of the interpretative function.  That part of the function which identifies with the abuser, i.e., which takes the abuser’s agency as the victim’s, could very well remain with the host personality.  It keeps the identification, even after the conscious memories of abuse have been localized about another personality.  


�.	Our view, in this regard, is the opposite of Fingarette’s and Vargo’s.  Fingarette writes: "the defensive process is a splitting of the ego which is not something that 'happens' to the ego, but something the ego does, a motivated strategy." (Herbert Fingarette, “Self Deception and the ‘splitting of the ego’,” Philosophical Essays on Freud, ed. Wollheim and Hopkins [Cambridge, 1982], p. 224)   It does this “because the incompatibility between the ego nucleus and the current ego is so great, relative to the integrative capacities of the ego, that the latter gives up any attempt to integrate the ego-nucleus into itself ... the ego says, "This is not me."  It treats the ego-like system as ‘outside’ rather than ‘inside.’”  In other words, the ego solves its inability to integrate its current experience by establishing a “counter-ego nucleus.” (ibid.).  The difficulty with this view, which Fingarette ascribes to Freud, is that it contradicts the thesis, which Fingarette also accepts, that “the self is a synthesis,... something made” (ibid., p. 215).  This making includes the self as “a noticeable autonomous governing centre” (ibid., p. 216).  If the self is made, then can we also take it as a maker of selves?  Our view is that the synthetic process which results in the self also results, under the conditions of trauma, in the splitting of the self.  The original self is not the agent, but the victim of such splitting.  We have the same objection to Stephanie Vargo’s position which sees splitting in terms of subjective constitution.  In her view, “the already constituted self,” when faced with trauma, preserves itself by constituting a distinct self which experiences “the traumatic event from the spatial perspective of “from a distance” or “not there” (“I believe I have witnessed a murder”: Trauma, Contradiction and the Creation of Alternative Identities,” Proceedings of the 24th Annual Meeting of the Husserl Circle [Waterloo, Ontario, 1992], p. 177).  The reason that the self needs to preserve itself is that the event threatens “the coherent system of meanings which constitute the life history of that self.”  Their disruption is its disruption.  In Vargo’s words, “... any event which had the capacity to annihilate the coherent meaning structure of the life history of a particular self would also result in the annihilation of that particular self” (ibid., p. 173).  But if this is so, then selfhood is not really a creation of the self.  It must, rather, be traced back to that which situates it, i.e., to that which gives the underlying pre-egological synthetic (or constitutive) function its egological shape or focus.  


�.	One way of putting this is to note that in our account, a single event can create a dissociated self.  The break-up of the unity sense, “world,” creates a personality fragment.  Repeated dissociative episodes, to the point that they manifest this same sense, can enlarge this fragment.  The self, however, is there from the first episode.  It is not the result of a chaining of memories from a number of episodes.  We thus do not face the problem of the latter view, which is that of determining how many such episodes would be enough to provide the chain through which the self could appear.  
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