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' issociative ldentity Disorder, previously re-
ferred to as multiple or split personality disor-

der, is defined by the presence of two or more dis-
tinct identities within one person. Dissociation itself
involves a form of separation or detachment, and
individuals with DID may switch between several
alters, each possessing its own manner of speaking,
emotional patterns, behaviors, memories, or ways of
interpreting the world. In certain cases, these identi-
ties can even differ in how they relate to others or in
the cultural markers they express. Often, memories
do not shift seamlessly from one identity to another,
which produces amnesia or notable memory gaps.
This symptom is central to the diagnosis of DID.

1 g3érmogon, gam, 2020, g3. 25.

An examination of how Dissociative |dentity Disorder (DID) is portrayed in cinema, particularly in Alfred
Hitchcock’s Psycho and David Fincher’s Fight Club, shows how dramatically ideas about personality fragmentation
have shifted depending on the cultural moment. In Psycho, disorder is framed through individual trauma and Freudian
psychological theory, while Fight Club approaches the same theme from a postmodern, existential angle, using
Jung’s concept of the “shadow” to express the frustrations and anxieties of the late twentieth century. Gregory
Hoblit’s Primal Fear adds yet another point of view by presenting dissociation not as a genuine mental condition, but
as a deliberate and manipulative fagade. Taken together, these films reveal how cinema continually renegotiates the
border between “reality” and “illusion” in its interpretation of the divided self.

This disorder typically develops in response to
severe childhood trauma, whether physical, emo-
tional, or sexual, and works as a kind of psycholog-
ical defense mechanism, allowing the individual to
distance themselves from experiences that would
otherwise overwhelm them. DID can complicate
ordinary life significantly, affecting relationships,
education, and work. Treatment usually involves
long-term psychotherapy, trauma processing, com-
munication among the alters, and sometimes med-
ication meant to control anxiety or depression.”
Freud argued that the ego could fragment under the
pressure of conflicting identifications, while disso-
ciative disorders were historically placed under the
category of hysteria, noted more often in women.
From Jung’s perspective, the “shadow” archetype is
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especially relevant to the phenomenon of personal-
ity fragmentation. The shadow occupies the space
between the ego and the unconscious and contains
aspects of the self that a person avoids acknowl-
edging - traits that are often uncomfortable, socially
inappropriate, or emotionally difficult. These ele-
ments appear in dreams as criminals, dark forces,
or marginal figures. Recognizing and integrating the
shadow contributes to self-understanding and psy-
chological wholeness.?

Cultural and Psychological Contexts of Eras

The 1960s were marked by a rise in public interest
in mental disorders, even as taboos and fears sur-
rounding them persisted. Although psychoanalysis
spread widely during this period, society continued
to view mental illness with suspicion. Personality
splitting was therefore still closely linked to trauma,
danger, and the fear of losing oneself.

By contrast, the 1990s were shaped by institu-
tional crises, globalization, rapid media expansion,
and changing legal systems. Identity became more
fluid and often strategic. People adopted different
social masks depending on context, and personal-
ity fragmentation was increasingly interpreted as a
tool for manipulation or a response to social pres-
sure. In the late 1990s, postmodern ideas brought an
even deeper crisis of identity. Growing resistance to
consumerism, materialism, and standardized life-
styles made personality splitting appear not only as
a psychological or social phenomenon but also as a
form of existential protest, a search for an authentic
self in a highly structured and artificial world.

In Hitchcock’s Psycho, the theme of an alter ego
and the fractured self is depicted with extraordinary
precision and emotional depth. Norman Bates, un-
able to cope with his mother’s death, reconstructs
her personality within his mind. He speaks to her,
acts according to her imagined voice, and allows
this recreated “mother” to set moral limits. This
maternal identity becomes the container for his
repressed desires, fears, and prohibited impulses.
The murders in the film occur under the influence
of this internalized figure, who reacts aggressively
toward women who stir romantic or sexual feelings
in Norman, those that he subconsciously views as

2 EDINGER, Outline, 1968, pp. 5-6.
3 JUNG, Two, 1966, p. 140.
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dangerous or unacceptable. Taken together, these
elements reflect childhood trauma and Freudian
concepts such as the Oedipus complex.

In Norman’s case, the barrier between conscious
and unconscious impulses dissolves, allowing the
alter ego to gain the force of a separate personality.
Hitchcock conveys this not only through the plot, but
also through mirrors, doubled images, and distinc-
tive sound design, which visually and aurally blur
the line between Norman and “Mother.” The film
also reflects the moral tensions and growing un-
ease surrounding mental illness in 1960s America.
Through Psycho, personality splitting emerges as a
psychologically credible condition rooted in inner
conflict and cultural anxiety.

David Fincher’s Fight Club offers one of the clear-
est cinematic examinations of how an alter ego can
emerge from psychological exhaustion and cultural
disillusionment. The film reflects the late-1990s at-
mosphere, an era shaped by materialism, consumer
pressure, and a sense of alienation that made it dif-
ficult for individuals to define themselves outside of
standardized social roles. The narrator’s prolonged
insomnia gradually erodes his sense of time and
reality. He wakes up in unfamiliar places with no
memory of how he arrived there, and despite seek-
ing medical help, he receives no real support. In an
attempt to cope, he begins attending support groups
for illnesses he does not have, hoping that witness-
ing the suffering of others might ease his own emo-
tional numbness.

As his condition worsens, his mind produces an
alternate personality, a figure embodying everything
he suppresses. This charismatic and reckless alter,
who becomes his companion, expresses the protag-
onist’s deeply buried desires and frustrations. From
Jung’s standpoint, this second persona clearly rep-
resents the “shadow”: the part of the psyche that
holds impulses the conscious self refuses to accept.
During moments of crisis, the shadow can surface
as a distinct identity, and this is exactly what hap-
pens in Fight Club. The alter gives voice to thoughts
and impulses the protagonist cannot express in his
everyday life.®

At first, it brings a sense of liberation. The pro-
tagonist believes his life has finally taken an ex-
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citing turn. But this fragile balance is disrupted by
Marla Singer, a woman who, just like him, attends
support groups under false pretenses. Her arrival
threatens the stability of the narrator’s constructed
world, intensifying his psychological conflict. Marla
becomes an unwelcome reminder of his deception
and emotional contradictions. She serves as a cata-
lyst, exposing the cracks in his mental structure and
pushing the narrative toward the eventual collapse
of his illusion.

Throughout much of the film, the audience is
unaware that the protagonist is suffering from dis-
sociation. Fincher deliberately plants subtle clues:
missing time, contradictory behavior, and uneasy
conversations that only become clear in hindsight.
Through nonlinear storytelling, sharp editing, and
almost subliminal frame inserts, the director slowly
reveals the existence of the alter. The truth is ex-
posed only in the film’s climax, when the psycholog-
ical divide between the two identities can no longer
be maintained.

Gregory Hoblit’s Primal Fear treats the theme of
the alter ego from a fundamentally different per-
spective. Here, the split personality does not arise
from trauma or psychological fragmentation. In-
stead, it is consciously crafted as a tool for decep-
tion. The protagonist, Aaron, is accused of murder-
ing a bishop and is quickly captured with substan-
tial evidence against him. When his lawyer-who
is more concerned with public attention than with
justice-takes the case, the courtroom battle that fol-
lows becomes increasingly complicated.

Aaron appears confused and unstable during
questioning. He loses track of time, seems to “black
out” in stressful moments, and displays signs often
linked to dissociative disorders. These behaviors
prompt both the defense and the prosecution to pur-
sue psychological evaluations. The psychologist as-
signed to the case begins to suspect that Aaron may
be experiencing DID, based on the apparent child-
hood trauma and behavioral patterns he exhibits.

As the trial proceeds, the defense struggles to
convince the jury, until they finally present the dis-
sociation theory as their strongest and last possible
strategy. When the prosecutor pushes Aaron emo-
tionally, another “identity” suddenly emerges, an
aggressive persona named Roy. This outburst per-
suades the court that Aaron is mentally ill, leading

the jury to view him as unfit for conventional pun-
ishment. He is ultimately sent to a psychiatric facili-
ty instead of receiving the death penalty.

However, the film’s final twist changes every-
thing: the entire dissociative performance was fab-
ricated. Aaron never suffered from a split personal-
ity. Instead, he exploited the expectations and as-
sumptions of the legal system, using psychological
terminology as a shield. The revelation raises un-
comfortable questions about how representations
of mental illness in the media can affect real-life
perceptions, particularly for individuals who genu-
inely struggle with disorders like DID.

All three films: Psycho, Fight Club, and Primal
Fear demonstrate that the idea of the alter ego is
far more complex and variable than a single psy-
chological definition can capture. In each of these
works, the split self functions differently: in Psycho,
it represents a genuine psychological disorder root-
ed in unresolved trauma; in Fight Club, it becomes
a symbolic manifestation of modern identity crises
and cultural frustration; and in Primal Fear, it op-
erates as a calculated illusion used to manipulate
others and escape legal punishment.

Hitchcock’s Psycho places its emphasis on the
psychological dimension of dissociation. Norman
Bates’ story illustrates how childhood trauma and
internal conflict can produce a fully formed alter ego,
not just as a narrative device, but as an emotion-
ally and mentally credible state of being. The split
becomes a frightening reflection of the darker ele-
ments within a person’s mind. Fincher’s Fight Club,
on the other hand, situates the fractured identity in
a broader social and cultural frame. In the unstable
environment of the 1990s, marked by consumerism
and alienation, identity becomes fragile. The alter
ego emerges as a rebellion against the artificial
structures of modern life, giving shape to impulses
and fears that the conscious mind rejects.

Hoblit’s Primal Fear presents a third viewpoint,
treating the alter ego not as a product of inner
conflict or cultural pressure but as a strategic tool.
Here, the “split personality” is deliberately staged
to manipulate the legal system. The film suggests
that psychiatric terminology can be misused, cre-
ating potential consequences for individuals who
genuinely suffer from dissociative disorders. In this
context, the alter ego becomes not a psychological
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condition or cultural symbol, but an illusion crafted
with intention.

Taken together, these three perspectives show
that the phenomenon of the alter ego cannot be re-
duced to a single interpretation. It may represent a
real psychological disorder, an expression of cultur-
al or social anxieties, or a consciously constructed
facade. This variety is precisely what makes the
topic so significant in art and cinema.

Art often reflects the emotional and intellectual
climate of its era. Through the theme of the divided
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self, cinema reveals not only the inner worlds of its
characters but also the collective fears and identity
conflicts that shape entire generations. The ques-
tion of whether personality splitting is a real condi-
tion or an illusion does not have a straightforward
answer. Depending on the viewpoint—historical,
psychological, or cultural—it can be both simultane-
ously. This duality is what has made the alter ego
such an enduring and influential motif in film and in
broader cultural discussions.
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