5

SPEAKING OF DISSOCIATION:
THE “CLASSIC” DISIDENTIFICATION EXERCISE
By John Firman and Ann Gila
The Professional Development Committee has recently included Assagioli’s “Classic Disidentification Exercise” as a basic concept in psychosynthesis training. This has prompted us to write about the dissociative and unscientific nature of Assagioli’s classic exercise. Assagioli (1965/2000) initially approaches the exercise in a beautifully experiential way: 
The procedure for achieving self-identity in the sense of the pure self-consciousness at the personal level… can be summarized in one word,… introspection. It means, as its terminology clearly indicates, directing the mind’s eye, or the observing function, upon the world of psychological facts, of psychological events, of which we can be aware (p. 101). 

This objective observation produces naturally, spontaneously and inevitably a sense of dis-identification from any and all of those psychological contents and activities (p. 103). 

However, Assagioli strays from this experiential approach as he launches into the exercise that he claims will facilitate this disidentification: 
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” (p. 103, emphasis in bold added). [He repeats this affirmation vis-à-vis feelings and mind as well.] 
First, the phrase “affirm with conviction” is a radical shift from the preceding introspection and disidentification; this is now not an invitation to observe inner experience but to profess a belief. But affirming a belief has nothing to do with the experience of disidentification just described. 

Second, this affirmed belief replaces the earlier terms “sensations” and “mental contents” with the terms “body” and “mind”. But the actual experience involves observing sensations and mental contents come and go in awareness; we are not in fact observing the entire physical body or mind come and go in awareness! Thus the experiential distinction between self and sensations/thoughts has been replaced by a dualistic belief postulating a separation between self and the body and mind — supporting not disidentification but dissociation (see O’Regan, 1984). 
Assagioli, apparently caught in this dualism, is asking us to utter a “credo” concerning the nature of human being. Whether or not this credo is true or false is not the question; the point is that this belief is not “scientifically demonstrated” (p. 101) by the experience of introspective inner observation and disidentification. 
This dualism affects not only the disidentification exercise, but is an implicit assumption in other psychosynthesis theory as well — perhaps part of the dissociative “shadow” of psychosynthesis (see Firman 1991). This substitution of belief for experience is a fundamentalism that keeps psychosynthesis theory from changing and growing, and too, from being included in mainstream psychology.
Source: AAP News - May 2007

Roberto’s Disidentification Design:

“Credo”, or Exercise of the Will?

I read John Firman and Ann Gila’s piece on Assagioli’s disidentification exercise in the May AAP News, and it seems to me that the authors are trying to put Assagioli into a linguistic straitjacket. I think the objection to the use of the words “body” and “mind” is misplaced: Assagioli explained that he used the word ‘body” to mean “the sum of the sensations which it produces and projects, so to speak, into the field of our conscious awareness” (Assagioli, p. 101). And he clearly meant “mind” to include sensations, emotions, and mental activity. Many people have simply added or changed a phrase or two to Assagioli’s exercise to clarify things for themselves and to eliminate any temptation to use it for dissociation. 
Assagioli taught that the core of a person, the self, is a center of both awareness and will, and the first step in Assagioli’s original exercise involves the use of both: “I affirm with conviction, and I become aware of the fact: “I have a body, but I am not my body…” etc. The affirmation and awareness in this exercise, as I understand it, are of the self as being distinct from the contents of awareness, which include our perceptions of both “body” and “mind”. This is not a radical shift from his earlier statements, in which he aid that introspection means “directing the mind’s eye” (p. 101).

“Directing” is not the same as “observing”. This is not a call for a “credo”, but the first and most basic self-conscious exercise of the will along with awareness, as they must function together. 

It seems to me that as Firman and Gila strive to get the “affirmation” out of disidentification, they are also squeezing the will out of the self, leaving only a passive consciousness to be aware, somehow, of the contents of awareness. Where does the will fit into the self, then, if not here? The kind of “scientific demonstration” that they are requiring, it seems to me, is a reductionist approach that stipulates experience, but denies the experiencer. The experiencer always has and exercises will, and it matters little whether you call it “affirmation” or “belief” or anything else. Observation cannot occur without it. As I understand it, this is a core tenet of psychosynthesis, and I cannot see the reason for trying to remove it from the disidentification exercise. Assagioli had no intent to encourage dissociation, as he plainly said (p. 102) that the observer is only “to some extent detached from [the contents of consciousness]” (emphasis added). 
Firman and Gila write that Assagioli introduced a “fundamentalism” into his exercise; but my reading of “fundamentalism” is a too literal reliance on language, and too little reliance on the spirit behind a written work. They themselves seem to be stumbling over words. 

Many people in psychosynthesis have found ways to update or clarify Assagioli’s exercises for their own use, so I applaud Firman and Gila’s adaptation of the exercise to fit their needs, but I cannot see the point of taking apart the original — which is, like all of his thinking, not meant to be a point of orthodoxy, but only a point of departure. Perhaps I have misunderstood what John and Ann are proposing, and if I have, I would like to invite them to clarify their intent and help me to understand their thinking better. 

Jan Kuniholm 

Cheshire, Mass.

Source: AAP News – August 2007
The Use of Will in

Disidentification and Affirmation

Jan Kuniholm (AAP News, May 2007), in his response to our article on Assagioli’s disidentification exercise (AAP News, August 2007), has put his finger on a central issue in that exercise: the use of will in disidentification as distinct from the use of will in making affirmations. 

To reiterate, we are in agreement with Assagioli’s approach to disidentification in his “Self-Identification” exercise (Assagioli 1965/2000). This exercise is based on introspection, a mindful observation of the arising contents of experience which he says produces, “naturally, spontaneously and inevitably a sense of dis-identification from any and all of those psychological contents and activities” (p.103). No statement of belief is involved, no affirmation of faith is needed; one is simply asked to look and see for herself or himself. This is, as he writes, “a true scientific attitude and objectivity” (p.102). 

However, Jan writes that this disidentification practice leaves out will, claiming that in order to bring will to the practice, one must move to Assagioli’s affirmations (“I am not my body, feelings, mind,” etc.). Quite to the contrary, we would say that the use of will is central to Assagioli’s introspective approach to disidentification (experiment: try maintaining mindful inner observation for 30 minutes). Extended mindful introspection has to do with intending to maintain the observing attitude, persevering in not allowing one’s awareness to be swept up in the flow of inner experience, choosing to return to observation after becoming lost in a daydream or thought process. Both awareness and will are here operating in a very simple, direct, and pure way — the point of a disidentification exercise, in our opinion. 

The use of will in making affirmations is quite different from this. In affirmations one is actively attempting to form and mold patterns of physicality, image, thought, feeling, and behavior according to preconceived ideas. The focus of affirmations is on building up structures within the personality, a very different focus from working directly with the realization that one is distinct but not separate from these structures. And building up a personality or identification around the belief, “I am not my body, feelings, or mind”, has in our experience been more an obstacle than an aid to disidentification. 

We also take issue with Assagioli’s implication that the statement, “I am not my body, feelings, and mind” captures the experience of disidentification. Many other conclusions could be made, from “I am distinct but not separate from sensations, feeling, and thoughts”, to “I am my body, feelings, and mind, but more than these”, to the Buddhist “thoughts without a thinker” conclusion — the notion of personal self as an illusion. But whatever philosophical statement one makes, choosing to repeat the statement over and over is very different from choosing to look into one’s experience with “a true scientific attitude and objectivity”. 
So in short we would suggest that affirmations are about using will to build form, whereas a disidentification practice is about using will to engage the insight or experience (not the belief) that one is distinct but not separate from form. In closing, let us say how wonderful it is to have dialogue about psychosynthesis thought and practice in these pages! 

Thank you Jan! 

John Firman and Ann Gila

Source: AAP News – February 2008

More Thoughts on the Will in

Disidentification and Affirmation

I appreciate John Firman and Ann Gila’s crediting me (AAP News February 2008) with identifying the use of will in the disidentification exercise. However, I did not write that Assagioli’s exercise leaves out will; rather I wrote that their position, which claimed that disidentification must not include any affirmations, left out the will. I appreciate their view that the distinction between affirmations and disidentification is vital. However I did not intend in my writing to suggest that “one must move to Assagioli’s affirmations”, as they write. So I repeat what I wrote earlier — that I think their distinction is misplaced. 

John and Ann quote Roberto Assagioli from two different places in his book Psychosynthesis: A Collection of Basic Writings (Amherst, MA 2000, The Synthesis Center). The passage they like (page 101) has to do with the achievement of “self-identity”, whereas the second (page 103) has to do with the procedure for “disidentification”. John and Ann are very supportive of the introspective approach that R.A. presents for the first, but they don’t like the affirmations that he adopts for the second. It seems to me that the two passages are describing slightly different (but important) points in the same process: When we are the captive of our identifications (as Assagioli says, for example, “mistakenly identify[ing] ourselves with our body and attributing to the “I” our physical sensations”), it seems to me that we must take some kind of action, with a will (such as making an affirmation) to move ourselves away from our captivity, our false and limited mis-identification, in which we feel as though our thoughts, or our sensations, or our terror, are our selves. The affirmations John and Ann refer to are essentially “negative affirmations”, if you will, consistent with the need to remove the attachment to a false identification: “not this . . . not that”: Yes, there are sensations present (observation), and no, they are not the “I” (negative affirmation). This is essential in the process at the point when we are not yet at true self-identification. This is no credo, it is the way we remove ourselves from the clutches of whatever false projections we have allowed to dominate our awareness. 

I see no conflict with this procedure, as later in the same process we are able to extend the mindful inner observation, as they have so eloquently put it. “Affirmations” in the process of disidentification can, I am sure, become obstacles if they become positive statements of content, for as Ann and John indicate, then they will build just another identification, and perhaps a dualistic one at that. 

So long as the statements used are akin to those Assagioli suggested, taking the form of releasing the grip of identifications by means of negative affirmations such as “I am not my body,” etc., then I cannot see what John and Ann really have to object to in Assagioli’s formulation. I think the good doctor knew what he was proposing. After we are free, then we are able to be without being identified in some inappropriate way, but getting there takes more work, and I think we cannot be free until we get free. In his book, I think Assagioli was describing both points in the process. 

John and Ann write that “disidentification practice is about using will to engage the insight or experience (not the belief) that one is distinct but not separate from form”. I see disidentification as disengaging from the forms which captivate and dominate our awareness and experience, so that the engagement — with our being — that they so eloquently describe can then occur. 

I too, am grateful to have this dialogue here in the AAP News, and I hope to be part of a continuing discussion about this and other issues in psychosynthesis. Thanks, Ann and John! 

Jan Kuniholm

Source: AAP News – May 2008

