
IMAGO EXERCISE

IDENTIFY YOUR POWER STRUGGLE WITH YOUR 
PARTNER

A basic assumption of the Imago Process is that each of us carries an unconscious image of our 
ideal partner which we formed in childhood. This image, or Imago, powerfully influences the type 
of partner we select as adults, as well as how we relate to that partner.

The Imago is our internal, largely unconscious image of the perfect partner. This composite 
picture is a synthesis of all the positive and negative traits of our primary caretakers related to the 
satisfaction or frustration of our childhood needs. Our primary care-takers might include our 
parents, one or more siblings, or even a baby-sitter or close relative—anyone responsible for our 
care and upon whom we were dependent for our basic needs. Our Imago also includes parts of 
ourselves that we disowned in childhood because they were unacceptable to those upon whom our 
survival depended or to society.

Though the Imago is a picture of both the positive and negative traits of our caretakers, the 
negative traits carry the most weight in our attraction to a partner. This is because in our selection 
of a mate, we unconsciously seek to be healed. We seek to get our needs met that were not met in 
childhood. It would seem logical that we would choose partners who do not have the negative 
characteristics that so wounded us. However, the wounds caused by these negative traits are what 
we now seek to heal. In replicating these negative traits in our partner choice, our old brain is 
trying to re-create the conditions of our upbringing in order to correct them. It is attempting to 
return to the scene of our original frustrations in order to resolve our unfinished business with our 
primary caretakers. From the perspective of our old brain, we must get what we need from the 
person or persons from whom it should have come in the first place—or, failing that, from a 
reasonable facsimile. A partner who is (at the moment)  uniquely unqualified to give us what we 
want provides us with a perfect opportunity to resolve our unfinished business.

If our partners are so perfect for us, why, then, are we so invariably frustrated with them? This is 
because we are only aware of the positive Imago traits in our attraction to our partners. The 
negative ones have been hidden in our unconscious. We become frustrated with our partners 
because we expect them to have only the positive traits. However, it is in the negative traits that 



our deepest healing lies. To see how this works, let’s look briefly at an example of a typical Imago 
match which demonstrates how unfinished childhood business influences an adult relationship:

Mary’s mother was often critical and controlling. In a crisis, however, she became nurturing and 
even indulgent. While her father was emotionally detached and physically absent from his family 
most of the time, with male friends he would exhibit an infectious, childlike playfulness. Mary’s 
unfinished business is to get a critical, controlling, and distant partner who is sometimes 
nurturing, indulgent, and playful to be always nurturing, indulgent, and playful. Thus, as an adult, 
Mary is consciously attracted to a man who is nurturing, indulgent, and playful, the positive 
qualities of both parents. But he is also critical, controlling, and emotionally and physically distant. 
He is a blend of both the positive and negative traits of her parents.

Mary however, wants her partner to be warm, supportive, and playful all the time. She complains 
that he is physically absent too much, that he is more playful and childlike with his male friends 
than with her, and that he seems emotionally detached when he is with her. On special occasions, 
when he does spend time with her and shows his deep affection, she is very happy and peaceful. 
She wishes the relationship were like this all the time.

However, she is always a little anxious during these good times because, unconsciously, she 
expects them to end. Inadvertently, she may even do something that ends the good times, thus 
re-creating her childhood situation. Then, in her frustration, she complains, withdraws, or gets 
sick, as she probably did when she was a child. This is an attempt to get her partner, who is now 
merged in her unconscious with her parents, to meet her needs.

The unconscious mind seems to have no sense of linear time. Our adult Imago match is, in the 
timeless unconscious, our early caretakers. Our unfinished business with our early caretakers 
becomes a compelling agenda with our adult partners. We unconsciously re-create our early 
childhood impasse with our partners whose negative traits are similar to those of our early 
caretakers. Because we are unaware of our agenda here, we struggle against it, but this 
unconscious re-creation has the express purpose of bringing our impasse to a resolution.

Romantic Love and the Power Struggle are two sides of the same coin. The hope that our needs 
will be met generates the ecstasy of Romantic Love, and the failure to meet them activates the 
frustration of the Power Struggle.

Not only are we attracted to our Imago partners because of the positive and negative traits of our 
early caretakers, but we are also attracted by repressed or disowned traits of our own that we 
annex or project onto our partners. Global words such as never and always let you know that the 
person is reacting out of his or her childhood wound.

POINTS TO REMEMBER

The Imago is our old brain’s picture of the perfect partner. This perfect partner is a synthesis of 
the positive and negative traits of our early caretakers, as well as traits of our own that we 
disowned in childhood in order to survive.

The negative traits, which have been hidden in our unconscious, are the most potent part of our 
attraction to an Imago partner.
Our deepest healing lies in getting someone with the negative traits of our early caretakers to give 
us what we needed and did not get in childhood.

The unconscious mind has no sense of linear time. In our unconscious, our partner is our early 
caretakers.
We re-create our childhood struggles with our Imago partner in order to bring them to a 
resolution and heal our wounds.

MY POWER STRUGGLE WITH MY PARTNER



EXAMPLE

(A) I FELL IN LOVE WITH YOU BECAUSE YOU

... are sometimes distant, angry, and controlling, and it scares me. Sometimes you withdraw from 
me when I need you to be close, you don’t phone when you’re going to be late, you get angry 
when I ask if you’re going to be late, or where you’ve been. You don’t discuss your decisions with 
me even though they affect me. 

(B)     I WISH YOU WOULD ALWAYS 

... be warm, close, accepting, and sharing; spend more time with me, say that you love me, include 
me in your decisions, and consider my opinions. I wish that you would initiate more special 
occasions for us to spend time together; 

(C) SO THAT I CAN ALWAYS FEEL

... so that I could always feel happy and safe. So that I could feel that you really care for me, so 
that I could feel you really want to be with me and want to cherish me. 

(D) WHEN YOU

... withdraw from me, don’t phone, control me with your anger, and take decisions without 
consulting me...

(E)    I FEEL 

... alone and insecure and sad;

(F) AND I REACT BY

... crying, and then withdrawing. I go to visit a friend who understands and listens to me,

(G) IN ORDER TO HIDE MY FEAR THAT

... that I am rejected and abandoned and worthless.

(H) WHEN I

... cry, withdraw, and go to my friend for comfort,

(I)     THIS CAUSES YOU TO REACT BY

... getting angry, shutting down emotionally, excluding me more, and trying to control me with 
your anger.  

MY POWER STRUGGLE WITH MY PARTNER

FILL IN

(A)   I FELL IN LOVE WITH YOU BECAUSE YOU (write down here everything that makes you scared, 
that hurts you, or makes you angry with your partner):



(B)   I WISH YOU WOULD ALWAYS (write down here everything that you would like to have from 
your partner, what you’re always asking form, what you always fight about):

(C)   SO THAT I CAN ALWAYS FEEL (write down here how you think you would feel if your partner 
would always fulfill your wishes and needs):

(D)    WHEN YOU (repeat A):

(E)   I FEEL (write down here how you feel when your partner does the things or neglects to do the 
things you mentioned under A and D):

(F)    AND I REACT BY (write down here how you react when your partner does the things that hurt 
you or doesn’t do the things that you want):



(G)   IN ORDER TO HIDE MY FEAR THAT (repeat E):

(H)   WHEN I (repeat F):

(I)   THIS CAUSES YOU TO REACT BY (repeat A):


