Sleepers, Awake!
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Introduction
Roberto Assagioli listed six categories of contents of what he called “the lower unconscious”.1 Some of what he listed is not normally available to consciousness as we know it, such as “the intelligent co-ordination of bodily processes”. Much of what remains in this lower unconscious are contents that are available to consciousness, but usually only with concentration and specific conscious actions for identification and retrieval. I think there is a category that Assagioli has left out, that deserves our greatest attention. The lower unconscious is filled with stored energy patterns established by recurrent previous behaviors that go through regular cycles of thought, emotion, or behavior with no conscious direction, intervention, or awareness. In fact, the retrieval or identification of the nature of these patterns may be difficult or seemingly impossible. We usually call such patterns “habits”. Some of them are truly “lower” unconscious – unavailable to normal waking consciousness – while some may be in the realm of what Assagioli called the “middle unconscious” – available to consciousness if an effort is made to become aware of them.
Habit: a behavior pattern acquired by frequent repetition or physiologic exposure that shows itself in regularity or increased facility of performance; or an acquired mode of behavior that has become nearly or completely involuntary; or actions that are triggered automatically in response to contextual cues that have been associated with their performance.2
For most people, much of life is governed by an intricately interwoven network of habits – most of which run our lives perfectly well without our conscious awareness or intervention. Habits are usually interwoven into “fields”.
Field: A region of time or space in which a given effect (such as magnetism) exists; or, a complex of forces that serve as causative agents in human behavior.3.
After we have learned to drive a car, for example, we have only to decide when and where to go, while the “nitty-gritty” details of driving the car are controlled by the several habits we learned and instilled in our early driving lessons. This method serves us quite well. In fact, we would be poor drivers if our every move had to be consciously decided – especially in an emergency. Conscious decision is a slower, more cumbersome process than the automatic responses that are carried out habitually. And often our habits carry within them the energies of prior learning and deliberation, so that their quick responses may be the best ones. But – maybe not!
The set of habits we use to drive a car are a good example of an “ordinary” habit field: in driving a car we engage a particular level of awareness, aimed at the roadway and its immediate environs – we may engage a particular peripheral vision to scan the sidewalks for moving kids or animals; we are alert to sounds of the road and of our vehicle; we multitask the operations of our vehicle; we adjust our posture to the car seat; and so on, all without paying much or any attention to any of it. Yet the influence of the field will make itself felt as soon as a child runs into the road after a ball, and in traffic the influence of the field may make it difficult to focus on what the person on our right is saying. When we get out of the car the habit field “disengages” and our ability to focus on other things is accordingly increased.
Habits and Will
In an ideal world, all the habits we acquire would serve us well, so there would be no need to question them. However, as I approach my 70s my life has changed a great deal, especially in the past ten years, and it has become more apparent to me that not all my habits continue to serve me well! I have made certain decisions regarding my life to come in the next few years and have discovered (surprise!) that many of my habits of mind, emotion, attitude, or behavior do not help in fulfilling those decisions. In fact, some of them present formidable obstacles to my living out my choices. It is as if I have recently awakened to discover that parts of me – at every level of mind, emotion and body – are preprogrammed to drive “the car of my life” to wherever the habits lead, to where I have been accustomed to going for years, decades. If I had not made any decisions to change my life, there would be no awareness of a problem. But now, it feels as if I have put my hands on “my inner steering wheel” to turn left, so to speak, but discover that it seems to turn where it will – right, or not at all – regardless of my will. At first I thought I was dealing with, perhaps, a strong subpersonality. But it turned out that even though I was running into something with its own agenda, like a subpersonality, it seemed more stupid – and much more stubborn.
This situation is what Assagioli addresses in psychosynthesis – particularly in his book, The Act of Will. Assagioli differentiates between what he calls the “plastic unconscious” and the “structured or conditioned unconscious” and indicates that classical psychoanalysis focuses on the latter, attempting to eliminate repressions, complexes, and conflicts. He leads us to focus on the “plastic” unconscious, which resembles an inexhaustible store of unexposed photographic film.4
Assagioli’s seventh psychological law contains his discussion of habits: “Repetition of actions intensifies the urge to further iteration and renders their execution easier and better, until they come to be performed unconsciously”. He notes that habits “tend to limit us and make us follow only beaten tracks” but also asserts, with William James, that “we are responsible for forming our habits and even when acting according to habits we are acting freely”.5 But that is not the way many of us experience our habits: if we have conscious access to our habits we may think we are “free” to change them, yet it is amazing how resistant they are to change!
Additionally, some habits – of the type Assagioli and others are likely to call “complexes” – have not been formed by “responsible choice”, but rather by reactions to repeated behavior on the part of others. For example, if a child is treated every day as if he were “stupid” by parents, siblings, peers and teachers, it is no surprise that some mental, emotional and behavioral habits of this child will be a constellation – or field – that revolves around the perception, “I am stupid”. How “free” is such a child to change this? Assagioli was quoted as saying that “psychosynthesis presupposes psychoanalysis”, and many people may feel that something akin to psychoanalysis is the best way to approach such traumatic conditioning. I suggest that all the analysis in the world will not change the habits that govern basic attitudes, because these are deeply conditioned responses. Assagioli and others have pointed out how resistant such habitual attitudes are to the intervention of conscious will. Such a child may be “rewarded” with a sense of rightness and easy execution for behavior that conforms with the “I am stupid” perception and punished, overtly or indirectly, by a sense of wrongness and difficult execution for behavior that challenges that perception.
Assagioli’s eighth psychological law indicates his awareness of unconscious processes. “All the various functions, and their manifold combinations in complexes and subpersonalities, adopt means of achieving their aims without our awareness, and independently of, and even against, our conscious will”. This is also known, he says, as Baudoin’s Law of Subconscious Finalism.6 I find it amazing that he writes that functions have “aims” – but this is consistent with our knowledge of habits. Habits are patterns that tend toward an end result of some kind, whether that result is satisfaction, or familiarity, or some other feeling, or stability, a reward, or an ephemeral substitute for a genuine result. The latter is the hallmark of neurotic habits and addictions. Assagioli indicates that there is 

a real mystery in the relationship and interaction between psychological and physical facts, but I submit that approaching some of these phenomena as “habits” can give us some insights that can lead to solutions. These solutions are within the practice of psychosynthesis.
Mastery Over Habits
Assagioli stresses over and over in his writings the need to gain self-mastery over our functions, precisely because for most of us, most of the time, all of our functions are driven by habits – energy cycles7 that are strong, self-reinforcing, repetitive, and that have immense inertial resistance to change. And it turns out that, usually, the longer the habitual pattern has been operating, the more entrenched and more difficult to change it is. For many of us, this juggernaut of habit is the greatest challenge of old age.
When we live much of our lives relying upon the convenience of habits – just as wealthy people may rely on the convenience of having the details of their lives arranged and run by servants – we notice that exercising our wills in the areas normally controlled by habits will seem to be a difficult endeavor. Unlike the wealthy, who feel free to “sack” or “fire” their servants, we cannot simply “terminate” inconvenient habits by an act of will. When we become truly aware of our habits, we discover our history: forces which have shaped us, decisions we have made, actions we have performed, relationships we have made. These facets of our lives have each brought to bear a host of energies that operate at every level and involve every one of our functions. They are embedded in the processes of our lives and are interwoven in the fabric of our personal identities – not to be shaken off like raindrops, and not to be removed neatly like a wart off the skin. The most common result of the attempt to alter long-standing habits is failure.
It is only because of our overwhelming reliance on “our servants” – these habitual patterns of thought, emotion, sensation, perception, desire – of all of our functions, in fact – that we ever fall into the illusion of having a will: because we seldom use it, and even then we use it in such limited ways! One only gets the sense of being a will when one awakens, when one begins to bring conscious awareness into the entire field of habits. When this awakening begins, our first response may be horror and dismay, when we discover that virtually every aspect of our lives is governed by quasi-automatic responses over which our attempts at conscious control are relatively impotent. We are like a self-driving car that not only steers itself, but also seems to decide for itself where to go! So when I wrote above that the habits I ran into in myself were more stupid and more stubborn than a subpersonality, I was running into the aspect of habits that seems, not just animal, but actually mechanical – unresponsive to intelligence or will. They are not totally unresponsive, I discovered, but my approach to them has had to be different from my approach to subpersonality dynamics.
Years ago when I first trained in psychosynthesis I noticed how resistant “parts of me” seemed to be to the application of my new insights, to the successful adoption of the changes that psychosynthesis exercises pointed toward. I was so excited by many psychosynthesis exercises, and yet did not understand why the euphoric progress of my training sessions didn’t last too long once I was back on the street or at home or work. Psychosynthesis training was all about change. There seemed to be something else lurking in or around the work with subpersonalities and other aspects that I had learned – something that I had not yet identified, that was making change more difficult than I had had any idea it would be. There had been no “announcement” that I might encounter resistance – from within. Now I have a fuller appreciation of “my adversary”: the field of habits.
Habits and Awareness
Incidentally, I am aware that my phrase “the field of habits” may evoke at least two images – both of them true. One image is a field of red poppies, whose opium lulls us into a gentle sleep of automatic responses – a state that
some believe to be the normal reality of human functioning. The pinnacle of such thinking was portrayed in the utopia of behaviorism so seductively presented in B.F. Skinner’s Walden Two – a book that interested or repelled a lot of us in the 1960s. The other image is the concept of “field” as used by physicists, that is perhaps most familiar to us in the example of a magnetic or gravitational field whose “lines of force” extend invisibly beyond a particular location. Habits do behave like magnetic fields in a way, in that they exert force beyond the location of their “origin”. They function often invisibly and yet inexorably, and they seem to obey certain physical laws—which was why behaviorists attempted to claim a place in the “hard” sciences for psychology, by putting experimentation, quantification and statistics at the heart of their studies. We would be remiss in not learning something from the behaviorists, no less than if we were to accept all their claims. Conditioned responses were known and studied by the Sufis a thousand years ago, but the modern behavioral sciences increased our understanding of the automatic responses that are embodied in physical energies and habits.
It seems to me that the emphasis of psychosynthesis on conscious awareness needs to be completed by an application of that awareness in more specific ways to addressing the field of habits, so that the higher functions that psychosynthesis presents can have the power to really transform our lives. An analogy might serve us here. Freud was aware of the need for “psychosynthesis”, but he believed that it would occur automatically after analysis had provided the needed understanding. Assagioli showed that this was not the case: certain actions were needed in order for psychosynthesis to occur, which is why his work is full of techniques and exercises. Similarly, modern psychosynthesis seems (to me, at least) to assume that once we do the exercises and use the techniques, our personal synthesis will proceed without a glitch. Assagioli himself was fully aware that the path to synthesis was fraught with continual challenges, and that the hoped-for goal takes a tremendous amount of dedication, courage, and work. My own experience suggests that many of the challenges are presented by our habits, a lifetime of experience that has reinforced our inner disunity. Our first exposure to psychosynthesis can be a heady experience, but the work of replacing habitual patterns with acts of conscious will is the work of a lifetime.
When I found myself in the hospital with cancer 40 years ago, part of my healing came from the realization that a specific field of habits had gotten me into the problem I was facing. I discovered that nearly 20 years of habitual negative thinking, self-destructive behavior, obsessive emotional cycles and other aspects of a “complex” had contributed toward the physical self-attack that eventually manifested as cancer. The realization that this had occurred was liberating. But my understanding was not sufficient to change all the behaviors, many of which were quite unconscious. Forty years later I am still discovering habitual patterns that lie buried in my psyche and in my body, waiting to be dug up, shaken loose, and shifted. Recent research indicates that it takes a minimum of 30 days of continual practice, daily focus, and conscious will to begin to change a deep-seated habit. I am finding that energy psychology has provided some of the best techniques for applying psychosynthetic principles to habits, and I believe that energy psychology practices have a legitimate place in psychosynthesis practice.8 Interestingly, some medical practitioners are now including advice as to how to develop healthy lifestyle habits in their approaches to patients.9 While such change may not contain any psychological subtlety, the very fact that habits are becoming recognized as being important to health in any way is encouraging.
Young people’s bodily habits tend to be strongly life-affirming automatically, if the young person is not taught otherwise and the habits are not interfered with. After the age of 40, more and more conscious will is needed each year to keep the body’s habitual energies in peak condition. I recall a professional firefighter’s remarks about physical fitness, which was essential in his work: before 40 his body stayed fit without any conscious effort. After 40 he had to begin specific exercises to stay fit, and each year more exercise was needed. I am now nearly 30 years past that marker, and I can confirm his words. The body is just one of the “fields” in which there are alternatives in life – acts of will, or habitual reactions. The fireman’s observation holds true on every level: but the point is not just exercise, but conscious exercise. And that is where the benefit is found. For someone who continues to awaken – for whom will becomes a state of being rather than an act – old age is a time of fulfillment, 

for increasing age demands more consciousness: more choice, not less – and the opportunities become greater. But for someone for whom the act of will remains an isolated flower in a field of habits, old age is full of effort that increases and becomes perhaps more difficult as time goes on.
One of the major emphases of psychosynthesis is to bring the power of conscious will into the position of being the organizer and regulator of unconscious processes – including our habits. The aim of garnering control over our beings is as old as humanity, and for most of history the disciplines of self-control were propagated by religious teachers. Those who are upset over some of the esoteric roots of psychosynthesis are trying to extract it from history. The techniques and practices of psychosynthesis were acquired as a result of Assagioli’s study of spiritual traditions which had developed effective means for devotees to learn self-control. There has been abundant clinical and anecdotal evidence for such techniques for a long time, and lately some of these techniques, such as observing without judgment, are being validated by experimental means.10 Assagioli adopted them because they work. It is interesting that behaviorism approached aspects of human behavior that had been documented for millennia in religious writings and practices (i.e. the habitual, stimulus-response conditioning that governs so much behavior), while maintaining its extreme anti-religious, anti-human, anti-cognitive biases, which attempted to reduce human life to a lowest common denominator of mindless stimulus and response mechanisms. Psychosynthesis is able to deal with habitual responses in a way that mobilizes all of the resources available to us – awareness, will, and all the functions.
What makes habits so powerful? Dorothy Firman once said that the greater number of psychological functions we employ in the process of change, the more successful the process of change is likely to be.11 Conversely, the greater number of functions a habit involves, the more resistant to change that habit will be. An example is what is commonly called “negative thinking”. This mental habit is a common element in a vast array of human difficulties. Its sources may be various, but it often engages thought, emotions and feeling, intuition, sensation, impulses and desires, and imagination. When one attempts to dislodge habitual “negative self-talk” one is often engaging with a person’s entire history – a field that includes one’s education, family, employment, personal relationships, hopes, plans, ways of approaching situations, and so on. It governs attitudes, crosses over the apparent boundaries between subpersonalities; it moves surreptitiously between the porous compartments of lower and middle unconscious; its tentacles have an effect on experience through all the psychological functions. It may well be a filter that controls our ability to be open (or not open) to the higher unconscious and to Self. It is huge – yet not huge like an “elephant in the room”, but rather like a lubricant that will subtly, sometimes invisibly, determine whether something runs, how it runs, or whether it stops. And there are many such habits that play largely hidden roles in our lives. It is only when a habit is unwanted and becomes massively intrusive, such as in the case of drug addiction, that such patterns take on the proportions of “an elephant”.
Assagioli put his work on the act of will into a separate volume because the field is gargantuan. Each section of The Act of Will could probably be expanded fourfold to consider details of what he visits in his chapters. The “antidote” to the field habit is the application of will on a daily, systematic basis. Our application of will is limited to our awareness of where there is a need, and this paper is emphasizing habits because they so often sneak below peoples’ mental radar, and their power is vastly underestimated.
Spiritual Traditions’ Approach to Habits
Historically, this was not always so. Religious and spiritual traditions were keenly aware of the ways in which human behavior gets lost in a swamp of automatic, sleep-like habits. At the core of every religious and esoteric tradition (including Christianity, Islam, Sufism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Gurdjieff work, theosophy, perennial philosophy, and more) is the clarion call, “Sleepers, Awake!”. This is fundamentally an expression of the need to apply conscious will to the vast field of habitual unconscious behavior that fills and dominates most human lives.
It matters little whether the “awakening” that is sought fits into a psychological belief system or a religious belief system, although the details of the approach will vary with the system. Nearly all esoteric and religious systems, at their core, place value on the exercise of conscious will. Many religious practices addressed the here-and-now problems of psychology long before “psychology” was known as a separate discipline. If Assagioli discovered that some of these practices are still effective psychology and incorporated them into his psychosynthesis, it would be blind of us not to use them, and foolish of us to condemn them because of their “religious” or “esoteric” origin. He reorganized the disparate elements of what he learned into a coherent approach to human life. Although he contrasted his approach to that of Freud to include a “height psychology” as opposed to being limited to a “depth psychology”, and others have added the awareness in psychosynthesis of the “spiritual psychology”, I think we are in a position to add the “bio-energetic elements” of which Roberto Assagioli was aware when he called his creation “bio-psycho-synthesis”. The field of habits occupies shifting ground within what we can call the bio-energetic level of human functioning. Attention to it can be a seamless part of our approach to the whole functioning of the human being, and the techniques we apply to it can be mixed with the other techniques available to us.
A Psychosynthesis Strategy for Habits
Psychosynthesis is a full-orbed approach to the human person and behavior that includes work at many levels. I think its theory and practice can be expanded to explicitly include concepts and techniques that address the huge role of habits in our lives. I suggest that the depth-psychology aspect of psychosynthesis is partly a matter of:
1) bringing conscious awareness to habitual cycles and patterns; understanding their power, their roots and causes, and transforming destructive energies into life-affirming ones;
2) developing strategies to introduce conscious will to direct (or redirect) both the process and direction (means and ends) of these habits;
3) developing and executing the techniques used to replace negative, self-defeating habits with positive or life-affirming habits that are and remain available to consciousness;
4) in some cases, replacing habitual behaviors with consciously directed behaviors;
5) using many techniques that are already common in psychosynthesis, such as affirmations, evocative words, and guided imagery; but also including direct energy work with techniques such as meridian tapping, repetitive practice, and stimulus-response (conditioning) work;
6) understanding and utilizing the flows of energies that inhabit will, awareness, and all of the functions;
7) developing or constructing a synthesis of all the energies, including ones governed by habits, into a unified personal self.
Difficulties with habits may be left behind by the time we begin to address ourselves to spiritual psychosynthesis, the full alignment of the personal self with the Higher Self. But until we get past that “door”, habits will remain a significant challenge. And because they often lie beneath our notice, habits can be a primary stumbling block in what is known as “premature transcendence”. Many a great person, including personal growth and spiritual teachers, has been brought low by habits that sabotaged the healing or spiritual process. This can be equally true for the rest of us. Habits generally operate in cycles and in “fields” or “clusters”, so that it may be challenging to identify them – especially the emotional and intellectual habits, which are less visible yet more powerful than physical habits for many of us. Habits are not the same as subpersonalities, though they may be confused with them at times, and may lie at the heart of some personality structures. A habit may be unique to a single subpersonality, or it may cross over and be shared by many of our inner aspects. It is worth our while to include them in our inner work, our self-reflections, and in our work with clients. Work with them may sometimes feel uninspiring, because often the work is slow, plodding, and seemingly mechanical. Sometimes repeatedly applying energy and focus to the same pattern, day after day, is not intellectually stimulating! But it does produce results,
and these results, often exciting, I believe, are foundational to successful psychosynthesis. However, I believe that the key to success is the central element in psychosynthesis: the application of conscious will to this seemingly mechanical response. For of course, the truth is that our habits are not mechanical. And this is why the “mechanical” approach of behaviorism is so limited, and ultimately futile. Our intention is not to manage our sleep, but to awake from it.
An Example of Making a Healthy Habit
This whole last section is an example (with my comments inserted) from “Making Health Habitual: the Psychology of ‘Habit-formation’ and General Practice” by Benjamin Gardner, Phillppa Lally, and Jane Wardle, in the British Journal of General Practice, which is posted at https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3505409/
Notice that the authors suggest ten (10) weeks of daily practice to get the habit in place! (And this is just a start.)
A Tool for Patients: Make a New Healthy Habit
1. Decide on a goal that you would like to achieve for your health.
2. Choose a simple action that will get you towards your goal which you can do on a daily basis. (I add: choose something that is so “do-able” that you cannot fail to succeed in doing it; keep the step incremental to the goal. –  JK)
3. Plan when and where you will do your chosen action. Be consistent: choose a time and place that you encounter every day of the week.
4. Every time you encounter that time and place, do the action. (I add: if it is helpful, record or mark the action in some way, or give yourself some kind of reward for doing it, even if it is only some words of self-congratulation. Maybe add an affirmation that doing this step takes you one step closer to the overall goal. – JK)
5. It will get easier with time, and within 10 weeks you should find you are doing it automatically without even having to think about it. (I add: some people find it more helpful to share your intent with others and allow someone who can be consistently encouraging to be your partner. But for others, telling others about what you are doing can be a form of self-sabotage, as your habit takes the opportunity to undermine your conscious choice by rebelling against the opinion of someone else. You will need to be aware of which approach is more helpful to you, sharing or silence. – JK)
6. Congratulations, you’ve made a healthy habit! (I add: you may lose your discipline and “fall off the wagon” on the way to success, and that is nothing to worry about. Success is not measured by how many times you fall down, but by how many times you get up. – JK)
Example: My goal (e.g. ‘to eat more fruit and vegetables’)
My plan (e.g. ‘after I have lunch at home I will have a piece of fruit’)
(When and where)  

I will  
Some people find it helpful to keep a record while they are forming a new habit. This daily tick-sheet can be used until your new habit becomes automatic. You can rate how automatic it feels at the end of each week, to watch it getting easier. ◙
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