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The Wall of Silence Dialogue, Continued
Douglas Russell – 

(from AAP Psychosynthesis Quarterly June 2016)
It was exciting to see “A Conversation about Psychosynthesis and Esoteric Studies” in the March 2016 Psychosynthesis Quarterly. I was very much a part of that conversation from the time I was introduced to psychosynthesis in 1968 through the late 1980s when I moved on to other work. Reading the dialogue between Piero [Ferrucci] and Will [Parfitt], I saw familiar themes from decades past; chiefly around the idea of the “wall of silence”, which Jan [Kuniholm] points out was Roberto’s metaphor for keeping psychosynthesis and esotericism distinct from one another. I want to rejoin the dialogue, but a mix of emotions makes it hard for me to know what to say or where to begin. I feel great warmth toward my psychosynthesis colleagues, and a profound appreciation for the many opportunities psychosynthesis provided me to grow and to contribute, during the first 20 years of my professional life. At the same time, there’s considerable pain and disappointment associated with the conflicts and rifts that occurred ‒ between those of us who wanted to move beyond the wall of silence and those who felt duty-bound to adhere to it.
The sorrow and joy I feel around psychosynthesis is like memories of life in a big family. There were disappointments, even heartbreaks, during the course of the most loving and intimate of friendships among my psychosynthesis colleagues in Southern California: Robert Gerard, Edith Stauffer, John Cullen, Vivian King and Marilyn Barry. Each of us was deeply engaged in both psychosynthesis and esotericism and had to grapple with a great dilemma: that these two streams of thought were intertwined within us, yet ‒ as Piero reports ‒ Roberto said they belong to two different universes of discourse.

The ways my friends and colleagues handled the wall of silence issue comes through in interviews of twenty-six psychosynthesis leaders published in 1987, Psychosynthesis in North America: The Story of the Movement, the People and the Ideas, by Michael Schuller. One interviewee, James Fadiman, believed that associating psychosynthesis with the esoteric ‒ in the U.S. at least ‒ could cause no harm. He added that Roberto asked him to maintain the wall of silence until after his death, and that he had done so. Robert Gerard, who had helped Roberto write the book Psychosynthesis and played a major role introducing psychosynthesis in the U.S., explained in his interview that he was concerned that breaking the wall of silence might restrict the spread of psychosynthesis in established institutions. He stopped practicing psychosynthesis in order to develop his Integral Psychology, which openly incorporated esoteric material, primarily from the works of Alice A. Bailey.

In his book of interviews, Schuller concluded that the wall of silence was based on “a highly questionable assumption. This assumption holds that psychosynthesis is but a watered-down, public, exoteric version of the Bailey material, which is the ‘real stuff,’ the inner, esoteric core. It is my conviction that this secrecy is detrimental to psychosynthesis. To perpetuate this myth demeans both psychosynthesis and Assagioli’s own creative gifts. If psychosynthesis is to develop into a ‘science of the Self’, as Assagioli hoped, then it simply cannot have secrets, for the essence of science is public scrutiny and discussion”. (Pages 466-468).

Schuller is pointing to a way forward, beyond the wall of silence: the rational way of science. Suppose we set aside emotion-laden discussions based on personal opinions about the esoteric connection ‒ for a while at least. Let’s take a clear-eyed look at our written records, the facts and artifacts. This is what academics call “evidence-based history”. Ironically, recent emotion-laden exchanges on the psychosynthesis email discussion list started last October with the topic, “Assagioli’s hand written notes online”. These notes are actual evidence of our history. They comprise an archive ‒ a treasure trove of data. It will take years to compile, but a great deal is already available. It is meticulously indexed, and searchable, at
 http://www.archivioassagioli.org/index.php.

Registration and access are free. The promise of this archive is that we can begin to study how Assagioli did his research. The question of whether psychosynthesis grew directly out of the work of Alice Bailey can be answered empirically.

This investigative approach comports with Will’s idea of allowing the truth of Assagioli’s life and interests to be out in the open. In the archives, there are currently no hits for the search words “wall of silence”. Of sixty-one hits for the word “silence”, many are brief excerpts from a book by A.M. Curtis, The Way of Silence: Studies in Meditation. Two other authors are referred to, and three books of Alice Bailey are mentioned. The keyword “disidentification” yields thirteen results including one each for disidentification from the body, from the emotions and from the mind, all referencing page numbers of a book titled Concentration and Meditation, without naming the author. This evidence suggests Roberto drew inspiration from a variety of sources, some esoteric, some not, including the works of Alice Bailey among many others.

While I agree with Will about bringing what’s behind the wall out in the open, I also agree with Piero’s cautioning us to use great discretion in associating esotericism with psychosynthesis publicly. The evidence indicates that Roberto’s religion may have been esotericism, and he did draw inspiration from esoteric sources, but his wall of silence affirms that he saw psychosynthesis as separate from all that. However, folks who are anti-esoteric may not care about evidence; they might reject anything or anyone related to the esoteric based on prejudice and emotion. Thus it’s a good idea to make the distinction between psychosynthesis and esotericism clear to the general public.

In academia it’s a different story. The esoteric is now viewed as a legitimate area of study. This had started by the mid-twentieth century, with several books on a number of esoteric historical currents by the highly respected British historian Frances Yates. She was making the case that these streams were very influential on the development of Western culture, including beginnings of the scientific revolution. In 1992, French professor Antoine Faivre carried this further, presenting a model ‒ a kind of definition ‒ of esoteric currents as a “form of thought”. It quickly became a basis for establishing departments and chairs of esoteric studies in universities, along with international associations of scholars, journals, and over forty titles in the SUNY Press series in Western Esoteric Traditions.

Psychosynthesis doesn’t fit Faivre’s definition of the esoteric; however, the opportunity now exists for researchers to explore connections between psychosynthesists’ work and esotericism. The two disciplines are distinct but no longer need be considered “two separate universes of discourse”. I expect we’ll see another generation or two before connections between psychosynthesis and the esoteric will be known by the general public. For now, these connections are, as they say, academic. The important thing about psychosynthesis is that it is effective. People who get involved do grow personally and spiritually. It does bring a higher perspective to other disciplines such as counseling, education, and coaching. 
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Douglas Russell is a retired psychotherapist and medical social worker who has studied Ageless Wisdom teachings and practiced occult meditation for over 45 years. He has explored secular mindfulness techniques since 2002. He designed and taught psychosynthesis training for professionals in the 1970’s and early 1980’s, and was editor of Psychosynthesis Digest. He co-wrote monographs on managerial psychosynthesis with John Cullen, and is author of several articles on psychosynthesis theory — some of them available here:
 http://www.psynthesis.net/ps/articles/index.htm. He currently studies and writes about modern Western esotericism and spiritual aspects of Freemasonry. Doug is a life-long resident of southern California, available at dougrussell416@gmail.com.
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