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Rather than debate the question of whether the multiple-personality phenom-
enon exists, I intend to explore certain important metaphysical and moral conse-
quences predicated on it (or their) existence. In the interest of narrowing the focus,
I will presuppose the existence of no disembodied or disincarnate consciousness.

For over a century, the clinical approach to multiples has been that of, first,
bringing several — if not all — the alters 1o the surface. In behavioristic language,
this means freeing each alter to become temporarily overt rather than covert or
hidden from the observations of the therapist and, in some cases, of fellow mul-
tiples of the same body. The second goal of therapy for multiple personali"ties has
been their integration. Later, I will challenge this claim of integration.

In the book The Self and Its Brain, Karl Popper in particular develops a meta-
physics of what in America would be labeled process philosophy or emergent natu-
ralism.! His book A World of Propensities expands the thesis that the universe is
creative, though this does not imply a cosmic creator or universal designer of the
whole.? Human consciocusness and intelligence are novelties or emergent qualities
of this creative universe. Popper writes:

Some people have found the ideal of emergence of consciousness incred-
ible and ununderstandable ... Although the recreation of consciousness
happens every day, I think it is probably as miraculous as the first occur-
rence of consciousness and that it is almost as difficult to understand — if
we really want to understand it.?

By miraculous, Popper means, not the work of supernatural agents, but the
emergence of qualities and novelties that not even an ideal mind could have pre-
dicted and explained from past and present states of reality. Relative to the prob-
fem of multiple personality, I offer the conjecture that some human organisms
create not one person only, but several. In most cases, the human organism appears

to make itself into only one conscious, active person; but there is no sound meta- -

physical or scientific reason for rejecting the conjecture that more than one con-
scious self could emerge as novelties of a human organism.

The human infant enters the world as a developing body that in time becomes
a person.® According to Eccles, this process takes time and an enormous amount
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of work. We are apt to think learning a first language comes easily, but we prob-
ably “underestimate the immense experimental effort and intensity of the effort
made by a young child in learning how to use the language ...”* Freud has argued
that the new id-kid has a difficult time of it even under the best of conditions.
Children have to learn not only a language, but the rules and regulations of family
and community living. At the same time, they must go through a staggering array
of trials and errors in coming to terms with the physical world or floors, walls,
sticks, and all sorts of objects that little hands, mouths, and brains are prone to
investigate. I offer the conjecture that the development of several selves or alters
out of one human organism is probably as “natural” as the development of one self
only. That is, the human brain has a powerful structure and propensity for generat-
ing so-called dissociative states. Some cultures seem more tolerant of such states
or alternate personalities than are other cultures. (I prefer such phrases as “alterna-
tive self” and “alter.” The phrase “dissociative identity” carries a pejorative tone).

My thesis is that certain kinds of communities exert profound and relentless
pressure on the individual organism to generate and sustain only one self-con-
scious self. Every community must place some hard restraints on the proliferation
of multiples or alters. This social necessity — which in most of the world becomes
something of a legal requirement ~ is the community’s tendency to hold its mem-
bers accountable for certain overt behaviors. Even in those cultures that encourage
the development of multiple selves {or at least highly original personality fugues
and mutants) certain severe sanctions are stipulated. For example, human organ-
ism A ought not to have sexual relations with organism B because A is married to
C, and B is married to D. For the sake of simplicity, let us say that A, B, C, and D
has (or is) each four distinguishable alters. Marital codes and regulations prohibit
A2 from forming a legitimate intimate relationship with, say, B4, since B1 is mar-
ried to C3. In short, societies are prone to legitimate marriages between human
organisms, not between alters or multiples. The various alters of each organism are
expected to respect the marital rule. Even in cultures encouraging polygamy, mari-
tal codes restrain the alters. The point here is that there is community pressure to
treat each organism as if it were one person only.®*

Various cultures have designated the family as more or less one corporate
person. The family is held responsible for the actions of all family members. By
contrast, contemporary European and American cultures tend to hold the indi-
vidual alone respensible. But there are limits to this tendency. In cases of one body
with several persons, legal and social sanctions tend to hold the single organism
accountable and to ignore (legally) the multiples. There are, of course, a few ex-
ceptions to this powerful legal tradition. In the first draft of a novel, I have been
trying to work out some of the complicated legal and moral implications of treat-
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ing each alter as an end in himself or herself and never as a means only. In an actual
clinical and therapeutic setting, hard decisions have to be made regarding alters
who have a proclivity toward either committing felonies or attempting suicide.”™
It has become almost axiomatic for many therapists to assume that the ideal
way to treat multiples is to integrate them. This has always struck me as not only
naive but morally questionable. Recently, however, a group of psychiatrists and
counselors have successfully persuaded a number of their colleagues to substitute
the phrase dissociative identity disorder (DID) for multiple personality (MPD).
Though still labeling the phenomenon as a disorder to be treated, they sought to
avoid what could become highly charged legal battles. It takes little imiagination to
foresee that eventually some client might accuse the therapist of committing {or at
least attemnpting) homicide against one or more of the multiples. Fifteen years ago,
in another unpublished novel I explored some of the legal and moral implications
of exterminating one of the multiples — premeditated murder without a corpse.
The clinical literature indicates that counselors and psychiatrists who believed
in the reality of MPD believed that the alters were distinctive persons rather than
merely the diverse personalities that most individuals generate. In many cases,
therapists talked with the alters and came to know a great deal about them. All
attempls to integrate, fuse, or synthesize these distinct persons raise, two funda-
mental questions, one metaphysical and the other a moral question. First, can in
fact two or more persons be integrated with or fused into one? Second, if integra-
tion does not take place in the therapeutic process, what actually does take place
when therapists claim o be integrating the MPD clients — and is what they are
doing ethical? 1 confess that T do not find even plausible the claim that alters
can be integrated or blended into one person. Are persons the kind of reality that
can be absorbed one into another? It seems more accurate to say that some alters
can be extinguished. Therapists perpetrate a disingenuous fiction when they pur-
port to synthesize multiple persons into one only. In my judgment, there is far
more truth in Shirley Jackson’s novel The Bird’s Nest than in many of the books
and articles advancing the integration or blending model. In her novel, Jackson has
one of the MP alters (Elizabeth) say of another, “She will think and edt and hear

and walk and take baths. Not me: I'll maybe be a part of her, but [ won’t know it~

she will.”

When another character in the novel claims not to comprehend, Elizabeth
explains: “Well, when she does all the thinking and knowing, won’t/be ... dead?
Jackson is surély correct in viewing the putative integration process as an act of
annihilation at best. At worst, it is a kind of psychological cannibalism clothed
under a euphemism.

There is little difficulty in understanding some of the reasons for the concen-
trated attempt of some psychiatrists and therapists recently to switch from mul-
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tiple personality disorder (MPD) to dissociative identity disorder (DID). The third
edition of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-1II), pub-
lished by the American Psychiatric Association, characterized multiple personal-
ity as follows: :

The essential feature is the existence within the individual of two or more
distinct personalities, each of which is dominant at a particular time. Each
personality is a fully integrated and complex unit with unique memories,
behavior patterns, and social relationships that determine the nature of
the individual’s acts when that personality is dominant (257).

The article goes on to say that “one or more of the personalities may have reported
having talked with or engaged in activities with one or more of the other personali-
ties.”

I subrmit that the description of MPD alters match our ordinary description of
persons, each with his or her unique memories, behavior patterns, and social rela-
tionships. The fourth edition (DSM-TV) drops the phrase “multiple personality”
and substitutes “dissociative identity disorder” Unlike the third edition, the fourth
makes abundant use of the term “identity” and then defines the identity disorder as
the “failure to integrate the various aspects of identity, memory, and conscious-
ness."™® While making no atiempt to specify what is meant by an aspect of identity,
the DSM-IV article on DID does tend to use the phrase “personality states” as
equivalent to “identity.” How this is to be distinguished from our rather ordinary
understanding of “person” is unclear, however, since the article does not openly
stipulate that a human organism must have (or be) onty one person. Indeed, T find
the following quotation from page 484 to be less than illuminating: “Each person-
ality state may be experienced as if it has a distinct personal history, self-image,
and identity, including a separate name.” I see no reason for using the phrase as if
in referring exclusively to alters. There is considerable evidence for at least articu-
lating the hypothesis that alters can have their own memories, self-images, and
identities. This is not to say their memories, etc., are infallible. At the same time,
non-multiple persons can be quite mistaken about details of their own putative
memories. Non-multiples who suffer from Anorexia Nervosa of Bulimia Nervosa
sometimes mistakenly perceive themselves as much heavier or fatter than they are
in fact. Some have even drawn images of themselves as obese. We do not, how-
ever, conclude that they are not persons because of their distorted self-images.

The recent shift to the phrase “dissociative identity disorder” may very well
prove to be what Imre Lakatos labeled a “degenerative problem shift” that does not
add to the empirical content of the coguitive system and, in this case, imports
terminology that conceals perhaps a hidden agenda.
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Perhaps the most critical problem clinically in the shift from MPD to DID is
the assumption that the DID client is not fully a persen. This assumption appar-
ently frees the therapist from having to worry about committing homicide. Instead
of viewing the client as multiple persons, the therapist can in some respects view
the client as not yet a genuine person. At best, the DID client is an interplay of
diverse “personality states” that have yet to succeed in forming a genuine person.
This approach clearly gives the therapist much more control over the process of
transforming the “states” (clusters?) into a full person.*

There as several more ethical and metaphysical problems in the multip}e-pef-
sonality issue that deserve to be explored in depth. (1) If one of the persons or
clusters is to become the so-called core self, what are the critenia for selecting one

over its rivals? (2) Is there a tendency to treat one of the more “difficult” setves as

a scapegoat whose elimination will presumably serve as a kind of magical purge”
(3) In designating a client as MPD rather than DID, will the therapist actually help
generate self-conscious mutants that were not there before therapy began? Will the
therapist contribute to the client’s pretense or role playing, thus fulfilling the “oc-
cupational role” expected." (4) By contrast, in designating a client as DID rather
than MPD, does the therapist deny the rights of persons to be persons because ofa
concealed presupposition that a human organism can have (or be) only one per-
son? Is this approach a form of ruthless repression rather than therapy?

In conclusion, I submit that the shift to DID gives therapists perhaps better
legal protection. It does not however advance the understanding of the complex
phenomenon in question. Indeed, the shift may very well be a form of denial. To
be sure, such denial is quite understandable. The mind-brain problem alone over-
whelms us. A fortiori, when faced with multiple persons emerging within, or as
functions of, one human organism, we encounter a pandora’s box of metaphysical
and ethical problems. Given our need for order and cosmos, the multiple-persons
phenomenon does perhaps disturb us — so much so that we label it a disorder.

Perhaps philosophers are not the ideal kings of the republic that Plato perhaps
imagined. Perhaps, more realistically, philosophers are society’s conceptual and
cognitive janitors whose task it is to face up to the cognitive messes that others
make in pursuing their important, practical tasks. If we are lucky, we can some-
times straighten up some of the conceptual mess. Two philosophical works in par-
ticular T would like to praise for their splendid, pains-taking custodial labor are
Stephen E. Braude's First Person Plural: Multiple Personality and the Philosophy
of Mind*® and Tan Hacking's Rewriting the Soul: Multiple Personality and the Sci-
ences of Memory".
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