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Abstract

This article provides an introduction to the subject of

subpersonalities from the psychology of Psychosynthesis,
developed by Roberto Assagioli, M.D. He is credited as the
first person to formally use and work with subpersonalities.
The article suggests ways in which we experience
subpersonalities, highlighting possible origins, providing a
cursory trail to follow their expression throughout history,
and indicating how counseling and psychotherapy have
thought about their healing, growth and transformation.
Finally, the stages of subpersonality work in
Psychosynthesis will be outlined.

Introduction

What if the feelings you experience, particularly ones
that seem to be unwanted or “come out of the blue,”
actually belong to another person inside of you?
What would the implications of this be? Relief?
Skepticism? Disbelief?  Curiosity?  This article
supports the hypothesis that indeed, “Feelings Have
People Too.” It will provide an introduction to the
subject of subpersonalities by suggesting ways in
which we experience them, highlighting possible
origins, providing a cursory trail to follow their
expression throughout history, and indicating how
counseling and psychotherapy have thought about
their healing, growth and transformation. Finally, the
stages of subpersonality work in Psychosynthesis will
be outlined. Since its inception in 1908,
Psychosynthesis continues to be at the leading edge
of spiritual development and personality integration.
It is a singularly distinctive Western model
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of psychology that incorporates the spiritual
dimension of human nature and contains a brilliant
map of our internal system and a comprehensive
structure to contact, intervene, heal and ultimately
harmonize our subpersonalities around a central
Higher Self for more effective functioning.

The Experience of Subpersonalities

For many years I lived with the pain of conflicts
between different aspects of myself. When in the
grip of some powerful feeling state or some irrational
thought process, I thought I could do nothing but ride
out the storm. I seemed to feel relief when these
somehow passed through me. Some thinking or
feeling states seemed to last longer than others, while
some felt like a permanent part of who I was as a
person. It was during these “moments” that I tended
to indict my whole self for what only part of me was
experiencing. It has been through the work of
Psychosynthesis that 1 found a concrete way of
experiencing and assisting the transformation of these
“parts” of myself.

Pierro Ferrucci writes, “One of the most harmful
illusions that can beguile us is probably the belief that
we are an indivisible, immutable, totally consistent
being. We can easily perceive our actual
multiplicity by realizing how often we modify our
general outlook, changing our model of the universe
with the same facility with which we change dress.
Thus, life may appear to us any time as a routine, a
dance, a race, an adventure, a nightmare, a riddle, a
merry-go-round, etc.” (Ferrucci 1982, p.47) He goes
on to say that for each of these models there are
“corresponding self images and sets of body postures,
gestures, feelings, behavior words, habits, and
beliefs. The entire constellation consists of miniature
personalities, or as we call it in Psychosynthesis,
subpersonalities” (Ferrucci 1982, p.47).

Most of us had the experience at one time or another
of acting out of character with our normal expression

E-Mail address: Scott@PsychosynthesisManhattan.com of ourselves. We often use the expression, “I don’t
know what got into me,” or “That is so unlike me.”
Think about what you are actually saying. This is
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usually seen as a negative experience. We sometimes
act in ways that we do not like or that go against our
interests, and feel unable to change this by an act of
will or a conscious decision. Sometimes this lasts as
long as the particular situation lasts and sometimes it
feels like it is a more permanent part of ourselves.
Elizabeth O’Connor writes, “If I say ‘I am jealous,’ it
describes the whole of me, and I am overwhelmed by
its implications. The completeness of the statement
makes me feel contemptuous of myself.” (O’Connor
1971, p. 3)

The question of whether there are parts of a person
that can be talked to and worked with as if they were
separate little personalities with a will of their own is
one which has fascinated nearly everyone who has
had to work with people in any depth. Phrases like,
“On the one hand I want to.... On the other hand I
don’t,” are common clues that more than one system
is at work. Our socialization, however, leads us to
believe that a person has only one mind. We are
educated to think that though a person has many
divergent thoughts and feelings, they all come from a
unitary personality. I believe it to be an unnecessary
simplification of our internal reality. A consequence
of this is that many people have felt poorly about
themselves because they believe that the many
extreme thoughts and feelings they have are the sum
total of who they are. We do this individually as well
as in our culture at large. There is often a ruthless
condemnation of people who get caught behaving out
of character with our social expectations. We then
identify them with that extreme behavior. Likewise,
in our clinical work, it is very common for us to say,
“I am working with a ‘borderline’ or a ‘depressive’.”
We often place our focus on an extreme feeling,
thought or behavior pattern and then relate to the
person as if it were their most basic manifestation of
themselves. Despite our culture becoming more open
to the idea of multiplicity being a natural state of the
mind we still pathologize it in order, I fear, to steer
clear of the negative connotations or implications this
brings.

History of the Concept of Subpersonalities

The existence and expression of subpersonalities has
a long rich past and a short history.  This
phenomenon of multiplicity of the mind has been
written and spoken about throughout the ages. In
early cultures priests, witch doctors and shamans
were aware of altered states of consciousness and
spirit possession. During the time of both the

Egyptians and the Greeks there emerged a
phenomenon known as “sleep temples” where altered
states of consciousness and hypnotic suggestions
were common. The Roman and Greek pantheon of
Gods and Goddesses has been thought of as projected
subpersonalities. One of the earliest written
documents is an Egyptian text of a dialogue between
a suicidal man and his soul (Hannah 1981). Plato, in
“The Republic” speaks of three parts of the psyche,
one of them being a charioteer. In the Middle Ages,
St. Augustine wrote about the problem of the unity of
the personality and moral responsibility for acts
committed by a “secondary personality.” Work in
the 1700’s and for 150 years after that dealt with the
dichotomy of conscious and unconscious mind and
was explored by mesmerists, magnetizers, and others.
At the turn of the century, William James talked at
length about social selves, and reckoned that people
had many social selves, each of which could be
called up in an appropriate situation (Rowan, 1990).

As psychotherapy appeared in the early part of this
century the following descriptions were used to
describe this inner state of mind:

Freud - ego, id and the superego

Jung — complexes or archetypes

Berne — ego states

Lewin — sub-regions of the personality
Perls — Top dog and underdog

Klein and Fairbairn — internal objects
Tart - identity states

Winnicott — false self and unreal self
Gurdjieff — little I’s

Ornstein — small minds

Gazzaniga — agencies within the mind (Rowan, J.
(1990))

Other language sets include: Multiple “selfing”,
energy patterns, community of self, subselves, sub-
identities, possible selves, self-schemas, prototypes,
alter-personalities, deeper potentials coming to the
surface, emotionally divided self, hidden observer,
child in the patient, imagoes, imaginal objects
(Rowan 1990, p. 8). From all of these have emerged
many attempts to define this inner reality and natural
capacity of the mind.

Three astute thinkers and practitioners offer useful
working definitions of ‘“subpersonalities”.  John
Rowan, a psychologist, defines subpersonalities as “a
semi-permanent and semiautonomous region of the
personality capable of acing as a person” (1990).
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Richard Schwartz, a family therapist, writes, “By
‘part’ I mean not just a temporary emotional state or
habitual thought pattern. Instead, it is a discrete and
autonomous mental system that has an idiosyncratic
range of emotion, style of expression, and set of
abilities, intentions, or functions.” He goes on to say,
“We may be at the brink of a transformation in the
way human beings are understood-a transformation
that has far-reaching implications. If we are naturally
multiple, then it is possible that our extreme feelings
or thoughts are the results of extremes with just small
parts of us, rather than evidence of pathology at our
cores.” “Multiplicity transports us from the
conception of the human mind as a single unit to
seeing it as a system of interacting minds”
(Schwartz, 1995, p. 16). Finally, Roberto Assagioli,
a psychiatrist, is credited as the first person to
formally use and work with subpersonalities in
personal growth and therapy. He defines
subpersonalities as ‘“psychological satellites, co-
existing as a multitude of lives within the overall
medium of our personality. Each subpersonality has
a style and a motivation of its own, often strikingly
dissimilar from those of the others... We are not
unified; we often feel that we are, because we do not
have many bodies and many limbs, and because one
hand doesn’t wusually hit the others. But,
metaphorically, that is exactly what does happen
within us. Several subpersonalities are continually
scuffling; impulses, desires, principles aspirations are
engaged in an unceasing struggle” (Assagioli, 1965).

This goes to the hypothesis that this phenomenon of
multiplicity exists along a continuum. At the one end
of the continuum are fluctuations in mood,
interpreted as a state of mind organized around a
particular emotion. Further along the continuum are
the roles and ego states and subpersonalities within
which individuals perform state-specific tasks and
life activities. Still further along, and outside the
range of normality are the states of possession and at
the far end of the continuum are the very dissociated
states.

Where Do Subpersonalities Come From?

Again, theories abound about the origin of
subpersonalities. Some posit learning theory, trauma
experiences, introjections, the collective unconscious
or the mind’s natural state. They share a belief that
these internal entities are more than clusters of
thoughts or feelings, or mere states of mind. Instead,
they are seen as distinct personalities, each with a full

range of emotion and desire, and of different ages,
temperaments, talents, and even genders. These
inner people have a large degree of autonomy, in the
sense that they think, say, and feel things independent
of the person within whom they exist.

Fantasy images are credited with being a source of
subpersonalities. We often identify with a hero or an
admired person or group of persons and begin to take
on their characteristics. It is often an attempt to live
up to some ideal, which in this case takes the form of
an individual. Another source of subpersonalities is
internal conflict. This is the experience of two or
more sides arguing within us and may become
repetitive, frequent and vivid enough to require an
identity for each before they can be worked out.
Gestalt therapy and Psychodrama make extensive use
of this dynamic. Roles often serve as the basis for the
creation of subpersonalities. We all learn personal,
psychological and social roles from an early age.
These role identities often gather into sub-patterns
that link closely with other patterns. Sometimes we
move fluidly between roles. Think about the last
time you spoke on the phone with your “phone
voice” and when you got off the phone and began
talking with another person. The Personal
Unconscious as a source of the complexes described
by Jung, internal objects of Winnicott, and ego states
of Berne seem to derive from early experiences in the
family. The Cultural Unconscious can be said to
contain seeds of developing subpersonalities. This is
the total accumulation of attitudes, ideas and feelings,
usually compulsive and unconscious, which develop
in relation to authority and control. Finally, the
Collective Unconscious is credited as a source of
subpersonalities. This is well-tilled soil by Jungians.
It is the experience of archetypes, the shadow, the
animus, etc., all of them exerting their influence
within the medium of the personality (Rowan 1990).

Stages of
Psychosynthesis

Subpersonality Work in

One of the first and most well developed systems for
dealing with subpersonalities is the work of
Psychosynthesis. Its view is that subpersonalities are
a very specific part of us. They are repetitive,
habitual, mechanical, behavior patterns. Being
governed by a subpersonality is like playing a tape,
acting out a routine, or, in psychoanalytic terms, a
“repetition compulsion.” While a subpersonality is
just a portion of the personality, we can become
totally identified with it, placing its needs and
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perspectives above all else. Subpersonalities often
act out unconscious motivations to the detriment of
the personality as a whole. Psychosynthesis
advocates undertaking a conscious exploration and
transformation of these inner parts. The ultimate goal
of subpersonality work is to increase the sense of self
or center by deepening our acquaintance with our
own subpersonalities instead of disintegrating into a
myriad of sub-selves at war with each other. From
this center, we can regulate them, correct them, and
care for them. The skill to be learned is flexibility, so
as not to be dominated by our subpersonalities nor to
suffocate their expression and ignore their needs — in
other words, to have a sense of compassionate,
playful mastery. Ferrucci remarks that some of the
benefits of subpersonality work include:

1. We learn to recognize our various and
contradictory faces and thus undergo miniature
psychoanalysis. In this way we forthrightly own
the maternity or paternity of all our parts instead
of exiling them into unconsciousness.

2. We learn to free ourselves from the control of the
forces that usually dominate us, throwing us in
this or that direction like a ping-pong ball.

3. We increase our integration by allowing our
subpersonalities to become synergistic rather
than antagonistic with each other.

4. We can raise each subpersonality to its highest
potential and thus discover that every
psychological aspect has in itself the seed of its
own transformation.

5. Finally, by peeling off each mask, one by one,
we move ever closer to discovering our
underlying core — our true self (Ferrucci, 1980).

Psychosynthesis ~ views  subpersonality = work
occurring in five stages: 1) Recognition; 2)
Acceptance; 3) Co-ordination; 4) Integration; 5)
Synthesis/Transformation. (Ferrucci, P. (1982). A
brief description of the stages follows:

1. Recognition — By exploring who you are, you
begin to discover different aspects of yourself.
You become aware of different subpersonalities
and how they function. The process involves
getting to know them and becoming more aware
of them. This requires dis-identifying from
them, then choosing which qualities of the

subpersonalities you want to express. You begin
to achieve recognition through self-observation.

Acceptance - Subpersonalities are parts of you.
There are many of them that have not been
accepted or allowed to express themselves and
their underlying needs. No matter how limited,
how distorted, how unpleasant it may be, each
subpersonality is an attempt to express a
legitimate need. By observing and dialoguing
with a subpersonality as well as by coming to
understand its origins, its raison d etre, a certain
appreciation and empathy develops in which you
become more tolerant of your own weaknesses,
more self-forgiving and self-accepting. In short,
during this stage the self acknowledges and
works to accept the subpersonality. The
subpersonality is no longer autonomous, but is in
a conscious relationship with the self.

Co-ordination — This occurs when the personal
self shifts and becomes the orchestrator of the

subpersonalities. The self becomes their
coordinator by granting them certain time and
space but not unlimited freedom. The

subpersonalities still exist as reaction patterns
but are now less intense. They do not last as
long and become responsive to the power of the
self to choose.

Integration — A well-coordinated internal team is
one in which there is a lessening of conflict.
More and more, the centered self chooses to
meet a need directly rather than allow a
subpersonality to take over and tries to meet a
need but fails, as it inevitably does. The centered
self then begins to be the focus of identity, and
motives are more conscious and behavior is
consciously chosen. One is in a position to
develop and express the higher qualities that
subpersonalities embody.

Synthesis — This stage occurs when the
Transpersonal Self is the synthesizing agent. The
subpersonalities have faded as dysfunctional
behavior patterns and the self spontaneously
expresses transpersonal  qualities. New
combinations occur which include the best of
each of the formerly separated parts.
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A Final Word

A Psychosynthesis view of self-actualization is that
the more you can recognize and integrate the
subpersonalities that have functioned unconsciously
in your life the more you actualize yourself. Each
subpersonality has the potential for expression, and
each subpersonality at the core has a legitimate need
and a transpersonal quality all its own. Each
subpersonality — represents a division within,
preventing wholeness, yet each also holds the
promise of being transformed, its energies and
qualities no longer split off, but directly available for
the personality as a whole.
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