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Abstract. An interview was conducted in Florence, Italy, April 1974, with Roberto
Assagioli, originator and developer of Psychosynthesis. The concepts of
Psychosynthesis are briefly described. The process of  ‘dis-identification’ is
discussed, and issues such as ‘will’, ‘height psychology’, ‘psychological functions’
and personal ‘identity’ are considered.  The significance of Psychosynthesis for
humanistic psychology, psychotherapy and education is assessed.

Key Words
Psychosynthesis
Dis-identification
Will
Height psychology
Psychological functions
Identity
Psychotherapy
Education

When I first wrote to Dr. Assagioli about training in psychosynthesis, he replied in his
letter: ‘My body has 85 years.’ He was an Italian speaking English, quaintly, I thought,
for the standard usage is, ‘I am 85 years old.’ But Dr. Assagioli’s reply was quite
correct and precise. He was doing psychosynthesis, which is his life’s work. You will
see what I mean shortly.

I requested this interview with Dr. Assagioli while in the course of training in
personal and didactic psychosynthesis in Florence, under his supervision, with his
co-worker Dr. Piero Ferrucci. I wanted to ask Dr. Assagioli some questions that were
not covered in the Psychosynthesis manual. He read the questions I wrote out for
him in advance (Dr. Assagioli does not hear well) and then he asked me to write my
answers. (This is his usual policy.) To my surprise, I was largely able to do this, by
consulting the manual.

After reading those original questions and answers, Dr. Assagioli prepared the
following statements, which we recorded on April 12, 1974. The opening remarks
focus on certain areas of his thought that are keys to understanding the process of
psychosynthesis. Following this are his comments on the scope and practical
applications of psychosynthesis, and future directions for humanistic thought and
psychotherapy – interpersonal development. Thirdly he takes up the subject of
psychosynthesis in education.

I asked Dr. Assagioli about the psychology and psychosynthesis of women,
and he referred me to an interview with Claude Servan-Schreiber in the first issue of
the new journal Synthesis (see bibliography). To my questions about his private life,
Dr. Assagioli made no comment. I would have liked to hear him talk about his
personal history, but it is clear that his work here and now occupies his time and
thought, even at his advanced age.



One sees that Dr. Assagioli’s work has evolved from his own experience. He
uses the techniques daily. To me he personifies the spirit and vision of
psychosynthesis. Many regard him as an extraordinary human being. Warmth, joy,
vigour, graciousness and generosity, humour and lucidity radiate from him and
permeate his work.

Psychosynthesis is based on a conception of the human being, and the
human being in relation to others. Through the process of psychosynthesis, the
individual eventually attains a dynamic, harmonious integration of body, emotions,
mind and spirit. And with this comes the outward active demonstration of dynamic
harmony in human relations. In this conception of inner harmony and outward action,
psychosynthesis brings together what we have come to think of as distinctively
Eastern and Western modalities.

On first reading the Psychosynthesis Manual, many remark, as I did, that the
content seems obvious. At first much of it slips by unnoticed or gets just a cursory
nod of agreement. This is due in part to the deliberate simplicity and
unpretentiousness of the exercises and Dr. Assagioli’s verbal style. Perhaps it is due
also to what I sometimes experience as dazzlement by the fullness of meaning.
Certainly, the fact that it is obvious does not reduce its validity or utility, or its subtlety.
On the contrary, we have here a profound comment on the nature of human
consciousness: we are apt to disregard obvious truths and simple practices. One
needs to listen and to reflect, to hear, to realize the import of this work: dis-covering
the self and Self (BB).

Roberto Assagioli: The first question I am generally asked is: What is
psychosynthesis and in what ways does it differ from other therapies or conceptions
of the human personality. First, it is based on experience; it is empirical and
existential in the sense that it has grown out of my own experience and that of others.
The description of the results is not a theory. It is a report of subjective experience.

Let us make a hypothesis that there is at the centre of the human personality a
core, a conscious self, which is not the whole personality but only a point of pure self-
awareness – the observer of all the contents of the personality. How can this
hypothesis be verified? Through a series of experimental techniques!

The basic technique is the exercise of dis-identification of the consciousness
from all the various contents of the personality, with the subsequent unveiling or dis-
covering of self – pure self-awareness. It is described in full in the Psychosynthesis
manual.

Exercise of Dis-Identification

I put my body into a comfortable and relaxed position with my eyes closed. …
The first step is to affirm with conviction and to become aware of the fact: ‘I have a
body but I am not my body. My body may find itself in different conditions of health …

‘I have emotions, but I am not my emotions. These emotions are countless …
‘I have desires, but I am not my desires, aroused by drives, physical and

emotional and by outer influences …
‘I have an intellect, but I am not my intellect. It is more or less developed and

active ...’
After this dis-identification of the ‘I’ from its contents of consciousness

(sensations, emotions, desires and thoughts), ‘I recognize and affirm that I am a
Centre of pure self-consciousness …’



(from Psychosynthesis, pp. 116-119).

The exercise of dis-identification is based on the realization that we have in
our personality many things, but we are not those things. For instance, we have a
body, but we are not the body. We have emotions, but we are not the emotions,
because emotions are changing, contradictory and so on, while the self-awareness is
always the same. For instance, when we say, ‘I am tired’, it is a mistake of
psychological grammar. The ‘I’ cannot be tired; the body is tired. So the exact
formulation would be, ‘My body is tired.’

Instead of saying, ‘I am angry,’ say, ‘the emotion of anger is present in my self,
in my awareness’.  And the same with the mind. It works all the time, registering
many things. But I am not the mind. ‘I have a mind, but I am not a mind.’ What
remains? Simply the ‘I’, the observer of the whole panorama, phantasmagoria, of the
changing personal life.

Beverly Besmer: That’s a vivid picture. I wanted to point out that the meaning
you give here to self-identification and dis-identification is different from some other
current uses of the terms. Also, from my experience there is a tendency to overlook
the affirmative thrust of the exercise. It’s a simple and amazingly worthwhile
experiment.

RA: The trouble is that up to now psychologists and others have not made this
simple experiment. It is as scientific an experiment as those which they do with rats,
or in other ways. Everybody who has honestly and willingly made this experiment has
arrived at the same conclusion.

BB: Does this bear any relation to meditation?
RA: In order to strengthen and make stable the pure self-awareness of the

observer, it is necessary to have periods of inner silence, gradually longer, to make
what is called the void in the field of consciousness.

Then one discovers another important function of the self: that it is not merely
an observer, but it can also be active in modifying the personality. That is, it can
direct and regulate the various functions of the psyche. It can be a will-er.

BB: This brings up the question of the will.
RA: This has also been curiously neglected by psychology, and it has been

rightly called the Cinderella of modern psychology. I have dedicated a whole book to
the subject. (The Act of Will, see bibliography.)

The discovery of the will in oneself, and even more the realization that the self
and the will are intimately connected may come as a real revelation which can
change, often radically, a man’s self-awareness and his whole attitude toward
himself, other people, and the world. He perceives that he is a ‘living subject’
endowed with the power to choose, to relate, to bring about changes in his own
personality, in others, in circumstances. This enhanced awareness, this ‘awakening’
and vision of new, unlimited potentialities for inner expansion and outer action, gives
a new feeling of confidence, security and joy – a sense of ‘wholeness’.

But this initial revelation, this inner light, however vivid and inspiring at the
moment of its occurrence, is apt to grow dim and to flicker out or give only
intermittent flashes. The new awareness of self and will becomes easily submerged
by the constant surge of drives, emotions, and ideas. It is crowded out by the
ceaseless inrush of impressions from the outer world. Thus the need to protect,
cultivate, and strengthen the inner attainment becomes evident, in order to make it a



constant possession and utilize its possibilities. (‘The Existential Experience of the
Will’ in The Act of Will, pp. 9, 10.)

A proper understanding of the will includes a clear and balanced view of its
dual nature: two different but not contradictory poles. On one hand the ‘power’
element needs to be recognized, appreciated, if necessary strengthened, and then
wisely applied. At the same time it must be recognized that there are volition acts
which do not require effort. On the basis of experimental research, Aveling and
others have observed that ‘a volition ensuing even in difficult action may be
absolutely effortless…’ (‘The Qualities of the Will’, Chapter 3 in The Act of Will, p. 21.)

RA: The will is experiential. We can become aware of it and use it through
experiment. It is there. We only have to dis-cover and use it.

BB: So psychosynthesis is a process of dis-covering the personal self – an
observer and willer.

RA: A third step in psychosynthesis is the recognition that the personal self,
the pure self-awareness at the core of the personality is the reflection of a higher
Transpersonal Self.

BB: The term ‘higher’ is problematic.
RA: Many resent this distinction between a higher and a lower self. In the

introduction to my forthcoming book Height Psychology and the Self I explain this.

Parallel to this (historical) trend (of a two-dimensional psycho-physiological
and mechanistic study of human and animal beings from the outside, as objects of
observation and description), clinical psychology has been developed – the
psychological study of abnormalities … dealing with real human problems and living
people, and creating inevitably … a human rapport between patient and therapist …
The observation of abnormalities, and especially of what was called first
‘subconscious’ psychological activities … brought to recognition another dimension of
psychology, the dimension of ‘depth’. … Thus was made the beginning of a three-
dimensional psychology. But its emphasis was put almost exclusively on the lower
aspects of the human personality, ignoring and even denying the higher aspects.
Therefore, it can be called a ‘psychology with two-and-a-half dimensions’, that is, the
two surface dimensions and the direction of depth, ‘downwards’, towards the lower
aspects. This has been frankly recognized by Freud in a statement in his letter to
Binswanger … implying recognition that there are other stores, other levels in the
human being. (However) Freud was not interested in them, and therefore he
developed a psychoanalytical theory and practice which ignored them …

In recent times a new psychology has been developed … dedicated to the
study of the normal and higher aspects of human nature. … Humanistic Psychology.
… Within the field of Humanistic Psychology, a further development has been made,
which deals with the recognition, investigation and valuation of the farther reaches of
human nature …

There are two confusions or misconceptions which have to be clearly
recognized and clarified. One is that the denomination of ‘depth psychology’ has
been used by several psychologists to indicate both the direction downwards, so to
speak, of th lower unconscious, and the higher aspects of the unconscious, which for
clarity sake, should be called ‘superconscious’. A typical example is Jung. … For
instance in his doctrine of the archetypes, he includes both archaic primitive concepts
and higher ideal models, which bear affinity with Platonic Ideas. Thus when he
speaks of ‘unconscious’, he doesn’t make clear the difference between its various



levels. Others too have used the term ‘depth’ in this higher, transpersonal or spiritual
sense. … Several mystics, in describing their experiences … speak of the ‘deeper’
Self, the ‘ground’ of the Soul. It is basically a question of semantics, but the ‘depth’
terminology has had the unfortunate effect of confusing the two directions which are
not only different but opposite to each other.

The denomination ‘high’ and ‘heights’ has been used both in the East and in
the West to designate what are called religious or mystical attainments. Mountains
were considered to be the abode of gods or higher beings. … and therefore sacred.
… Maslow has extensively used the words ‘low’ and ‘high’ in his description of human
needs. He speaks of … a hierarchal order (… particularly in Motivation and
Personality, p. 97 ff.).

A general reason for the hostility toward the designation ‘high’ is a semantic
one. There is an unfortunate connection between the words ‘high’ and ‘low’ used in
the psychological sense, and the moral valuations attached to them. … The word
‘low’ is considered to (denote) something inferior in the moral sense, something to be
eliminated or repressed. But this is a false conception. ‘Low’ and ‘high’ can, and often
do, designate simply a stage of development. … A very simple biological instance
shows this clearly. A child is lower in stature than an adult; a child is at a less evolved
stage of development than an adult. But that does not mean at all that the adult, as
such, is ‘better’ or ‘superior’ to the child. Both from the psychological and the moral
standpoint, a healthy child is better or superior to a neurotic adult. … The existence
of these different stages of development is an incontrovertible fact.

It has been objected that (the word ‘high’) implies moral valuations which ae
extraneous to objective science. However a purely objective psychology (in this
sense) is not valid, because values are psychological facts. … They have to be taken
into account in an inclusive psychology, an inclusive study of human nature …

In general there is resistance (to acknowledge) these higher reaches because
they seem to imply an obligation to achieve them. Or there is a fear of that realm, as
Maslow has pointed out very well, and there is a fierce hostility to admit that fear. …
Behaviourists of every brand are opposed to it …

Another reason or pseudo-reason for the hostility … is a false concept of the
equality of human beings and the democratic ideal. … It seems … almost an insult to
admit that there are people of a higher stature, psychologically and spiritually. This
attitude is demonstrted by the neglect of … and (suspicious) hostility towards …
gifted and super-gifted individuals, especially children and adolescents … (which
occurs among) those of the same age (as well as) educators, who really should know
better …

As Maslow has well pointed out, there is a basic ambivalence; some are
attracted in an exaggerated and even fanatical way … to peak experiences and
breakthroughs and insights, and use artificial means to achieve them also, while
others are actively opposed to them. And sometimes this ambivalence exists within
the same individual.

Anyhow, the ‘culprit’ is not the word ‘high’, but the existence itself of these
farther reaches. Even if they were not called ‘higher’, the situation would be the same
…

However, in spite of all the existing confusion and conflict in conceptions of
human nature, … there is a rapidly growing … interest in and appreciation of what is
called the human potential …

(Excerpted from the Introduction to R. Assagioli’s forthcoming book, Height
Psychology and the Self.)



RA: But to please those who have these biases against the Higher Self, now
we prefer to speak of the Transpersonal Self, which is a neutral descriptive term,
meaning that it is beyond and transcends the personal self. But it is not something
different; it is the source of the reflection. For instance, the sun can reflect itself in
many mirrors. There are not two suns (in our solar system). It is just the same reality
that is reflected at another level of reality. The essential quality is the same. It is
always light and heat, however attenuated and coloured.

But I shall not deal with the Transpersonal Self further because often in
Psychosynthesis it is enough to have a clear realization of the personal self. There is
much more to say here at the personality level – other points of more direct practical
application.

BB: I would like to hear about practical applications.
RA: Psychosynthesis started and is still used as a therapy for nervous and

psychological disturbances and their psychosomatic repercussion on the body. But is
becoming more like preventive medicine. One might call it ‘mental hygiene’. Another
important field of application is that of self-actualization, in the sense of the full
activity of the various functions of the personality.

RA: A further field of application is that of interpersonal relationships. The
individual is not isolated. It is within a network of personal relationships. In
psychosynthesis we have developed extensively the study of interpersonal
relationships. The first basic interpersonal relationship is that of couples. The original
couple is mother-child, the infant. Later comes the man-woman couple.

Another personal relationship is that of therapist-client and teacher-pupil. Here
it is good to clarify that there can and should be a genuine interpersonal relationship
which is not the transference of which psychoanalysis speaks, that is, projecting
infantile drives and fantasies on the therapist. This may exist at the beginning. But
what can actually be developed is a genuine constructive relationship between
therapist and client. The various stages of this interpersonal relationship are
described in my pamphlet on ‘Jung and Psychosynthesis’ (PRF Issue No. 19).

(a) The transference – in the strict sense orriginally attributed to it by Freud,
i.e., the projection onto the doctor of the patient’s impulses, attachments and
emotions felt in childhood towards his parents …

(b) The specific relationship created by what may be termed the therapeutic
situation. In it the therapist represents and exercises an essentially ‘paternal’
function. He must, to some extent, take on the role and task of protector, counsellor,
and guide …

(c) A human relationship which is developed as the treatment proceeds and
creates psychological reactions at various levels and of different kinds. … The
transition from the second to the third type of relationship is valuable, even
indispensible, for a variety of reasons; above all to promote the patient’s growing
autonomy …

(d) The resolution of the relationship at the conclusion of the treatment. This is
a critical point and needs to be handled with wisdom. I have said ‘resolution’ and not
termination of the relationship because the positive relationship can continue
afterwards in some form, either as a friendship or collaboration or both …

RA: Then come social relationships, a very important and urgent field of
application for psychosynthesis: between individuals and groups, between groups



and groups on increasingly larger scales. A good analogy to understand the right
relationship is that of the physical body. A biological cell is a tiny individual in itself. It
has its own functions. It receives material from the blood and the lymph and it sends
out some products. But for healthy functioning it is necessary that the environing
membrane of the cell be neither too thick, nor too loose. If it is too thick, the
exchanges are difficult or may cease, and the cell dies. If it is too loose, too
permeable, then the cell itself disintegrates. So it’s a question of the right kind of
permeability.

The same happens with individuals and groups, and groups of groups. Now let
us imagine that the cell has an individual consciousness and that gradually it
becomes conscious of cells of the same kind, and gradually of the organ which they
together form, for instance a gland. And then the individuality of that gland expands
its consciousness and sees its relationship with other glands, and then with a whole
organ like the liver, or the stomach. Then these big groups of cells can become
aware that they belong to a whole organism, and that their true purpose and meaning
and function is the general health of the whole organism. In a healthy human body,
there is a marvellous correlation of these inter-functionings.

Unhappily in humanity we are very far from that. But that should represent the
model toward which  we should work in humanistic psychology: right relationship
between couples of individuals, groups of individuals, groups and groups, and even
larger groups until it includes the whole of humanity.

Psychosynthesis can be called, in this respect, a process of development from
the individual to the universal through successively expanding groups. And the fine
design of the cover of this journal shows it very well.

This leads up to the essential identity between the individual and the universal
– what we could call the central mystery of life.

BB: Are you now referring to the application of psychosynthesis for spiritual or
transpersonal development?

RA: Yes. There is an essential identity between the individual and the
universal. But it is not a realized fact in consciousness. Let me clarify this with an
analogy. If a drop of water had a consciousness and expanded it to the sea and the
ocean, it would say, ‘I am of the same nature and essence as all the water on the
globe. They are all hydrogen and oxygen.’ But it would be preposterous if the drop
considered itself to be the ocean. There are some extreme theories especially in the
East that emphasize this identity. Well, at the level of essences they are true. But it is
a mistake to relate these theories to other levels of reality and personal functioning.
Such phrases as, ‘I am Brahman, I am The One’, need to be clearly qualified. They
may express a metaphysical ontological truth, but the personal self certainly has not
reached that level of expansion of consciousness. It’s a difference of development.
Like the drop of water, though being of the same essence, it has not developed the
universal consciousness of the ocean.

BB: I like this analogy so much. It really does make clear the distinction
between the personal self, the transpersonal Self, and the universal. In these last
comments I think you have also responded to my question on future directions for
humanistic thought and psychotherapy. Now I am interested in hearing your ideas on
psychosynthesis in education.

RA:  The application of psychosynthesis in education. These applications
would in a sense revolutionize the whole concept and practice of education. There is
already a growing movement to consider education not as ‘giving information’, but as
developing the personality of the child or pupil. But one can go much further in that



direction: to consider education just as a process of development that is very gradual
growth into adulthood and maturity which is potentially already there.

Here another analogy can help: that of the seed and the full grown plant, let us
say an oak. In the germ there are all the potentialities of the oak. So the educator or
teacher has not to bring in something new. He has only to create the most favourable
conditions for the healthy development and growth of the seed through the little plant
and the seedling to the full-grown tree. That seems obvious, but the practical
applications are in a sense revolutionary.

For instance, the parent should see in every child an adult in process of
development, and therefore treat him as such, as a potential adult – potential – and
see clearly the various stages in the child’s development, each of which requires a
special handling. The same with a teacher. It is a kind of e-vocation of latent
possibilities. And this can be done individually, and in groups, and especially through
activities – creative activities of the child and the group of children, which are
facilitated by the teachers, but not supplied ready-made by them. And there are all
kinds of applications of this.

It can be said that education in this sense is a constant experiment, and a
constant cooperation between the adult and child or pupil.

BB: I like that – cooperation between adult and child. What you say may be
obvious, yet where in education is this reflected in practice? Please give us an
example of what you mean.

RA: This is an actual example. There was a region in the States, a mountain
region, where the people were rather poor and neglected by the authorities, and
there was a great need for a school. But the people could not get it. Then came a
teacher, a creative teacher, who said, ‘Let us build it ourselves.’ And he gathered a
group of young people, adolescents, and said, ‘Let us build a school.’ They began to
fell trees, and they made a house of trees, and then gradually they furnished it and
got all the materials necessary. And the parents cooperated and gave money and
material and so on. But it was built by the group themselves, led by the teacher. And
through that he didn’t merely direct a physical recreation; he taught them all sorts of
things: the price of things, the use of money, the kinds of materials, the use of tools,
procuring tools. And he experimented and divided tasks according to the abilities of
the young people. And finally, not only did they get a school, but they got a ‘confluent
education’.2

That was the chief result. In a sense, the material school was a by-product of
the education of a group of young people.

BB: That’s a beautiful example. But in schools today, that already exist, the
occasion for such a revoluionary enterprise does not often arise. The trouble is, it
can’t happen yet because schools and teachers are involved in other work. How can
psychosynthesis be used in the classrooms of today?

RA: The classroom should gradually become a workshop, that is a place
where creative projects are invented and carried through in cooperation. But always
with the aim in view that the carrying out of the project is not the main thing. It is only
an occasion for developing the full functioning of each participant of the whole group,
including the teacher (see figure 1). Of course the application should be very different
according to elementary schools, or high schools or universities. So there is
opportunity for inventing a great variety of appropriate projects for each unique
situation. This is for me both interpersonal development and psychosynthesis.

BB: Before we conclude, I would appreciate your further comment on the
future of humanistic thought and psychology.



RA: It is included in the wider subject of the future of humanity through the
implementation of the psychosynthesis view, and the many techniques available for
that purpose. The future of humanity depends on psychology. I’ll give a very present
instance, the problem of aggressive drives and averting war. History has proved that
all other means, all legal means, treaties and agreements did not work, and do not
work. We have to go at the root. And the root is the existence of aggressive drives, of
self-assertion and the consequent conflict which arise in all groups. Therefore, there
is in psychology, and particularly by psychosynthesis, the principle of transmutation
of energies. Thus instinctive psychological energies can be transmuted and utilized,
directed, and channelled to other constructive purposes. I have written on this subject
(see in particular ‘Transmutation and Sublimation of Sexual Energies’, in
Psychosynthesis, pp. 267-277).

I think that those who want peace really should make an extensive study and
application of the general principle of transformation of psychological energies, and
particularly of the aggressive combative tendency in individuals and groups.

BB: May I ask you, what is your objective in doing this interview, and in
choosing the line of discussion you have taken?

RA: To give a genuine image of psychosynthesis and of its usefulness and
application.
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