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This paper has two objectives. First, I want to describe how I taught young adults the “self-identification” technique and why calling it that was a safer approach for them. Then I want to show how the appropriate use of this universal process of identification and disidentification helps one understand and cooperate with one’s own psychic processes and grow to maturity according to the ideal model one defines for oneself.

I’ll show how integrated Psychosynthesis into the school curriculum as a subject-matter. Then I will offer a few observable facts that will ring a bell for practitioners and readers because, as Dr. Assagioli liked to say with a grin, “Everyone actually does psychosynthesis without knowing”, paraphrasing Molière’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme, who was so proud of himself when told that he had been speaking ‘prose’ all his life.

The Greek roots of the term “psychosynthesis” indicate it means a synthesis of psychological states of the mind. One could even say that the synthesis of psychological components in humans continuously produces a new creation by assembling psycho-spiritual virtues, while preserving the “tone” of each. It is like singing in a choir: each member sings his or her part, but a new sound or harmony results, changing constantly in line with the piece that is being interpreted. If you have a moment, the following is an example of synthesis where even the silence of the choir enhances the quality of the solo’s performance: Et incarnatus est, a 1956 extract of Mozart’s Mass in C, KV 427, with Emilia Petrescu: https://youtu.be/2jTuh6fdqwQ. In these next examples, voice, choir, and orchestra enhance each other: the first is Barbara Hendricks singing Mozart’s Laudate Dominum; the second is the Hallelujah Chorus from Handel’s Messiah https://youtu.be/AaEGwph2Qr4.

Introduction

In the December 2016 Psychosynthesis Quarterly, I described how in the mid-sixties Dorette A. Faillettaz, founded and directed a Swiss Finishing school, Institut Bleu-Léman in Villeneuve, Switzerland. (Yes, attending the school were the kind daughters of VIPs.) Confronted with the huge existential dilemmas of many of her students, she decided that it would be significant for all students to systematically learn the ABC’s of Psychosynthesis.

Psychosynthesis was chosen as a means of character education and training where the students would learn to “tailor themselves”. It would be a continuing asset for them, thanks to practicing the exercises given; it would help them to recognize their essential Self; it would give them a reliable approach or attitude and the resilience to shape their own life “no matter what”.
Despite my being only 19 years old (but her daughter and quite hyperactive), Mrs. Faillettaz appointed me to learn the methods of psychosynthesis with Dr. Assagioli in Florence, Italy, and teach it to the students. French popular wisdom says, “Les voyages forment la jeunesse!”. Travel is formative! But there are further meanings to this proverb. I was given a privilege: to implement my mother’s and Roberto Assagioli’s project, to integrate this life-enhancing course into the general curriculum of her school. How I coped with this assignment will be the subject of another article.

So, our experiment had to do with teaching the ABC’s of Psychosynthesis to young adults in the making – as a distinct subject. In my own private life, like everyone, I discovered opportunities for synthesis in my many roles, such as motherhood, career woman, and seeker after truth (which the mathematician Prof. Gonzeth said “is One, but its expressions are infinite”).

Observable Facts

While I imparted – and practiced – Assagioli’s outline of Psychosynthesis I observed the following phenomena:

1. The exercise of identifying with the Transpersonal Self, also named the disidentification exercise, complements the development of the will. There is a synergy between “Self” and will: on one hand, experiencing the Transpersonal Self in the technique of disidentification helps one to acquire a sense of perspective; on the other hand, mobilizing the power of the will helps one to conceive, plan, and carry out the process of psychosynthesis.

2. We can better understand the reflex of identification through this technique of disidentification, which leads to identifying with the Transpersonal Self.1 This understanding then helps us knowingly direct our psychological forces into the formation of patterns, habits, and building blocks that stimulate transformation of the personality, its harmonization and regeneration. The regenerated personality’s ever more stable alignment with the Transpersonal Self (the center of pure Peace) empowers both the ongoing transformative process and any life work that circumstances lead us to undertake.

3. To teach young adults this exercise of disidentification leading to identifying with the Transpersonal Self requires a “top-down” approach (connecting Self-mind-emotions-body) rather than going “from below up” (body-emotion-mind-Self), which is the usual procedure for adults.

Development

My mother hosted the “Fourth International Psychosynthesis Week”, from September 1 to 7, 1961. Dr. Roberto Assagioli organized it and presided over it. A week before, Assagioli had participated in the Fifth International Congress of Psychotherapy in Vienna, where there had also been a Symposium on Psychosynthesis. The title of the paper he presented to the Congress was “Psychosynthesis and Existential Psychotherapy”.
The paper he gave at the Symposium was a general outline and introduction to the topic.2
Speaking about the techniques of Psychosynthesis, Assagioli emphasized: “The basic one, which helps and even makes possible the use of all the others, concerns the arousing and development of the will”. He added: “The will is ineffective only when it attempts to act in opposition to the imagination and to the other psychological functions, while its skillful and consequently successful use consists in regulating and directing all other functions towards a deliberately chosen and affirmed aim”.
These words struck a note of hope, not only for parents who were caring but often over-worked, but also for earnest but at times fed-up educators, and for dedicated but also discouraged leaders of teams (managers, directors). And these words had not escaped my mother’s attention. She was looking for some logical approach to understand and help transform the existential questionings of her well-off but so unhappy students. She decided to follow up on this method.

Having begun teaching the ABC’s of Psychosynthesis, I stumbled upon a few questions and needed advice. Our students were ages 15 to 25, whereas Assagioli’s manual was meant for doctors and specialists in the helping profession, as well as other adults, like parents, teachers – grown-ups like me! 
My questions were often “situation-bound” and not subject to generalization, so I managed to find many answers on the spot. Assagioli used to recommend avoiding generalizations, adding, “and that is a generalization!”. (Smile! Laughter! And immediate release of any tension from the question). Sometimes Assagioli would not wait for me to ask the appropriate question. Regarding relaxation exercises and visualizations, he spontaneously explained to me that young people need to take it in – correctly – before they can reconstruct any content of their personality. Thus, the importance of giving the young the opportunity to discover objects with their own five senses, and to be helped to give an appropriate name to each item discovered, without value judgments.

For example, with the “Exercise of the Blossoming of the Rose,”3 he insisted that the younger students first become familiar with a real rose: touch, smell, etc. Then, to help the experience pass from the short-term memory into the long-term memory, they were to draw the flower, best figuratively. Not only does this “feed” the individual’s inner five-senses bank, but it also develops the skills of observation, exactitude, and the ability to mentally see details and to recreate the image. This is the introductory technique for the visualization exercises.

Then, about relaxation, he simply said the young first need to be given the opportunity to coordinate their movements and functions – not performance, just ability – each in its own time. He added that Life is the “right tonus of all muscles…” And tonus is a matter of being in harmony. Therefore, become attentive, become conscious of what is, and thus be conscious of having the right tension in any movement, but without concentration.

I found that a good exercise to foster this right tonus and awareness, is “Walking meditation”, which a Buddhist monk taught in a seminar I attended near Zermatt, Switzerland.

Because my students were 15 years of age and older, I took good notice of Assagioli’s indications for teaching certain techniques to youngsters. It spared me giving wrong advice to others! I would make my students discover a real rose before doing the visualization of a rose… They liked this. One student even got hay fever in the middle of the winter after doing the exercise of the rose. 
I never used the data acquired in doing the exercises as a means of “assessment” – that was not my role. My students were learning these techniques and exercises to manage their own psychological energies more efficiently. And I must say that this was quite successful; because in a boarding school, the slightest emotion hitting one member usually immediately affects all the others – given their tendency to pick up emotions that are not theirs. (It’s called “the grapevine” in other settings.) This could sometimes reach quite disturbing peaks. Was it a mirror? Empathy? Or just sensationalism? Be that what it may, it was very reassuring for us, the directors of the school, to know that students could be constructive instead of creating havoc. They could transform their emotional forces by various means, including sports. However, we scrupulously observed the word of warning Assagioli gave about not forcing an exercise on someone who “has a fit”. In his own words (p. 120): “The [self-identification] exercise is suited to all cases except people at such a primitive level that they are not able to really grasp the technique, or when they are in such an emotional turmoil and distracted state that temporarily they are unfit to use it”. (When this applied, empathy, taking a walk, and listening to music would help.)

How I Taught the Self-Identification Exercise

As I said above, teaching young adults this exercise of disidentification leading to identifying with the Transpersonal Self requires a top-down approach rather than an up from below approach. The young have relatively little control over their bodies and nervous systems, so they are easily overwhelmed by emotions and may be dominated by thoughts that almost squash their thinking function. Consequently, when they are doing this fundamental exercise of self-identification, they need help connecting first with their inner identity (the self, whether personal or transpersonal). From that stronghold, they can “descend” to gain control over the kingdom of their thoughts and realize that they are responsible for them (and thus for the words they use to formulate them). We can then guide them to gain control over the vast territories of their emotions and understand that they are not powerless but can even learn from emotions and transform those that need to be tamed. Finally, we encourage them to become aware of their precious instrument of expression in the world: their own bodies, which they therefore must appreciate and take good care of. 
At each stage of the exercise, we first asked Who am I essentially, then What do I have to get along with. Example:

1. I am a centre of pure consciousness and will, and I have thoughts (like this that and the other; I would enumerate a few); they are mine; I am responsible for my thoughts. Thanks to my thoughts I can express myself. But I – I am a centre of pure consciousness and will.

2. I am a centre of pure consciousness and will, and I have emotions (like this, like that like the good, the bad and the ugly, like the marvelous ones; I would enumerate a few emotions); they are mine, I am responsible for my emotions. Thanks to my emotions, feelings can “move me about”. But I – I am a centre of pure consciousness and will.

3. I am a centre of pure consciousness and will, and I have a physical body (like this, like that and so on; I would describe the body having arms, legs, this and that); I affirm: my body is mine, I am responsible for my body. Thanks to my body, I can manifest thoughts and feelings and accomplish needed actions. But I – I am a centre of pure consciousness and will.

4. And I would conclude the exercise insisting on the energy of consciousness and will infusing my thoughts, feelings, and behavior, all under my responsibility. 
But, you might ask, how do you begin “at the top” without giving the impression of preaching some non-material approach? (If I had done this, they would have fiercely opposed me, since each had her own religion or firmly anchored belief system). Well, to gently introduce – without seeming to do so – the logic of identification-disidentification, and instead of “coming out of the blue” with identity with consciousness and will (the I or self), I first applied Martha Crampton’s “Who am I?” technique.4 It indeed was of immense help. Only after having discussed something like the “Who am I?” approach, would the situation be sufficiently ripe for the proposition, “Let’s try to go through all this, beginning with the Self, feeling we are the self, a centre of pure consciousness [this point no one could deny, since they had just followed the whole dialogue], and then let’s include our thoughts, our emotions and our body! Agreed!”. We would spend ten minutes on that (never more!), followed by taking notes if desired. No obligation!

Assagioli corroborates this way of practicing this exercise in his own words in his Manual of Principles and Techniques, where he extensively discusses identification processes, disidentifying from attaching ones, and identifying with one’s centre of self-consciousness. I highly recommend rereading the section dedicated to Self Identification. Here are some excerpts:

P. 111: “The conscious and purposeful use of self-identification – or dis-identification – is basic in psychosynthesis. It proceeds from a dynamic centre on which the whole process of synthesizing the psychological multiplicity into an organic unit is based. It offers a very effective means of controlling the various elements of the personality”.
P. 120: “As the technique of self-identification is a basic technique not only for therapy but for education and personality integration, it can be considered also as a defense mechanism against the constant stream of influences, inner and outer, which try to capture the ego and demand identification”. [In Assagioli’s terminology the ego is the personality].
It is also important to keep in mind that in Assagioli’s presentation, the Transpersonal Self and the personal self are one and the same, the second however only being merely the reflection of the first; in his words:

P. 113: “there are not in reality two independent selves. There is one Self – but there are very different and distinct levels of self-realization. Therefore between the self-identity of the ordinary or normal level of functioning and the full spiritual Self-realization there are intermediate stages or levels, ever wider, clearer, fuller.”.
And in Summation and Combination with Other Techniques, Assagioli adds:

P. 124: “In some cases it is even necessary to invert the order of the two, or to make them two phases of the one exercise, beginning with the self-identification, and adding the dis-identification as a necessary means to self-identification”.
Except that with young adults, as I described above, I rather emphasized becoming the ruler and master of one’s thoughts, emotions, and body, for that was what they needed.

The Bonus

The experience of the Self that transcends the personality matters, because it belongs to the intimate domain of psychic experience. It is neither this, nor that, nor any other “thing” easily “reduced to words”, which veil what they try to reveal. Words about such matters can create idols if they are taken too literally; and then, sadly enough, instead of bridging towards the meaning they stand for, they turn into drawbridges and dogmas!

But in the last analysis, this is not so unfortunate, because thanks to this petrifaction, the consciousness – which is movement – rebounds. (It is always on the move!) Yes, the experience of the Self which transcends the petty matters of the personality is just an experience, like “being in the now”. This sounds familiar, doesn’t it? Well yes, many normal means can induce the experience, but it happens at its own “moment”. And this unpredictability is a fortunate protection indeed, because of the phenomenal energy unleashed by experiencing the reality of the Transpersonal Self. It appears that our instinct for self-preservation allows this experience to occur only when we have adequate inner psycho-physical interrelations and interdependencies. Assagioli wrote an article, included in his Manual of Principles and Techniques, about psychological disturbances. These are symptoms of awakening to intense psychic energies that may flood the personality before its psychological functions have been trained to cope with this abundance of light. The experience then “enlightens” what is not in order, and is then mistaken for a nervous disease or a psychological unbalance. That article is called Self Realization and Psychological Disturbances. 

Psychosynthesis as outlined by Roberto Assagioli puts the emphasis on the inner path, the golden middle way. It focuses on transforming the psychic energies into constructive forces which the personality manages. Therefore, the emphasis is on the “soul” of things. Humor is one of the most refined expressions of this “soul-side” energy of things. Like consciousness, humor is always “on the move”, catching the spark of truth of situations, putting it into perspective, presenting it with all-embracing kindness, encouraging to “get going” and to rejoice! Assagioli had a delightful sense of humor and used to say that the secret of humor is detachment. I say this is the kind of detachment that comes with the realization of the Transpersonal Self.
Notes:

1 See the English version of Assagioli’s Manual of Principles and Techniques, pages 111-125, 1965/Hobbs, Dorman & Co, Inc. N.Y. [Note that this book has been re-published several times, the most recent edition being titled Psychosynthesis: A Collection of Basic Writings published by The Synthesis Center, Amherst, MA, in 2000. The pagination in the newer editions is different from that cited in this article – Ed.]

2 Assagioli adapted and included parts of these two papers into his Manual of Principles and Techniques which he published in 1965/Hobbs, Dorman & Co, Inc. N.Y.

3 See the English version of Assagioli’s Manual of Principles and Techniques, 1965/Hobbs, Dorman & Co, Inc. N.Y. p.188.
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