
40 Journal of Psychology and Psychotherapy Research, 2018, 5, 40-45  

 

 E-ISSN: 2313-1047/18  © 2018 Savvy Science Publisher 

A Meta-Individual Account of Personality Studies 

Leonid Dorfman* and Elena Barashkova 

Perm State Institute of Culture, Perm, Russia 
Abstract: A meta-individual account of personality studies is shown as a kind of dual-system models. Numerous dual-
system models in cognitive, personality, and social psychology have received attention. In the above list, the meta-
individual world theory would also be worth noting. What is the notion of the meta-individual world? The term ‘meta’ has 
both epistemic and ontological meanings. On the epistemic view, the meta-individual systems approach assumes a 
generic model of some portion of reality supplemented with partial confluence theories. It is a kind of meta-theoretical 
principles, which explicitly or implicitly guide empirical research. On the ontological view, the meta-individual world 
conceives of a personality extension in a larger system, namely, both the personality itself and its reach beyond its body, 
extending to a closer social setting. Two principles lie at the core of the meta-individual world theory: duality and 
complementarity. They lead to a structuralist account which opens multi-dimensionality of personality.  

1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 2nd International conference “Science, Technology, and Art 
Relations – STAR” (Tel Aviv, Israel, 19−21 November 2014). A longer version of this paper has appeared in the URL: 
http://engineers.org.il/_Uploads/12583STAR2-Papers Abstracts.-pdf, (pp. 65−80). [1]. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Given its roots in philosophy, contemporary 
psychology has largely adopted an analytic approach 
(e.g., [2-5]). During last decades, psychology 
researchers have also acknowledged integrative and 
systems theories. We propose a meta-individual world 
theory. It can be seen as a kind of dual-system models 
in personality studies.  

The paper consists of several sections. In the first 
section, the meta-individual world is considered as a 
kind of integrative theory. The second section is 
concerned with the notion of the meta-individual world. 
Here we attempt to conceptualize what the meta-
individual world is, how it is organized and how it 
regularly operates. The third section uncovers the 
principles of duality and complementarity as the core of 
the meta-individual world theory. The fourth section 
deals with a structuralist account, which is shown on 
the lines of multi-dimensionality. In conclusion, the 
overall results of the study are summarized.  

2. THE META-INDIVIDUAL WORLD THEORY AS A 
TYPE OF INTEGRATIVE THEORY 

The meta-individual world theory is a type of 
integrative theory. The last decades, psychology 
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researchers have recognized the importance of 
integrative theories, among them, for instance, 
perspectivist theory [6], system justification theory [7], 
subjective well-being theory [8], and shared reality 
theory [9]. In Russian psychology, Volf Merlin [10] has 
developed a theory of integral individuality. Besides, 
systems theories have emerged as well. Most system 
perspectives have been expanded to include 
personality research (e.g., [11, 12]). Numerous dual-
system models in cognitive, personality, and social 
psychology (e.g., [13]) have also received attention. In 
the above list, the meta-individual world theory would 
also be worth noting. Although the theory of the meta-
individual world was first published around two 
decades ago [14], it has been further developed ([15, 
19]). Its scope has expanded and its level of precision 
has improved. In addition, much new empirical 
evidence for this theory has been supplied. Thus, the 
theory of the meta-individual world has changed 
substantially to date. Taking into account its current 
state, it would be further developed.  

3. THE NOTION OF THE META-INDIVIDUAL WORLD 

To begin with, it is necessary to define the key term, 
that is, what is the notion of the meta-individual world? 
The term ‘meta’ has both epistemic and ontological 
meanings. On the epistemic view, the meta-individual 
systems approach assumes a generic model of some 
portion of reality supplemented with partial confluence 
theories. It is a kind of meta-theoretical principles, 
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which explicitly or implicitly guide empirical research 
[20]. On the ontological view, the meta-individual world 
conceives of a personality extension in a larger system, 
namely, both the personality itself and its reach beyond 
its body, extending to a closer social setting. In 
everyday life, people ordinarily deal with a subjective 
sense of knowing rather than with more rigorous, 
objective knowledge. This subjective experience is a 
valuable rather than objectively verifiable knowledge of 
reality [21]. The meta-individual world is mostly based 
on this subjective experience. The notion of personality 
used here refers to the dispositional ground that 
focuses on the broad, enduring and stable 
characteristics, which remain invariant across 
situations (e.g., [22]). The closer social setting 
embraces all that is meaningful for the personality: 
relatives, friends, valuable ideas, preferred occupation 
and career, art and literature, leisure, and the like. The 
meta-individual world’s various implications can be 
seen in related phenomena, such as creativity and 
intelligence, memory and imagery, personal 
interrelations and leadership, achievement motives and 
growth, the performers’ perspective on art pieces.  

4. THE PRINCIPLES OF DUALITY AND 
COMPLEMENTARITY AS THE CORE OF THE 
META-INDIVIDUAL WORLD THEORY 

Two principles lie at the core of the meta-individual 
world theory: duality and complementarity. According to 
the duality principle, two systems are specified. One of 
the systems (System 1) unifies the personality and its 
closer social setting. Within this system, the personality 
extends to its closer social setting, making changes in 
it. Thus, the personality occupies the primary position 
and the closer social setting the secondary position. 
This system carries a connection of the closer social 
setting to the personality. The other system (System 2) 
also connects the closer social setting to the 
personality, but in the opposite direction. Within this 
system, the closer social setting extends to the 
personality, making changes in it. Here, the closer 
social setting occupies the primary position and the 
personality the secondary position. The two systems 
are distinctive, operate in their own right and are 
relatively independent from one another, although they 
hold a common personality-social ground. It is mystery 
how a point refers to two straight lines. This happens if 
the lines intersect [23]. The intersecting lines are a 
metaphorical expression of personality traits attached 
to Systems 1 and 2, i.e., in different ‘places,’ ‘here,’ and 
‘there.’ This way, the duality of MIW gives rise.  

The meta-individual world theory predicts that 
Systems 1 and 2 operate in ‘parallel’ mode and in the 
mode of their partial ‘intersection.’ In ‘parallel’ mode, 
Systems 1 and 2 do not intersect; their lack of junction 
results from their derivations from different sources. 
This is like two lines that do not intersect. When 
Systems 1 and 2 partially ‘intersect,’ they have a 
shared area, despite the fact that they remain distinct. 
This is like two lines that intersect at one point. It is 
worth noting that when Systems 1 and 2 partially 
intersect, they receive some commonality and 
integration, although the systems continue to stand out 
and operate distinctively. Thus, both diversification and 
integration are inherent to the meta-individual world. 
Still, the integration is considered, to some extent, 
advantageous as compared with the diversification. 
Herewith, the integration is based on duality. Actually, 
the meta-individual world carries a twofold meaning, 
which is uncovered through the systems 1 and 2.  

The dual arrangement of the meta-individual world 
theory has been empirically tested in various fields and 
has received support in studies on self-concept as a 
plural self [24], creative thinking [25], emotional 
preferences [26], and destructive personality [27]. 

It would seem that the assumption of Systems 1 
and 2 remind Jean Piaget’s [28] classic work on 
accommodation versus assimilation. Indeed, some 
similarities can be seen in our theories. For instance, to 
Jean Piaget, assimilation is the process of fitting new 
information into pre-existing cognitive schemas, in 
which new experiences are assimilated with old ideas. 
This is like system 1 in our theory. In contrast, 
accommodation is the process of taking new 
information in one's environment and altering pre-
existing schemas. This is like system 2 in our theory. 

However, the present account provides contrast 
with that of Jean Piaget. Unlike him, focusing on 
information and operative intelligence, we examine 
personality and its social environment, their 
relationships and interactions. Also, systems 1 and 2 
conceive of a new fragment of reality as compared with 
that of assimilation and accommodation. Notice also, 
that the meta-individual world emerged within 
boundaries of general psychology and social 
psychology. Piaget's theory, instead, deals with 
cognitive development and education.  

On a larger scale, one can notice that traditionally, 
researchers prefer to examine the above systems 
separately. This allows them to avoid any collision 
between these systems. For example, behavioral 
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psychology is based on the conditioning idea. 
Conditioning occurs through interaction with the 
environment (e.g., [29]). However, behavioral 
psychology underestimates internal mental states. 
Conversely, Eysenck provided theory of the causes of 
personality [30]. He proposed that extraversion was 
caused by variability in cortical arousal and the 
neuroticism dimension was determined by individual 
differences in the limbic system. However, the role of 
social environment almost finds no place in this theory.  

The rationale is that systems 1 and 2 are to some 
extent not quote compatible. They collide, though they 
co-exist and supplement each other. The issue is to 
identify how mutually conflicting systems can exist and 
co-exist and how the personality reconciles the 
conflicting systems. Thus, it is of particular importance 
whether one system can complement the other system, 
although the complementary principle has been 
developed within another framework as well [31]. 
Duality and complementarity are principles that bring 
an additional and integrative knowledge about people’s 
lives because extra conditions are taken into account.  

The following examples will show the above-
mentioned systems really co-existing. Imagine a 
person selecting a book to read. The person then holds 
the primary position and the selected book the 
secondary position (System 1). As the reader 
assimilates the contents of the book, she is under its 
influence. Then the book takes primary position and the 
reader the secondary position (System 2). A more 
complex example emerges if we imagine the reader 
under the book’s influence (System 2) and at the same 
time mentally changing, modifying and introducing 
extra meanings to the book’s contents (System 1). This 
is even more apparent when the person is involved in 
the process of learning to write narratives (System 2) 
and then starts writing her own narratives (System 1). 
Within the meta-individual framework, any of the above 
examples requires capturing both systems and their 
complementarity. Certainly, the above examples are 
rather simplified, but they uncover the core of the meta-
individual approach.  

It seems that empirical testing of the dual systems 
should begin with a treatment designated to separate 
one system from the other. It is also necessary to 
divide the variables conditional on their membership in 
one or another system. Even if these two conditions 
are not fully met, they still provide a worthwhile starting 
point. We have been conducted several studies that 
attempt to take an account of this treatment.  

In one study [32], the girls aged between 18 and 20 
were asked to evaluate their mothers, fathers, younger 
siblings and themselves on a set of variables. One 
prediction was variability across systems, namely, the 
girls as daughters and the same girls as older sisters 
would differ on the same variables. Actually, the girls’ 
reports differed significantly from their evaluations of 
parents (System 2) and younger siblings (System 1) on 
the same variables such as self-conception, novelty 
seeking, and dominance. The girls also gave 
significantly different evaluations to parents and 
siblings on variables of gaining control over another 
person, reward-dependence, harm-avoidance, persis- 
tence, adaptation, and cooperation Thus, the data 
evidenced that the girls’ evaluations are flexible and 
shift across the two systems. In general, the girls’ 
personalities revealed their dual properties conditional 
on the system in which the girls enter.  

In another study [33], relationships between 
sergeants and officers, as well as between sergeants 
and cadets, were examined in a male sample from the 
Military University of the Russian Internal Troops. 
Again, one assumption was that the sergeants’ 
relations to officers and cadets reveal different 
systems, namely, System 2 and System 1. In 
particular, the differences appear because the 
sergeants are subordinate in relation to officers and 
commanding in relation to cadets. One prediction was 
that the same sergeants in subordinate and 
commanding positions would differ on the same 
variables. The data obtained were consistent with this 
prediction. The variables of dominance, social 
conformity, lies, and self-confidence varied significantly 
across the above systems. The sergeants revealed 
fully the dual properties of their evaluations conditional 
on the system in which they enter.  

Admittedly, one may see dual systems as another 
way of thinking about context as a relativistic concept. 
Although this issue is controversial, basically, we 
propose to see dual systems a kind of context for its 
appropriate interpretation. This topic gives rise to a 
separate study and we leave it for future work of 
elsewhere. 

5. STRUCTURALIST ACCOUNT 

The dual and complementary principles can serve 
as a ground for structuralist account including multi-
dimensionality. In addition, the interaction between 
Systems 1 and 2 is revealed.  

Notably, the personality-social ground is common 
for System 1 and System 2. But this ground will be 
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seen as heterogeneous. The initial criteria for 
highlighting the particular personality-social ground of 
each system can be as follows: (A) System 1 and 
System 2 work in opposite directions. (B) There are 
differences between primary and secondary positions 
specified within each system. As a result, a partitioning 
of the personality-social ground arises. First, the 
personality domain and the closer social setting domain 
appear. Second, the personality domain divides into 
two subdomains and the closer social domain into two 
subdomains as well. Within System 1, one personality 
subdomain joins to one closer social subdomain such 
that the former occupies the primary position and the 
latter the secondary position. Conversely, within 
System 2 the other personality subdomain joins to the 
other closer social subdomain such that the former 
holds the secondary position and the latter the primary 
position.  

Thus, the personality domain can be viewed as two-
dimensional because one of its subdomains is involved 
in System 1 and its other subdomain in System 2. The 
closer social domain is also two-dimensional, due to 
one of its subdomains referring to System 1 and its 
other subdomain to System 2. Finally, the meta-
individual world conceives of a four-dimensional 
structure including the subdomains of systems 1 and 2.  

Empirical data [34, 35] support the claim that the 
aforementioned subdomains appear as separate 
factors, though they are related to some degree.  

To clarify, these subdomains have received the 
following names: The first sub-domain is termed 
authorship or agency. Agency is the capacity of the 
personality to act independently and make its own free 
choices. The personality treats itself as the cause of 
the actions it performs and the outcomes it produces. 
By doing this, the personality distinguishes between the 
outcomes of its own actions and outcomes caused by 
other agents (e.g., [36]). The agency may lend itself in 
the expression like ‘I'm trying herself to find a way out 
of difficult situations.’ 

The second subdomain is termed possession or 
psychological ownership. Possession involves person–
object relations like other people and artistic creations 
as well as with nonphysical entities such as ideas and 
words. Possession emerges when a personality 
attaches itself to objects and the target of ownership or 
a piece of that target becomes “its” (“It is mine”) (e.g., 
[37]). The possession is manifested in the following 
expression: ‘My influence on my friend can be strong.’ 

The third subdomain is termed perspective-taking. It 
entails taking the role of someone else (e.g., [38]). A 
person intuits another person’s viewpoint, perceptions, 
thoughts, knowledge, attitudes, or goals. The primary 
purpose of perspective-taking is to evaluate a situation, 
state, or object as it is seen by others (e.g., [39]). The 
perspective-taking is shown in the following expression: 
‘Obviously, a friend can do what she wants.’ 

The fourth subdomain is termed relatedness. It 
refers to the propensity to relate to others and is 
usually organized around the personality’s being able 
to attain and maintain relationships (e.g., [40]). Various 
terms are used to identify aspects of relatedness, 
including being part of a social order, a self-in-relation, 
the unconditional, noninstrumental wish to merge with 
another, dependency, sense of belonging, attachment, 
affiliation, cooperation, and intimacy [41]. One can find 
the relatedness in the following expression: ‘I can 
easily comply with the requests of friends.’ 

Thus, the personality domain falls into the agency 
and relatedness subdomains. The closer social domain 
falls into the possession and perspective-taking 
subdomains. In doing so, the agency and possession 
subdomains refer to System 1, and the perspective-
taking and relatedness subdomains refer to System 2. 
Based on exploratory factor analysis, it is revealed that 
items of above mentioned subdomains appear in each 
of four independent factors [42]. 

CONCLUSION 

The meta-individual world theory is a kind of 
integrative theory. It permits to look at various branches 
of psychology incorporated. Among them are 
personality, individual differences, social psychology, 
and the like.  

The principles of duality and complementarity 
uncover the roots of the meta-individual world theory. 
An attempt has been made to conceptualize what the 
meta-individual world is, how it is organized and how it 
regularly operates. The meta-individual world carries a 
twofold meaning, which reveals systems 1 and 2. They 
move in opposite directions and are composed 
differently. Given this, the personality domain falls into 
four subdomains. The agency and possession 
subdomains refer to System 1, and the perspective-
taking and relatedness subdomains refer to System 2. 
The data obtained are consistent with this theoretical 
consideration.  
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