
The dynamics of personat adion

Each one of us speaks, moves, thinks, and feets nr a diftcrent way, crch
accordins to thc imase of himself thrt he las built up over the ycars
In order to chenge our mode of action wc must ch"ns€ the;magc ol
ourselves that \ye carry within us What is invohed hcrc, of coune, is
a change iD the dynamics of our reactions, and ot thc mere replacing
of one action by another Such a change n,volves not only a chance in
our self-image, but a .haoge in thc nat rc of our moiilations, and tle
ntobilizauon of all the parts of the bodv con.crncd.

These changes produce the noticoable diftcrence in the way each
individual carries out similar actions La dwriting and pronunciariol,

The four components of action

Our selt-image conshts of four components that are nrlolved ir crcry
action: movement, sensat;oD, fecling, rnd thought. Thc coDiribuii(nr of
each of the components to :Dy partic lar acUon varies, jLrsr xs ttrc

l0

The Self-lmage ll

The
Self-lmage

persons carrying out the:ction v3ry, but each componeDt s,ill be present

to some extent in any action.
In order toihinl, for instance, a person musibeawal<e, andlnow that

he is awakc and not dreaming; that is, he must sense and disccrn hrs

physical position relative to the 6eld of srality li follows that movc

ment, sensing, and feeling are a)so involved n, thnrkins.
In order to feel angry or happy, a man must be in a certain posturc,

and nr some kind of relationship io another bcing or obiect That is, he

musi also move, sense, and tbink.
In order to sense-see, hear, or touch-a person must bc interested,

startled, orawareol some happening that involves him. That is, he must

move, feel, and think.
In order to movc, he must usc at least one of his senses, consciously

or unconscious)y, which involves feeling and thinling.
Wlen one of these elements of action becones so m;ruie as alnrost

to disappear, existence ihelf may be endangcrcd. lt is d;fficult to survive

for even brief periods without any movement at all There is no life
where a being is deprived ofall senses u/ithout feeling, there is nodrtre
to live; it is the feeling o{ sufiocatior that forces us to breathc. Wiihout
at lcast some minimum of reflex thought, even a beetle cannot live too

long.

Changes become fixed as habits

In reality our self image is never static. It chang€s froDr action to

action, but these changes gradually bccomc habits; that is, tlre aciions

take on a 6xed, unchanging character.

Earlv in life, when thc image is beins e*ablrshcd, the rate of.haDsc
in the image is hishj new forms of action that had only the previous day

been beyond the child's capacity are quiclly achieved. Thc infantbesins
to see, for instance, a few weels after birth; one day hc will begin to
stand, walk, and talk. the childs own expericnccs, together with his

biolosical inheritance, combine slowly io crute an individual way of
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standing, wathrs, spealing, fcelins, }ste,rnrs, and of carrying out all the
other aciions that givc substance to human lifc. But while from a

distance the life of one person appears to be very sinrilar to thrt of any

other, on closc inspection they are cnti.cly dilTerent \\'e rnust, theD, use
words and conccpts ir such a wav that tLcy will apply more or less

equally to eleryone

How the self-image i$ formed

We coD6rre ounelves therefore to exarn;ning iD detail the nrotor part
of the sclf imase. Instinct, feelins, and thoushi being linked with move-

meDt, thcir role i the creation of the self-inrage reveals ihelt togcther
wiih that of movenrent

l he stinulation of certain cells ;n thc motor co(ex of the b.ain will
acti\ate a particular musclc It is kDown todar that thc corespondence
betwccn the celh of the.ortex and the muscles that they activatc is

neithcrabsolute nor exclus;ve Nclertheless, we may cons;der that thcrc
is sumcient cxperimental justiEcation to asume that speciEc cells do
actnate specific musclcs ai least in basic, clemcntary movements.

individual and social action

Thc newborn hrrnan can pcrform prrcticaUv nothins of what hc
will cary ont as an adoh in hum.rn socictv, but he can do almost

eleryihing thc adult can do as rn n ividual He carr breathe, crt,
disest, eli rinate, and his body cr orsrnize all the biolosical ard
physioloeical processes except thc scxurl aci-and this m3y bc .on
sidel€d a social proc€ss in the rdnlt, for ii takes place betwec two
persons. In thc bcginDing, sexual icti\iiy rcmairs con6ned to tLc irl
di,idual sphere. It is now widcly rcccptcd thrt adult scxllaliiy dcvcl
ops from early self-sexuality This approach males it possible io
explain inadequacies in this 6cld ns a failure in the dcvcloprncnt of
tle dilidurl toward lull socirl scxudlitv

AIL'^RENESS'IHROUCH MOVEMtrNT

'Ire infantt contact with thc external world is established nrainly

ihroush thel;psand mouthj throush thesehe recognizcs hx mother. He
will use his hands to fumble and assist the worl of his mouth and lips,

and will Inow by touch what he already knows throush hrs lips and

mouth From h€re he veill sradually prosress to the discover], ol other
parts of his body and the; relationship to each other, and throueh them

his first notions of distance and volume. The discovery of tinre begins

with the coordinating of processes of breathnrs and swallowing, both of
which are connected sith movem€nts of the lips, mouth, jaiv, nostrih,

and thc sunc,unding area.

The seltimage on rhe motor conex

Were we to m:rk in color on thc sur{acc area of the motor coriex of
the brain of a Donth{ld infant thc cells that activate muscles subiect

to hn de!€lop;ns will, we should obtain a form resemblinc that of hrs

body, but it would rcpreseni only the areas of loluntary action, not the

anatomical configuration of thc prrts of hrs body. \['e shou]d see, for

instance, that tbe lips and mouth occupy most o{ the colored area. The
antigravity nnrscles those that open the ioints and so elect the body

-are 
not yet subject to voluntary control; the mus.les of the hands, too,

are only iustbeginnins to respord occasionally to will. We shouldobtain

a functional imase nt wh;ch ihe human body is indicated by four thin
strokes of thc peD for the limbs, ioined togcther b),anothel short and

thin l;ne Ior the trunl, with lips and morth occupyins most of the

The Self-lnage

Contact wirh the exte.nal world
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Every new function changes the image

Were w€ to color the cells activatins muscles sub,cci to voluntary

control of a child that has alrcadv learned to *alk and write. we should
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obtain quite a difterent functional image The lips and mouth would

again occupy most of the space because the frrction of speech,

which involves the toDgue, morth, and 1ips, has been added to the
previous picture. rlowever another larse patch of color would have

become conspicuous, covering the arca of cclls that activatc the

thumbs The area of cells activatins the r;cht thrmb will be noUcea'

b1),iarser tharr that acUvat;ns the left one. The thumb takes pari;n
almost every movement made by the hand, in writing particularly

The are: representins the thumb wilt be larser than that represent'
ins the other 6nsers.

The muscle-image in the motor cortex is unique for every
individual

lf we conunued to draw such outlines eve.y tew years, not only would
the result be dilTerent each time, but itwould vary distinctively from onc

individual toanother.In a man who has not learned to write, the Ftches
of color representirs the thumbs would remain srnall, because cells that
night have been included would rernain unused. The area lor the th,rd
6nger would be larger in a person who has lcarned to play a musical

instrumcnt than in onewhohas not People who lnow several languages,

or who sing, would show larger areas colerins cells that activate the
mrlscles for the control of breaihins, torrsue, mouth, and so on.

Only the muscle-image is based on observation

In the course of much experimcntnrg, physiologists have discovered

that in basic movements at least, ihc cclh concerned linl rrp r:n ihc
motor cortex of the brain into a shapc rcsenrbhre the body, which thcy
refer to as the homuncul"s. There ;s tl,us a valid basis for the conccpi
of the 'ielf'nnase, ' at leasi ;n so fa! rs basic movements are conccircd
We lave no similar exper;mentrl clidence with resard to scrsati(nr,

feeling, or thought

The Self-lmagc

Our self-image is smalle. than our potential capacity
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Our self-image is essentially smaller than it might be, for it is

built op only o{ the group ol celh th:it we have actuallv uscd Fur
ther, thc various patterns and combinations of cells are perhaps more
important than their actual number. A man who has mastered sev-

eral languages will nake use both of morc cclk and nrore combina,
tions of cclls. \,Iost children of minority popuhtion commurities the
world over know it least two laDsuases; iherr self-imase ,s i litile
nearer thc potential maximun than that of people who know only
their mother tongue.

It is the same in most other areas of aciivitv. Our self imagc is in
generat more lirnitcd and smaller thait our potential. Thcre arc in
dniduals who kDow from thnty to seventy lansurses Th,s indicates

that the rveragc self image occupies only about 5 percent of its po-

tential Systematic observation and treatment of somc thousards of
individuals drawn from most nations and civilizations have convinced
me that this 6gure is roughlv ihe fraction we use ot our total hidden
potential.

The achievement of immediate objectives has a negative aspect

The Degative aspect of lcarning to achieleaims is that we tcnd to stop
leming wl,en we have mastered sufficicnt slilk to rttain our immediatc
obiective Thus, fol instar)ce, we improve our speech until rve can nrale
ourselves undcntood. But any person who wishes to speak with the
clarity of an rcktr discovers that he must stud)- speech for several l,ears
in order to achicvc arything approrching his maximum potential in this
direction. An intricrte process oflimiting abilitv accustoms rnaD to rnak€

do with 5 percentof hrs poter)tial without rcalizing thathi! delelopmeni
has b€en stuntcd 'l'he complexity of the situarion is brooshi about by
the inhercnt irterdcpendencc bctwcen the srowil ard developrrent of



the individual and thc culturc and cconomy of the society in which he

Education is largely tied to prevailing circumstances

r"obody knows thc purpose of life, and the education tMt each

gcncration passes on to the succeeding one is no more than a contirua-

tion of the habits of thousht o[ the prevailing gencration. Life has been

a harsh struggle since the beginning of manlind; nature is not kind to

creatures lackins awar€ness One cannot is.ore the great social difficul
ties created by the existence of the many millions of pcoplc the eaith

has harbored in the p3st ferv centuri€s Und€r such conditons of strain,

education is improved only to the extent that ;s necesary and possible

in order to bring up a new seneration able to replace the old one under

more or less similar conditions.

Minimum development of the individual satisfies the needs of

The basic biological tendency of any orsrnisnr to grow and develop

to ih fullesi extent has been largely golenred by social and economic
revolutions that improved livins conditio s for the majority and enablcd

sreater Dumbers to reach a minimum of devclopment. Under these

conditions basic poteDtial deveiopment ceased in early adolescencc bc

cause the denunds ol soc;ety enabled the members of the young genera

tion to b€ accepted as useful individuals rt the minimum stage. Furthcr
trainins after early adolescence is, in fact, coDfined to ihe acquisition of
practical and professional Inowledgc in soure 6etd, and basic dcvclop

ment rs continued only by chance:rnd in exception:l cases. Only thc

unusual person will continue to in)prole hrs self-image uDtil it more

nearly approaches the potent;al rbilitv urLerent in each individurl.

The Self-lmagc

The vicious circle of incomplete development and satisfaction

In thclightof thestatements above, itbecomesclear that mostPeople

do not achieve the use of more than a minute fracUon of their potential

ability; the ninority that outsirips the matority does so not because of
its hisher potential, but bccause it learns to use a hieher proportion of

this poteDtial, that mav well be )ro more than avefage-taking into
account of course ihat no iwo people shar€ an identical natural ability

How is sr.h e vicions circlc .re3ted. which at one and the same time

stunts ment powers, yet permih ihem to feel r$sonably self sath6ed for

all that they have limited thcmselves to, a small proportion of thcir
capacities? lt is a curious situation.

The physiological processes that hamper dsvslopment

In the 6rst years of hrs life, man is similar to every other living being,

mobilizing all his separate powers and using every function that is

sufficiently developed. The cells of his body seel, lile al1 living cells, to

grow and to perform their spcciEc functions. This applies equally to the

cells of the nervous system; each one lives its own life as a cell while
participating in the organic function for which it exists Nevertheless

many cells remain inactive as part of the total organism. This may be

because o{ two difierent processes. ln one, the orsanisnt may be oc-

cLpied with actions that rcquire the ;nhjbition of certaiD celh and the

necessary Dobilizaiion of others. If the body is occupied more or lcss

continuously with such actions, thcn a number of cells will be m an

almost constant state of inhibition.
ln the oth€r casc, some potential functions may not Ieach maturity

at all. The organxm may have no call to practic€ then, either because

;t sets novalueon them as such, or because itsdrives lcad it in a difielent
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dtrcction Both ihcsc pro And, rrdeed, socialcondr
tlons allow an organism to fun.tbn as a useful rncmber of societ!
without iD th€ ledst developnrg it! .apaciiies to the full

Man judges himself in accordance with his vatue to sociery

'fhe eenerat tcnde,rcy toward social improvcnrent in our day has lcd
directly to a dxrcsard, rrsinFlto ncslect, for the human Drarerialol which
socielyisbuilt Thc [au]t lies not in thegoalitself which is consrmctire
in the main-but nr tho fact that nrdividuais, rightlv or wrongly, tcnd
to idcntify their self-inugcs u,ith their raluc to society Even if hc has
eor,rn.iprtcd himself from his educators and prorectors, nran docs not
shnc to make himself any dilTereni from the paitern inrprcsscd opon
him from the ouiset ID th is wiy so.ict_v comes toberradeupofpcrsons
ilcreasingiy alike h thehw,ys, bcLxuor, rnd ainrs Despite the {a.t ihat
thc nrher;i€d diftcreDces betwecn pcoplc .re oL'ious, thcre are few
indniduals who ricw thenselrcs withoui rcfcrcncc io thc value nr
tributed to them bv society Likc r D n trviris io forcc a square peg nrto
a rorud hole, so the individual trics lo s,nooth out his biolosical
pcculiarities by alienatins hinxclf frorr l,is inl,crcnt nccds. He srrains
to fit himself into the round holc thar lrr lr* rcriv.h desires to 6lt, lor
if he fa;ls in this, hrs lalue will bc so di,rii,,ishcd in his own eyes as io
discoorase further i,riiiittre. Thcsc colsi,lcrrtiors nn,sr be borre i,)
nliDd to apprcciate fLlly thc <rvcrwhcLrirrg urllucncc of rhe iodividuali
attitude toward hinself once he:grrr sccks kr losier his own growth,
that is, to allow his spc.i6c qualitics kr dcvclop rnd reach fruition.
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Judgin0 a child by his achievements robs him of sponraneity
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spontaneity will dis.lpp$r at an early ase These children will becomc

adults wiihout expericncing adolescence. Such adults m,y fron tinte to
timc feel an unconscious longnig for the adolcsccncc ihey hale missed,

a desire to seel out those ;nstinctive capacities within thentselves ihat
were denied thctr louthful will to delelop

Self improvement is linked to recosnition of the value of the self

It is inpoltant to understa.d thai if a man wishes to improve his

self-inrage, hc musi 6rst ol all tearn to lalue hinrself as an individual,

even if hn faults as a menrber of society appeal to him to outweigh his

qualities
We may learn from penons crippled from bnth or childbood how

an nrdividual may view himself in thc fa.e of oblious shortcominss.

Those who sLrcceed in lookins at themselves with a sulficient, en-

compassiDs hununity io achieve stablc self-resp€ct nray reacl,

he;shts that the normally healthy will never achieve. But those who

.onsider themselves inferior because of then disabilities, and over

corre them by sleer will power, tend to sros,into hard a d embit
iered adults who will ta}€ reveDse upon fcllow men wLo are not at

fault and, moreover, who may not be able to changc the crcum-
staDces evcn if thcy wished to do so.

Action becomes the main arm in fulthering self-improvement

Recognizing orc's value is imporiant at ihe start of self improvcmeDt,

but for anr .cal improvcmcnt tobe achieved, regard lor the self willhrve
to be relesated to second place. Unless a stase;s reached at which

self-regard ceases to be the main motivrting force, any ;nrprolcmcnt
achieved will nevcr be sufrcient io satisfy thc individual Ir) fact, as a

man grows and inrproves, his entire cxistcncc .cnters u:rrcrsingly on

l},har he does and how, whilc rrtro dc,cs it be.oorcs of cvcr dccrcrsing

During his early ycan a chilcl is !xl,,cd, by and 1arge, not frr l,s
achicvemeris, but simply lor t,i rscll l! trnr;lies where thrs is thc casc,
thc.hild lvill deveiop in accorrl,r,cc $itl |rs indilidual rbil,iics. lD
frmilies wher€ children are judgc(i p,i,narily b) iheir achicvcrncnts, rll
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The difficulty of changing an earlier pattern of action

A man tcnds torcgardhis self imase as someth ins bestowed upon him
by nahrre, although it is, ln fact, the resuli of his own expericncc. His
appearance. voice, w3y ol thinking, cnvironmcDt, his .clationship to
space and time-to choose at random arc all takcn for granted as

realities born w;th hnn, whcrcrs cvcry inrportant element in ihe in,
dividuals retationship to othcr proplc and to society io seneral is the
.esult ol extcnsivc training. The arts of wallins, speaking, readn:g, and

ol recognizins thrcc dimensions in a photosraph are skills the individual
accumnlatcs ovcr a period o{ nr:ny vears; each of them depends on
chance, and on the piace and period of his btrth The acquisitn,n of a

second Ianguage is not as easy as that oi the 6rst, ,nd thc pronunciation

of the newly learned la.strage wit) be rnarled by the inlluencc of thc
6rst; the sente ce structur€ ol the 6rst hnguagc will impose ih€lf on thc
second. Every pattern of action th3t lrrs bc.omc fully assimilated will
nrterfere w;th ihe patterns of subscqucnt actions

D;mcllties arisc, for instancc, whcn a Dcrson learns to sit ac€ord-

ing b thc custom of some Dation oll)c. tl:r) h,s own. As these early

pattems of sittntg are not the result of hcrcdity alone, but derive

from the chance and circuinsiarrccs of bntl,. the difficulties n,voL,ed

lic lcss in the nahrre of the new hxbit lLa,r nr tl)e chansins of hab'
its of body, feeinrs, and mind fronr thc,r cstablished Ftterns. This
lrolds i.ue for almost any changc of hrbit, whatcvcr ih origin. Whrt
;s meant her€, of counc, x not thc snnplc substiiution of onc ac

tiv;tr by anothcr, but a changc in thc way an act is performcd, a

changc in its rvhole dynamics, so tl,xt thc ncw nrethod will be in ev-

elv respect as sood as ihe old

There is no awareness of many parts of the body

A penon who lies down on his brck and tries to sense his entir€
bodl systcmaticaily-that is, tunrnrs his attcntion to evcry Imb and

The Sclf-lnrase

prrt of the body in turn-finds that .criailr sections respond easilv,

while others renuin mute or dull and beyond the range of hh aware'

It is thus e3sy to seDsc the finsertips or lips, but moch hard€r to se.se

the backof the head at thc nape, between thecars Naturally, thedesree

of dimculty ;s rrdividual, depending on the form of the self inage

GeDerally speakins, it will be dimcult to find a pcnon whose wholebody

is equally rccesible to his rwareness 'Ihe parts of the body that are

easily de6ned in the awarcncss are those that servc man dai)y, while the

parh that arc dull or mote in his awareness Play oDly an indirect lole

nr his life and are almost missing frorn his self image when he u in

A person who cannot si g at all cannot feel this function in his

sclf image except by an eftort of irtellectual extrapolation He is not

aware ol any lital connection between the hollow space in his mouth

and hrs ears or hrs breathing,as does thesinger A nan whoc:nnot iuinp
will not bc aware of those parts of the body involvcd that are clearlv

de6ned to a man who is able to jump.

A complele self image is a rare and ideal state

A compleie self imase would involve tull awareness of all the ionrts
in the skeletal structure as rlell as of thc enttre s lface of the body-
at the bacl, the sides, between the less, and so onr ihis is an ;deal

condition and hencea rareone. \\'e can all dcnronstrate io ou rsclves that

cvcrythinc we do is nr ac.ordance wiih tht limits of our self imase and

that th;s nnasc rs no morc than a anow sector of the ideal imase It
isahocasily obscivcd that the relationship betwccn dilTelent Parts o{ the

self image changcs fronr actility to activity and from position to posi-

tion. ThD is not so casily seen under common conditioDs, ow;ns to their

very familiarity, brt;t is sufficicnt to inagine the body porsed for an

unfamiliar moventcni i,r order to rcalize that the legs, for instance, will

appear to change nr lcngllr, thiclncss, andotber asPects from novement
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Estimation of size varies in different limbs

If we iri, Ior instance, to indicate the lensth of our nnnrth, with eyes

closed, bl means of the thumb aDd first 6nser of the r;sht hand, and

with both hands usiDs the 6rst 6nger of cacL, wc shall obrain two
ditrerent valucs. Not oDly will fleither measurcmcnt corcspoDd to the
actual lcngth of the mouth, but both mav be several times too large or
too snrall. Again, if u,c try, with eyes closed, to estimatc thc thic[ncss
of oor chest by placing our hands this drstancc apart, horizonially and
vertically, wcarc likely toget twoquite ditrerent valucs, neithcrof which
necd bc anlvhere iiear the truth.

Close your eyes and strctch ort your:rms in front of you, about the

width of thc shoL,lden apart, afld then imaginc the point at whicl ihe
ray of light travelins from ihe nrdex 6nser of rhc right hand to the lefi
eye w;ll cross thc ray of lishi tnveh,s fron, thc indcx 6nscr o[ the left
haDd to ihe right eye. Now hy to mark ihis cross;rg point using the
thrnb and nrdex 6nger of th. risht l,and; it is unlilely that the pla.e
chosen will seem corcct when yor opel your cycs to look.

There arc fcw people whose scl{-in,ase ,s srfficicntlv conrplete for
thcm to bc able to identif) thc co(c.t spot ir this way What is more,
if the experiner)t is repeated nsing rlrc ll,r ,h rnd n,dex 6nger of the
left hand, a difierent loca&rn will nkxt lilclv be chosen for the same

point.

The average approximation is far from the besl that can be

It is easy to show by means of rrrfrnrilirr movcmcnts thrt o,tr sclf

inrase is ;n gcncral far fron: tlc dcqrcc o{ cornplctcncss and accurac_"'

ilut we ascribe to it Our inragc is krlrcd through fanrilirr.tctxrns in
which approximation to reality is irrp()vcd by bringing nrt() play several

of thc senses that tend io correct cxcL otlrer 'l'hus, our nDage ;s more
accurate ;n thc rcsion in frolt of o r crcs than bchind us or above our

Thc Sclf Imagc

heads, and nr farl;liar posiiions such as sitting or standing
If the diftercncc beiwcen ;n,ag;red values or positiors rnc cs

timatcd with eves closed and on€ with eyes opeD-is not morc ihan ,o
or lo perceni, accuracy nral bc considcrcd avcrage, though itot stisfac

)a

The dificrcncc between irnage and reality may be as much as joo
perceni ald even morc. Pcnons who normalh hold then chesis in a

position as iloush air lrad been cxpclicd by thc lL,ngs in an exasserated

fashion. rvith then chest both flatter than it should be and too flat to

ser|e ihem efrcientll,,rie likely to indic,tc ih dcpth as several times

larser than ii is if asked to do so with their cy€s closcd. That is, the

ex.essive flahress appears right to them, because any thickcning ol th€

.hcst apperrs to thenr a demonstrably exaggerated effort io expand their
lungs Noonal cxpansion fcek to them as a deliberately blown up cbcst

would to arother person

Tire way a man holds Lrs shoulden, head, and stomach; his voice and

cxprcssioni his stabilitv and,arDerof presenl;rs hinself all are bascd

on his sclf in,agc But this imrgc m.ry be cut dosD or blorvn up to fit
ihe mrsl by wlich ih owner would lile to bc pdgcd bv his pcers. ODlv
thc man himsclf can know which prrt of his outwxrd ippearance is

fictitiors and which is gcnuinc Howcvcr, not c\cnbody is capable of
identifr-ing hinrsclf casih, and one B,ry be greatly helped by the experi

Systematic correclion of lhe image is more useful than
correction of single actlons

lndividuals act in accordance with their subjective image

Irronr wl,ai lrns bcc,,strid about thes€lf-nnase, it enrerses thats-vncnl
aiic correction of tl,c i,,,,rgc willbc r quicler and nore efrcientapprca.h
ihan the corre.iion of srrglc rctions and eron in modes ol behavior,

ihc incidcncc of whiclr i, r( rc,rscs is we come to dcal with snaller erlors
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The establishment of an initial more or less complete, although approxi-

mate, image wil make it possible to imProve the general dvna:nics

instead of dealing with individual actions piecemeal. This imProvement

may be lilened to correcting playing on an instrument that is not

properly tuned. lmproving the geDeral dynamics of the image becomes

the equivalent of tuning the piano itself, as it is much easier to plav

correctly on an instrument that is in tune lhan on one that is not'


