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THE TRUE STORY THAT SHAPED
OUR UNDERSTANDING OF
DISSOCIATIVE IDENTITY
DISORDER

In the mid-1950s, a quiet suburban
woman walked into a psychiatrist’s office
complaining of blinding headaches and
blackouts. She had no idea that her case
would become one of the most famous
psychiatric case studies of the 20th
century. The story of that woman—Ilater
known to the world as Eve—gave us The
Three Faces of Eve, a term that has
since become synonymous with multiple
personality disorder, now called
dissociative identity disorder (DID). The
book and subsequent film captivated
millions, raising questions about the
nature of identity, trauma, and the
hidden recesses of the human mind. To
understand the lasting impact of The
Three Faces of Eve, we must first
explore the real woman behind the
pseudonym, the psychiatrists who
treated her, and the cultural
phenomenon that followed.

The Patient:
Chris Costner
Sizemore

The real patient was Christine “Chris”
Costner Sizemore. Born in 1927 in rural
South Carolina, she experienced a

childhood marked by repeated trauma,
including witnessing violent accidents
and suffering abuse. As a young woman,
she began to experience episodes of
amnesia and uncontrollable mood
swings. In 1954, desperate for relief from
crippling headaches, she sought help
from Dr. Corbett Thigpen, a psychiatrist
in Augusta, Georgia. It was Thigpen who
first noticed the dramatic shifts in her
behavior—one moment she was demure
and anxious, the next she was flirtatious
and reckless. These switches were not
mere mood changes; they seemed to
involve entirely separate personalities.

Initially, Dr. Thigpen diagnosed her with
what was then called multiple
personality disorder. He and his
colleague, Dr. Hervey Cleckley,
documented the case extensively. They
gave their patient the pseudonym “Eve
White” to protect her identity. Over
months of therapy, they identified two
distinct personalities: Eve White, the
prim and proper housewife, and Eve
Black, a hedonistic, rebellious woman
who was aware of Eve White but felt no
connection to her. Later, a third
personality named Jane emerged—a
more mature, balanced individual who
seemed to integrate elements of the
other two. The case was so remarkable
that Thigpen and Cleckley published a
book, The Three Faces of Eve, in
1957, which became an instant
bestseller.
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The

Psychiatrists:

Thigpen and
Cleckley

Dr. Corbett Thigpen was a practicing
psychiatrist who believed in the reality of
the alternate personalities. Dr. Hervey
Cleckley, his senior colleague, was
already famous for his work on
psychopathy (The Mask of Sanity).
Together, they documented Sizemore’s
case with a level of detail that was
groundbreaking for the time. They used
hypnosis, sodium amytal interviews, and
extensive journaling to map the
personalities. Their work was not without
controversy; critics accused them of
sensationalism or even of inadvertently
creating the personalities through
suggestion. Nevertheless, The Three
Faces of Eve brought the concept of
dissociation into mainstream
consciousness and laid the foundation
for modern understanding of DID.

THE THREE PERSONALITIES: EVE
WHITE, EVE BLACK, AND JANE

The book and film centered on the
distinct personalities that emerged
during Sizemore’s therapy. Each one had
her own name, memories, and
behavioral patterns. This tripartite
structure is what made the case so
compelling—and so puzzling to
psychiatrists of the era.

Eve White - The
Timid Housewife

Eve White was the original
personality—the one who sought
treatment. She was described as quiet,
anxious, self-sacrificing, and deeply
religious. She suffered from severe
headaches and amnesia for periods
when other personalities were in control.
Eve White had no knowledge of the
others; she simply lost time. Her world
revolved around her husband, her
daughter, and her sense of duty. She
was the “face” that the public could
sympathize with—the victim of an
inexplicable condition.

Eve Black - The
Carefree Party
Girl

In stark contrast, Eve Black was
outgoing, flirtatious, and untroubled by
responsibility. She wore flashy clothes,
enjoyed nightlife, and was openly
contemptuous of Eve White. Eve Black
was aware of the other personalities and
often mocked them. She claimed to
remember everything that Eve White did
and felt a sense of superiority. She was
also the one who caused the most
distress for the patient’s family, as she
would spend money recklessly and
engage in behaviors that Eve White
would later regret. Eve Black
represented the repressed desires and
freedoms that the primary personality
could not express.
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Jane - The
ntegrated
Personality

Over the course of therapy, a third
personality named Jane emerged. Jane
exhibited a more balanced outlook—she
was calm, intelligent, and able to recall
memories from both Eve White and Eve
Black. She worked as an artist and
eventually became the dominant
personality, appearing to integrate the
positive aspects of the other two. Jane
was seen as the hopeful outcome of
therapy, suggesting that the fractured
mind could heal. However, in the
decades after the book was published,
Sizemore revealed that there were
actually far more than three
personalities—by some accounts, she
had over twenty distinct alters. The
“three faces” were merely the ones
discovered during the initial treatment.

THE BOOK AND THE MOVIE:
BRINGING DID TO THE PUBLIC
EYE

The publication of The Three Faces of
Eve in 1957 was a cultural event. It was
not the first book about multiple
personalities—that honor goes to The
Dissociation of a Personality by Morton
Prince (1906)—but it was the first to
achieve mass popularity. It read like a
psychological thriller, complete with
dramatic switches of personality and the
suspense of uncovering hidden trauma.
Readers were fascinated by the idea that
a seemingly ordinary woman could
harbor such a secret inner world.

The 1957 Film
Starring Joanne
Woodward

Twentieth Century Fox quickly adapted
the book into a film of the same name,
released in 1957. Joanne Woodward
played all three personalities—Eve
White, Eve Black, and Jane—in a tour de
force performance that won her the
Academy Award for Best Actress. The
film used subtle changes in makeup and
hair to distinguish the personalities, but
it was Woodward’s acting that made the
transformation believable. She altered
her voice, posture, and facial
expressions so convincingly that
audiences were mesmerized. The film
remains a classic of psychological
cinema, though it took dramatic liberties
with the true story. For instance, in
reality, Sizemore was not cured by the
end of the therapy; her journey to
integration took many more years.

The cultural impact of The Three Faces
of Eve was immense. It spawned a new
genre of “multiple personality” books
and movies, from Sybil to the later TV
movie The Three Faces of Eve itself. It
also influenced public perception of
mental illness, for better and worse. On
one hand, it raised awareness that
severe trauma could cause complex
dissociative symptoms. On the other
hand, it created a sensationalized
archetype that sometimes
overshadowed the patient's real
suffering.

EVOLVING UNDERSTANDING OF
DISSOCIATIVE IDENTITY




DISORDER

The term The Three Faces of Eve is
now part of psychiatric history. Since the
1950s, the diagnosis has undergone
significant changes. What was once
called multiple personality disorder
(MPD) was renamed dissociative identity
disorder (DID) in the DSM-IV (1994). The
new name reflects a shift in
understanding: the condition is no longer
seen as a simple multiplication of
personalities, but as a failure of
integration of various aspects of identity,
memory, and consciousness. The “faces”
are not separate people living in one
body; they are dissociated parts of a
single person, each carrying some
burden of trauma.

Controversy and
Skepticism

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, DID
was at the center of heated controversy.
Some clinicians argued that the
condition was iatrogenic—that is,
induced by therapy itself—especially
during the “satanic ritual abuse” panic.
The case of The Three Faces of Eve
was revisited by skeptics who suggested
that Thigpen and Cleckley may have
inadvertently reinforced the
personalities through hypnosis. Chris
Sizemore herself later stated that she
felt exploited by the doctors and the
media. However, she also maintained
that her condition was real and that her
many alters were a response to severe
childhood trauma. Modern
neurobiological research has provided
evidence that DID is associated with
distinct brain activity patterns, validating
the experiences of many patients.

Modern
Treatment
Approaches

Today, treatment for DID is based on the
principles of trauma-informed care,
phase-oriented therapy, and integration.
The goal is not to eliminate all alters, but
to help the patient achieve cooperation
among them and eventually a more
cohesive sense of self. The therapy can
take many years and requires a trusting
therapeutic relationship. The legacy of
The Three Faces of Eve reminds
clinicians that behind every dramatic
presentation is a real person with a
painful history.

THE LEGACY OF THE THREE
FACES OF EVE

More than six decades after its
publication, The Three Faces of Eve
remains a touchstone in both psychiatry
and popular culture. It paved the way for
greater recognition of dissociative
disorders and encouraged countless
patients to seek help. It also sparked
important debates about memory,
hypnosis, and the nature of selfhood.

Impact on
Popular Culture

The phrase “three faces of Eve” has
entered the lexicon as a shorthand for
someone who seems to have
contradictory sides to their personality.
From television shows to novels, the idea
of multiple personalities has been a
fertile ground for storytelling. However,
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the representation is often
sensationalized. Pop culture tends to
focus on the dramatic “switches” and
the idea of a dangerous alter, which
does a disservice to people living with
DID who are more likely to harm
themselves than others. The original
case, for all its flaws, at least presented
the condition as a tragic response to
trauma, not a source of evil.

Lessons for
Mental Health
Awareness

One of the most important lessons from
The Three Faces of Eve is the need to
listen to patients with complex trauma
histories. Sizemore’s story underscores
that dissociation is a survival
mechanism—the mind’'s way of
protecting itself from unbearable pain.
The fact that she was able to eventually
lead a stable life, write her own
autobiography, and even become a

public speaker about DID, shows that
recovery is possible. Misunderstandings
about the condition persist, but
increased awareness and research
continue to reduce stigma.

CONCLUSION

From the quiet desperation of Eve White
to the reckless abandon of Eve Black and
the poised integration of Jane, the story
of The Three Faces of Eve captivated
a generation. It opened a window into
the hidden world of dissociative identity
disorder and sparked a conversation that
continues today. While our
understanding of DID has evolved—and
while the real Chris Costner Sizemore
was far more complex than the three
faces presented—the book and film
remain powerful cultural artifacts. They
remind us that the human mind can
fracture under trauma, but also that it
possesses an extraordinary capacity for
healing. The name Eve endures not as a
simplified label, but as a symbol of
resilience in the face of unimaginable
pain.



