
Colloquium Series Presentation: Review of Jay S. Kwawer, PhD 
"False Selves and Secret Lives" 

On Friday evening, March 7, 2008, Dr. Jay S. Kwawer presented his lecture "False Selves and 
Secret Lives" at the Manhattan Institute for Psychoanalysis Colloquium. Based on 
psychoanalytic work with patients who had evolved well-organized and elaborate secret "true" 
lives along with their high-functioning and socially prominent "false" selves, Dr. Kwawer 
developed a view of how their "other lives" can be seen, not as psychopathology, deceptions, or 
dissociated states, but as fully conscious states that allowed the living out of innermost passions 
with a vitality and authenticity than might otherwise have not been possible. 

Illustrating with three rich clinical examples, Dr. Kwawer describes what he refers to as the 
Syndrome of Secret Lives, arguing that each patient's secret biography reveals a crucial aspect of 
their relatively healthy and life-affirming core. Working from a perspective that viewed the 
patient's presenting breakdown as a welcome, creative integration of their true and false selves, 
he was able to tum what might have been considered a desperate deficit into a hopeful indicator. 
He creates an environment in which the patient is able to address their true self, now recognized 
and understood as such, which becomes foundational for progress in the work. 

Dr. Kwawer outlined three significant distinguishing features of the Syndrome of Secret Lives. 
First, these patients are not psychopathic. Their primary goal is not to be deceptive. Their secret 
lives do not conceal, but rather complement their other lives. Second, the syndrome is clearly 
distinct from Deutsch's "as if' syndrome, in that the behaviors seen here are not perceived as 
theatrical or unreal. And third, the consciousness of Dr Kwawer's patients does not shift. Both 
of their lives remain fully accessible to them at all times, despite their great contrast with one 
another. 

In response to enthusiastic discussion from the floor Dr Kwawer conveyed the idea that the 
ability to carry a vital secret is a key element of every person's healthy self, given that to some 
degree suffocation of the true self is a universal phenomenon. The syndrome he describes, then, 
may be understood as a hypertrophied and mal-integrated version of an aspect of all of our 
personalities. In his closing remarks, he put forward the suggestion that the Syndrome of Secret 
Lives may be becoming the typical case of today's psychoanalysis, a modem equivalent to the 
case of hysteria in the time of Freud. 
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