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 INTRODUCTION

 Psychosynthesis is classified as a transpersonal psychology which became popular in the 1970s, when psychiatrists like Abraham Maslow and Carl Jung’s work came to the fore. From the 1960s onward, it was a natural development to include the transpersonal dimension in the psychological field.

 Our western understanding of psychology has grown from the bottom upwards; emerging from the roots of Behaviorism, through to Psychoanalysis, Cognitive Therapy and Humanistic Psychology which was already reaching out to embrace the transpersonal.

 Although the ground level is important for any discipline, there is a point when it needs to grow and develop into its full potential. Up until Jung had come in with his theory of the ‘collective unconscious’ and Maslow brought in the reality of ‘peak experiences’, the spiritual aspect of psychology was not really credited with any value. Rather, it was seen to take energy away from a client’s inner process when dealing with past trauma and send them into what is sometimes termed ‘spiritual flight.’ This was why Assagioli insisted that ego development was an important part of preliminary training and development. Although psychosynthesis is held within the matrix of the spiritual, it still emphasizes the importance of a good foundation in ego psychology. For example, if emerging therapists have not dealt with their own historical wounds which, very often, become the reason they want to be a counselor in the first place, the therapist’s boundaries are too weak to enable clients to find their own boundaries.

 Psychosynthesis is unique in that it places emphasis on the Self, the spiritual aspect of our makeup, as well as the self, the personality. This personal self individualizes to become the conscious ‘I’ when it makes choices and becomes self-aware as defined in the egg diagram. The transpersonal Self is able to perceive the vast area of untapped potential within the client. Building on this context is the potential of relationship which includes the client’s relationship with themselves (intrapsychic) which will impact on the ability to form relationship with others in the world (interpersonal). The potential for relationship will be explored in the therapy room, not just in the client’s relationship with the world, but in the dyadic connection with the therapist. I explore this further in the chapter, The Power of Right Relationship.

 The other unique component of psychosynthesis is known as the Disidentification Exercise which is used extensively throughout the training both for clients and those undergoing training. By using this simple exercise consistently, either at the beginning of the day or when feeling overwhelmed by too many demands or influenced by someone’s powerful emotional energy, the ability to ‘disidentify’ from circumstances becomes more accessible.

 Before I came into psychosynthesis, I found that there were areas of my life that I had scarcely looked at, although I had been in and out of counseling through most of my 20s and 30s. Emotionally, I felt I had little or no control over my feelings so that again and again I found myself collapsing into them. I knew I had a strong will to persevere but I didn’t know how to manage these powerful emotions without cutting out my feelings and vanishing into a world of spiritual flight.

 Similarly, until we begin to work with our often fragmented will, we cannot manage our feelings or thoughts because they tend to run rampant until it seems impossible to break free of them. For anyone who is creative or wanting to develop their potential in this area, psychosynthesis enables one to explore this vast untouched area of ourselves through using imagery, symbols and visualization exercises which are so much a part of psychosynthesis.

 It has been said that psychosynthesis resonates with the level of the heart, whereas encounter groups often only activate the solar plexus. As time goes by, and we become more spiritually and psychologically aware, the mind and heart begin to work together to realize a vision or work of value. More than anything, psychosynthesis holds the potential to move us from a position of little or no choice, to one of will and integration. At some point, we realize that taking responsibility for our lives, rather than blaming it on past and present outside conditions, becomes empowering rather than belittling.

 An important maxim of Assagioli’s which has great significance today, was the value of including the natural environment in the psychotherapeutic field. In the 1970s he wrote: One might say an increasingly conscious sense of this universal brotherhood is behind the growing trend toward the cultivation of harmonious relations with the environment. This is the higher and broader aspect of ecology. At the turn of the century an ecological awareness has increased along with the increasing necessity of endeavouring to protect what is fast becoming a diminished environment. Assagioli ‘s work was inevitably developing beyond preoccupation with the personality to the expansion of consciousness into the greater Self.

 


 
 CHAPTER 1

 Roberto Assagioli, the Psychiatrist

 True to his pioneering nature, Roberto Assagioli was years ahead of his time. As the young Italian medical doctor and psychoanalyst emerged into the exciting world of the early 19th century, he was already riding in the wake of some influential and well established psychiatrists and thinkers.

 Carl Jung was practising analytical psychology in Zurich, and Sigmund Freud working and teaching in the field of psychoanalysis in Vienna. Simultaneously, breakthroughs in inventive thought were happening in other areas of scientific interest. Einstein was working on his theory of relativity. Austrian philosopher, Rudolph Steiner, following a background in theosophy, became involved in founding the Anthroposophical Society in Germany. Its principal aims were in furthering the study of spiritual science.

 The American Wright brothers had built the first manned plane and flown in it. Henry Ford had invented the T Model car. Additionally, new ideas were taking off in the artistic arena with the founding of the literary Bloomsbury group, a flamboyant and talented network of characters such as Virginia Woolf, Lytton Strachey, Lady Ottoline Morrell and Bertrand Russell.

 But soon after Jung had enthusiastically recommended Assagioli to Freud, Roberto’s initial ardor for the psychodynamic theory with its repressive elements in the unconscious waned. With hindsight, he saw the limitations of this model in that it failed to encompass the ‘whole’ human being. If all states of awareness could be attributed to past experience that had become unconscious, how could the inherent potential be harnessed in a human being?

 Already, Assagioli’s vision was extending towards unearthing the wealth of talent that was endeavouring to emerge within the client. He understood how easily the client could become trapped in the past. His own historical background had opened his awareness to the creative and spiritual qualities waiting to be tapped and harnessed within each human being. But in order to reach an understanding of Assagioli’s unique psychological practice it is important to include here the forces that underpinned his formative years. His mother was both Jewish and a theosophist with a circle of friends who shared a keen interest in esoteric as well spiritual teachings.

 As an Italian scholar, the young Roberto was introduced to Dante’s Divine Comedy which formed a mandatory part of his education. This had impressed him deeply. In fact, when he had completed his training as a psychiatrist and broadened his practice, Dante’s work was to form the bedrock of his own beliefs. Further, Roberto fully identified with the 13th century poet who was imprisoned and exiled from Florence, his homeland, for the last twenty years of his life. Ironically, at one point Assagioli’s own life was endangered as a Jew during the Second World War and he too was imprisoned and exiled for a brief period for his political beliefs. But, more than anything, he saw The Divine Comedy as a complete metaphor for the spiritual journey and, indeed, referred to it as ‘a wonderful picture of a complete psychosynthesis’. He equated the descent into the personality depths as Hell, or the Abyss, and then the aspiration towards transforming the lower aspects of the personality as Purgatory. Finally, as the ‘I’ achieved union with the Self, the soul would enter into Paradise.

 Yet, despite his early coaching in esoteric matters, Assagioli felt it was important to develop his practice as a scientific psychology which ‘encompassed the whole of man’. This psychology was to include creativity and will, as well as the often unconscious impulses and drives. Above all, he wanted his psychology to be practical and accessible to those who were drawn to the psychospiritual aspect of human development. Because of his background, he felt that this psychology should encompass the soul which could be used as a tool for self-development rather than self-analysis. He was not alone in holding the scientific context for his work. Both Jung and Freud had a similar need to do this. Indeed, Jung‘s fear of not being taken seriously did not allow his ‘deeper’ writings to be released until after his death.

 Roberto Assagioli was to develop a close relationship with Alice Bailey, a spiritual teacher, who wrote a number of esoteric books on humanity’s spiritual development. She shared his concern and interest for the psychosocial problems in the world, realizing that both global conditions and individual problems were inexorably compounded together. He was keen to share his knowledge with others and set up various education establishments in his own country and throughout the world.

 Roberto shared a love of mountaineering with other thinkers such as Nietzsche and Ruskin, which can be a compelling metaphor for their preoccupation with developing the latent potential lying within humanity. He used the mountain as a model for our relationship with the superconsciousness in his work.

 Assagioli was naturally interested in the Kabbalah, an esoteric and mystical component of the Jewish tradition in which his spiritual life was embedded. In his work he would refer to a period of great inner struggling in which all meaning seemed to be lost, sometimes known as the ‘Dark Night of the Soul’ or the ‘abyss’. In the Kabbalah the ‘abyss’ precedes the final crossing from duality to Oneness. It is the ‘Dweller on the Threshold‘ and what theosophist, Madam Blavatsky, described as something we have to confront whenever we entered a new threshold of inner and outer experience. In the abyss a great demon called Choronzon is encountered. He is the arch demon of false knowledge. To cross the abyss we need to leave all that we have known behind which is the task facing the initiate on the spiritual path.

 Assagioli asserted that the whole purpose of dis-ease was to unpack the problems making up this dynamic and bring it into a spiritual context. He believed that the anxiety and psychological problems we suffer as individuals were an effort to achieve synthesis of the whole being, and the purpose of therapy was to foster this integration. In this context, problems become opportunities to achieve greater integration and self-awareness.

 Because Assagioli understood the importance of being grounded in the world, he would treat the ‘whole’ person, initially using his training in psychoanalysis to locate hidden blocks in the personality. As we shall see in the chapter on Subpersonalities many of the blockages are developed in early childhood. This is not necessarily because parents are inherently bad but because they were emotionally handicapped in some way, performing their actions unconsciously as, perhaps, their own parents had done. Rather than blaming our ancestral lineage for being emotionally unaware, we need to remind ourselves that before the early 19th century there was very little opportunity to concentrate on psychological issues as the often physically onerous way of life did not leave room for this. The physical work of earning a living, putting bread on the table and caring for big families where there was little money available, took its toll on the body. Initially, it was only the wealthy and upper classes who had the money and time to explore the deeper issues of the unconscious. Indeed, many of Freud’s clients were women from the upper classes who had time and money to give attention to what was going on in their unconscious and this we can be grateful for, because their experience laid the ground in psychoanalysis.

 In the next chapter we will look at psychosynthesis alongside other psychologies that were emerging in the field. Although it is easy to look at one particular psychology in isolation, they are all uniquely embedded and developing out of each other like Russian dolls. We take time to look at the history of psychology and see how these have informed and influenced psychosynthesis.
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