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Paper 1). Welcome and Opening Remarks: Sal Mendaglio
No formal paper was supplied.
Paper 2). Keynote Speaker: James T. Webb, PH.D., ABPP-CL, Clinical Psychologist,
Scottsdale, AZ

Biography of Keynote Speaker
James T. Webb, Ph.D., ABPP-CL, has been recognized as one of the 25
most influential psychologists nationally on gifted education, and he consults with
schools, programs and individuals about social and emotional needs of gifted and
talented children. In 1981, Dr. Webb established SENG (Supporting Emotional
Needs of Gifted Children, Inc.), a national nonprofit organization that provides
information, training, conferences and workshops, and is Chair of SENG’s
Professional Advisory Committee. A frequent keynote and workshop speaker at
state and national conventions, Dr. Webb, a licensed psychologist, is board certified
as a Diplomate in Clinical Psychology. A Fellow of the American Psychological
Association, he served for three years on its governing body, the Council of
Representatives.
Dr. Webb is a Fellow of the Society of Pediatric Psychology and the Society for Personality Assessment. In
1992, he received the Heiser Presidential Award for Advocacy by the American Psychological Association, and also the
National Award for Excellence, Senior Investigator Division, from the Mensa Education and Research Foundation. He
has served on the Board of Directors for the National Association for Gifted Children, and was President of the American
Association for Gifted Children. Currently, Dr. Webb is President of Great Potential Press, Inc.
Dr. Webb was President of the Ohio Psychological Association in 1974-1975, and a member of its Board of
Trustees for seven years. He has been in private practice as well as in various consulting positions with clinics and
hospitals. In 1978, Dr. Webb was one of the founders of the School of Professional Psychology at Wright State
University, Dayton, Ohio, and from 1978-1995 he was a Professor and Associate Dean.
Previously, Dr. Webb directed the Department of Psychology at the Children’s Medical Center in Dayton and
was Associate Clinical Professor in the Departments of Pediatrics and Psychiatry at the Wright State University School
of Medicine. From 1970-1975, Dr. Webb was on the graduate faculty in psychology at Ohio University.
Dr. Webb is the lead author of five books and several DVDs about gifted children, four of which have won “Best
Book” awards.
• Guiding the Gifted Child: A Practical Source for Parents and Teachers
• Grandparents’ Guide to Gifted Children
• Misdiagnosis and Dual Diagnoses of Gifted Children and Adults: ADHD, Bipolar, OCD, Asperger’s, Depression, and
Other Disorders
• Gifted Parent Groups: The SENG Model, 2nd Edition (New)
• A Parent’s Guide to Gifted Children (New)
Guiding the Gifted Child, which sold over 125,000 copies, has been translated into several languages, and it won
the National Media Award of the American Psychological Association as the best book for "significantly contributing to
the understanding of the unique, sensitive, emotional needs of exceptional children.” Misdiagnosis and Dual Diagnoses
of Gifted Children and Adults has won three awards, as has A Parent’s Guide to Gifted Children. Grandparents’ Guide to
Gifted Children also has won two “Best Book” awards. Dr. Webb has written over 70 professional publications, fifteen
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books, three videos, and many research papers for psychology conventions or conferences regarding gifted and talented
children.
Born in Memphis, Tennessee, Dr. Webb graduated from Rhodes College, and received his doctorate degree from
the University of Alabama. Dr. Webb and his wife are parents of six daughters.

Dabrowski’s Theory and Existential Depression in Gifted Children and Adults
James T. Webb, Ph.D.∗

It's very hard to keep your spirits up. You've got to keep selling yourself a bill of goods,
and some people are better at lying to themselves than others. If you face reality too
much, it kills you. ~ Woody Allen

When people undergo a great trauma or other unsettling event—they have lost a job or a
loved one dies, for example—their understanding of themselves or of their place in the world
often disintegrates, and they temporarily "fall apart," experiencing a type of depression referred
to as existential depression. Their ordeal highlights for them the transient nature of life and the
lack of control that we have over so many events, and it raises questions about the meaning of
our lives and our behaviors. For other people, the experience of existential depression seemingly
arises spontaneously; it stems from their own perception of life, their thoughts about the world
and their place in it, as well as the meaning of their life. While not universal, the experience of
existential depression can challenge an individual’s very survival and represents both a great
challenge and at the same time an opportunity—an opportunity to seize control over one's life
and turn the experience into a positive life lesson—an experience leading to personality growth.
It has been my experience that gifted and talented persons are more likely than those who
are less gifted to experience spontaneous existential depression as an outgrowth of their mental
∗

Many thanks to Jen Ault, Janet Gore, and Bill Tillier for their suggestions and editing
assistance.
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and emotional abilities and interactions with others. People who are bright are usually more
intense, sensitive, and idealistic, and they can see the inconsistencies and absurdities in the
values and behaviors of others (Webb, Gore, Amend, & DeVries, 2007). This kind of sensitive
awareness and idealism makes them more likely to ask themselves difficult questions about the
nature and purpose of their lives and the lives of those around them. They become keenly aware
of their smallness in the larger picture of existence, and they feel helpless to fix the many
problems that trouble them. As a result, they become depressed.
This spontaneous existential depression is also, I believe, typically associated with the
disintegration experiences referred to by Dabrowski (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Mendaglio,
2008a). In Dabrowski's approach, individuals who “fall apart” must find some way to “put
themselves back together again,” either by reintegrating at their previous state or demonstrating
growth by reintegrating at a new and higher level of functioning. Sadly, sometimes the outcome
of this process may lead to chronic breakdown and disintegration. Whether existential depression
and its resulting disintegration become positive or whether they stay negative depends on many
factors.
I will focus my discussion here on characteristics of people, especially the gifted, that
may lead them to spontaneous existential depression, relate these to Dabrowski’s theory of
positive disintegration, as well as to other psychological theories, and then discuss some specific
ways to manage existential depression.

Background
A Polish psychiatrist and psychologist, Kazimierz Dabrowski worked and wrote
prolifically about his ideas in the years from 1929 until his death in 1980, living part of his life in
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the United States and in Canada, as well as in Europe. Nonetheless, he remains largely unknown
in North America, despite his many publications and even though he was friends with prominent
psychologists such as Maslow and Mowrer. Although his theory of positive disintegration is
highly relevant to understanding existential depression—as well as many other issues—I myself
did not become aware of Dabrowski’s work until about 10 years ago.
But long before I knew about Dabrowski’s theory, I knew about and understood
existential depression. In fact, I knew it on a personal level, for I have lived it. Like so many
leaders in various fields, particularly those men and women who have a deep passion for a
particular “cause”—whether connected to religion, government, healthcare, the environment, or
education—I experienced it because I saw how the world was not the way I thought it should be
or could be. There were several periods in my life during which I was so “down” that it was truly
an effort to see any happiness around me. The result is that now, whenever I think about
existential depression, it rekindles within me, bringing into conscious awareness thoughts and
feelings that, most of the time, I would rather ignore or avoid—thoughts of hopelessness and
despair for our world.
I have come to realize that once one becomes aware of and involved in thinking about the
many existential issues, one cannot then go back to one's former life. As the saying goes, “Once
you ring a bell, you cannot unring it.” Like so many others, I continue to strive to manage how
these issues impact me, as well as the depression that often accompanies them. In truth, this lowgrade and chronic depression is not necessarily a bad thing. After all, it reflects my underlying
dissatisfaction with the way things are, with the way I am, and with the way the world is, and it
leads me to continue striving to do better in order to give my life meaning and to help others find
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meaning. But I admit that sometimes I do envy people who have never experienced this kind of
depression.
Dabrowski’s ideas have given me a helpful cognitive framework for understanding
existential depression, as I am sure they have similarly helped others. And although my relatively
recent discovery of Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration is new when compared with
my understanding of other theories in psychology, those other theories are also useful and
provide a foundation for comprehending existential depression. After all, existential issues are
not new; existential thought appears in writings of many past centuries.
I first became aware of existential issues as a college freshman when I was assigned to
room with a student who was older than I—in his mid thirties. Having been in the Navy, he was
far more experienced with many different kinds of people and many different ways in which
people choose to live their lives. He was a thoughtful agnostic. I, on the other hand, had grown
up in the Deep South in an insular culture that had limited vision and rigid beliefs; my loving
parents were traditionally religious and tried to live conforming, righteous, and conventional
lives. My father, a dentist, made a good living, and we attended church on Sundays. Until my
college experience, I thought that my family’s life was the way things were supposed to be; I
thought that everyone should share those same values, behaviors, and world views.
My roommate, to whom I owe much gratitude, patiently listened as I tried to persuade
him of the validity and righteousness of my limited views, after which he gently asked questions
that required me to think in ways I had not considered before. He quietly pointed out the
arbitrariness and meaninglessness of the many ways in which people, including me, lived their
lives, as well as the inconsistencies and narcissistic grandiosity in many people’s beliefs. He
introduced me to Voltaire’s Candide and to philosophers like Sartre, Nietzsche, and Kierkegaard.
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It was all quite a shock to me, because up to that point, I had thought I had the world pretty well
figured out.
In my coursework I was also exposed to some of the well-known existential
theologians—Paul Tillich (Protestant), Jacques Maritain (Catholic), Martin Buber (Jewish),
James Pike (Protestant), and Alan Watts (Zen Buddhist)—all of whom were trying make sense
of life from a religious viewpoint. As I studied and learned, I began to see for myself the
hypocrisies and absurdities in the lives of so many people around me, including my parents and
myself, and I became quite depressed. Fortunately, a kind and caring psychology professor
allowed me to meet with him for several sessions to talk about my angst and disillusionment, or I
might have imploded. Thanks to this professor, who in many ways saved my life, I slowly began
the process of learning to manage my discontent and depression so that it could work for me
rather than against me. I changed my major to psychology, and in graduate school, I learned that
many others before me—certainly those who were introspective and thoughtful idealists—had
grappled with similar existential issues and existential depression throughout the centuries.
While I was in graduate school, the humanistic psychologist Rollo May edited a book
titled Existence: A new dimension in psychiatry and psychology (1967). This book highlighted an
entire area within psychology that centered on existential issues. May became one of the most
widely known spokespersons on existential psychology, and the book continues to be a classic. It
was built on the writings of philosopher Martin Heidegger, who emphasized phenomenology—
the phenomena of being aware of one’s own consciousness of the moment. Heidegger had
written about Dasein, or “being there” in the moment with oneself and with how one perceives
the world.
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Other writers in May’s landmark book focused on the applications of existential
awareness to psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, raising fundamental questions for therapists
such as, “How do I know that I am seeing the patient as he really is, in his own reality, rather
than merely a projection of our theories about him?” or “How can we know whether we are
seeing the patient in his real world...which is for him unique, concrete, and different from our
general theories of culture?” (May, 1967, pp. 3-4). Or, said another way, “…what is abstractly
true, and what is existentially real for the given living person?” (p. 13). As therapists, we have
never participated directly in the world of our patients, and yet we must find a way to exist in it
with them if we are to have any chance of truly knowing them. We have experienced the world
in our own way, with our own family and our own culture. In our attempts to understand others,
we generalize from our own experiences and expect others to think, react, and be like us. How
can we see the world as our clients see it?
Although many early existential psychologists and psychiatrists were neo-Freudians, they
differed notably in focus from Freud. Instead of concentrating on a patient’s past, pioneers such
as Otto Rank also focused on the “present time.” Karen Horney emphasized “cultural
approaches” and “basic anxiety from feeling isolated and helpless.” And Harry Stack Sullivan
highlighted the importance of one’s experiences in interpersonal relationships in the “here and
now,” as well as what one has learned from one’s family environment. These neo-Freudians
believed that only by considering the present and a person’s current experience could we
understand that person. In actuality, they were building off of even earlier concepts from
philosophers and theologians who had struggled with the meaning of existence, as well as with
how one’s perceptions color one’s life—philosophers from as far back as Socrates in his
dialogues and Saint Augustine in his analyses of the self.
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Existential Issues and Giftedness
It is well-known that many famous artists and musicians have experienced existential
depression (Goertzel, Goertzel, Goertzel, & Hanson, 2004; Piirto, 2004). Eminent persons who
have suffered from this kind of depression include Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner,
Charles Dickens, Joseph Conrad, Samuel Clemens, Henry James, Herman Melville, Tennessee
Williams, Virginia Woolf, Isak Dinesen, Sylvia Plath, Emily Dickinson, Edna St. Vincent
Millay, Eleanor Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln, and Dag Hammarskjöld. In fact, the famous 17th
century gifted mathematician, physicist, and philosopher Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) fully
captured the experience of existential awareness when he said, “When I consider the brief span
of my life, swallowed up in the eternity before and behind it, the small space that I fill, or even
see, engulfed in the infinite immensity of spaces which I know not, and which know not me, I
am afraid, and wonder to see myself here rather than there; for there is no reason why I should be
here rather than there, nor rather now than then” (Pascal, 1946).
Yalom (1980), who is perhaps the most widely read current Western writer on existential
psychotherapy, describes four primary issues of existence (or "ultimate concerns")—death,
freedom, isolation, and meaninglessness. Death is an inevitable occurrence. Freedom, in an
existential sense, refers to the absence of external structure—that is, humans do not enter a world
that is inherently structured. We must give the world a structure, which we ourselves create.
Thus, we have social customs and traditions, education, religion, governments, laws, etc.
Isolation recognizes that no matter how close we become to another person, we will never
completely know that person and no one can fundamentally come to know us; a gap always
remains, and we are therefore still alone. The fourth primary issue, meaninglessness, stems from
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the first three. If we must die, if in our freedom we have to arbitrarily construct our own world,
and if each of us is ultimately alone, then what absolute meaning does life have?1
People are most often affected by existential issues as a result of their own experience of
puzzlement from trying to understand themselves and the world, which then generates feelings of
aloneness and existential depression. The people who worry over these issues are seldom those
in the lower reaches of intelligence or even in the average range. In my experience, existential
fretting, or for that matter rumination and existential depression are far more common among
(though not exclusive to) more highly intelligent people—those who ponder, question, analyze,
and reflect. This is not surprising since one must engage in substantial thought and reflection to
even consider such notions. People who mindlessly engage in superficial day-to-day aspects of
life—work, meals, home duties, and chores—do not tend to spend time thinking about these
types of issues. Brighter individuals are usually more driven to search for universal rules or
answers, and also to recognize injustices, inconsistencies, and hypocrisies.
Other characteristics of gifted children and adults also predispose them to existential
distress. Because brighter people are able to envision the possibilities of how things might be,
they tend to be idealists. However, they are simultaneously able to see that the world falls short
of their ideals. Unfortunately, these visionaries also recognize that their ability to make changes
in the world is very limited. Because they are intense, these gifted individuals—both children
and adults—keenly feel the disappointment and frustration that occurs when their ideals are not
reached. They notice duplicity, pretense, arbitrariness, insincerities, and absurdities in society
and in the behaviors of those around them. They may question or challenge traditions,

1

The notion that existence is absurd—irrational in ways that cannot be explained or understood
with words or concepts—was described by Kierkegaard and later expounded by Camus, Kafka,
and Sartre.
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particularly those that seem meaningless or unfair. They may ask, for example, “Why are there
such inflexible sex or age-role restrictions on people? Is there any justifiable reason why men
and women ‘should’ act a certain way? Why do people engage in hypocritical behaviors in
which they say one thing but then do the opposite? People say they are concerned with the
environment, but their behaviors show otherwise. Why do people say things they really do not
mean at all? They greet you with, ‘How are you?’ when they really don’t want you to tell them
the details of how you are. Why are so many people so unthinking and uncaring in their dealings
with others? And with our planet? Are others really concerned with improving the world, or is it
simply all about selfishness? Why do people settle for mediocrity? People seem fundamentally
selfish and tribal. How much difference can one person make? It all seems hopeless. The world
is too far gone. Things get worse each day. As one person, I’ll never be able to make a
difference.” These thoughts are common in gifted children and adults.
As early as first grade, some gifted children, particularly the more highly gifted ones,
struggle with these types of existential issues and begin to feel estranged from their peers. When
they try to share their existential thoughts and concerns with others, they are usually met with
reactions ranging from puzzlement to hostility. The very fact of children raising such questions is
a challenge to tradition and prompts others to withdraw from or reject them. The children soon
discover that most other people do not share their concerns but instead are focused on more
concrete issues and on fitting in with others' expectations. The result for these gifted youngsters
is conflict, either within themselves or with those around them. But as George Bernard Shaw
once said, “The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in
trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man.”
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As they get older, gifted children may find that even their families are not prepared to
discuss and consider such weighty concerns. They “may have to search far and wide to find
others who share their sometimes esoteric interests or even to find someone who laughs at their
sometimes quirky jokes. This challenge follows young gifted adults into the workplace, where
the entry-level positions that they find themselves in can result in their being lost in the crowd,
unable to find others with whom they otherwise might feel a genuine sense of connectedness”
(Fiedler, 2008, p. 170).
Although they want to relate to others, gifted individuals often encounter what Arthur
Jensen (2004) has described as an intellectual “zone of tolerance”—that is, in order to have a
long-lasting and meaningful relationship with another person, that person should be within about
plus or minus 20 IQ points of one’s ability level. Outside of that zone, there will be differences in
thinking speed and depth or span of interests, which will likely lead to impatience,
dissatisfaction, frustration, and tension on the part of each participant.
Gifted children and adults are often surprised to realize that they are different. It is
painful when others criticize them for being too idealistic, too serious, too sensitive, too intense,
too impatient, or as having too weird a sense of humor. Gifted children, particularly as they enter
adolescence, may feel very alone in an absurd, arbitrary, and meaningless world, which they feel
powerless to change. They may feel that adults in charge are not worthy of the authority they
hold. As one child described it, they feel “like abandoned aliens waiting for the mother ship to
come and take them home” (Webb, Amend, Webb, Goerss, Beljan, & Olenchak, 2005, p. 136).
This alienation creates social and emotional issues for them with their age peers, as well as with
their teachers, which only adds to the possibility of depression.
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When their intensity is combined with multi-potentiality—giftedness in several areas—
these youngsters may also become frustrated with the existential limitations of space and time.
Although they try to cram 27 hours worth of living into a 24-hour day, there simply isn’t enough
time to develop all of the talents and interests that they may have. They have to make choices,
but the choices among so many possibilities feel unfair because they seem arbitrary; there is no
"ultimately right" choice. Choosing a college major or a vocation is difficult when one is trying
to make a decision between passion and talent in areas as diverse as violin, genetics, theoretical
mathematics, and international relations. How can one be all that one can be? In truth, one
cannot be all that one “could” be in every area. This realization can be very frustrating.
The reaction of gifted youngsters (again with intensity) to these frustrations is often one
of a righteous indignation—they feel, “It isn’t right!” or “It isn’t fair!” But they quickly discover
that their anger is futile; they realize that it is ineffective when directed at "fate" or at other
circumstances which they are not able to control. Anger that is powerless evolves quickly into
depression. It is a type of “learned helplessness,” a phrase coined by psychologist Martin
Seligman (1991). “I’m helpless; I can’t solve this.”
In such depression, people typically—and often desperately—try to discover some sense
of meaning, some anchor point that they can grasp that will allow them to pull themselves out of
the mire and muck of injustice or unfairness. Often, though, the more they try to struggle out
of—or wallow in—their depression, the more they become acutely aware that their life is brief
and ultimately finite, that they are alone and are only one very small organism in a very large
world, and that there is a frightening freedom and responsibility regarding how one chooses to
live one's life. They feel disillusioned, and they question life's meaning, often asking themselves,
"Is this all there is to life? Isn’t there some ultimate and universal meaning? Does life only have
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meaning if I give it meaning? I am one small, insignificant organism alone in an absurd,
arbitrary, and capricious world where my life can have little impact, and then I just die. Is this all
there is?" Questions like this promote a sense of personal disintegration.
Such concerns are not surprising in thoughtful adults who are going through some sort of
quarter-life or mid-life crisis. However, it is startling and alarming when these sorts of existential
questions are foremost in the mind of a 10- or 12- or 15-year-old. Such existential depressions in
children deserve careful attention, since they can be precursors to suicide.

Existential Issues and Dabrowski’s Theory
Dabrowski implied that gifted individuals are more likely to experience existential
depression; several concepts within his theory of positive disintegration explain why gifted
children and adults may be predisposed to this type of depression (Mendaglio, 2008b).
Fundamentally, Dabrowski noted that persons with greater “developmental potential”—an
inborn, constitutional endowment that includes a high level of reactivity of the central nervous
system called overexcitability—have a greater awareness of the expanse of life and of different
ways that people can live their lives, but this greater developmental potential also predisposes
them to emotional and interpersonal crises. Persons with heightened overexcitabilities in one or
more of the five areas that Dabrowski listed—intellectual, emotional, imaginational,
psychomotor, and sensual—perceive reality in a different, more intense, multifaceted manner.
They are likely to be more sensitive than others to issues in themselves and in the world around
them and to react more intensely to those issues. To the extent that they have intellectual
overexcitability, they are more likely to ponder and question. Their emotional overexcitability
makes them more sensitive to issues of morality and fairness. Their imaginational
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overexcitability prompts them to envision how things might be. Overall, their overexcitabilities
help them live multifaceted and nuanced lives, but these same overexcitabilities are also likely to
make them more sensitive to existential issues.
Dabrowski also emphasized the role of socialization, which he called the “second factor,”
as a key force influencing personal development, though the amount of a culture’s influence
varies with each person’s inborn developmental potential. Nevertheless, the social environment
often squelches autonomy, and “adjustment to a society that is itself ‘primitive and confused’ is
adevelopmental [i.e., hinders development] and holds one back from discovering individual
essence and from exercising choice in shaping and developing one’s self…” (Tillier, 2008, p.
108). Even so, when one becomes more aware of the scope and complexity of life and of one’s
culture, one begins to experience self-doubt, anxiety, and depression; Dabrowski emphasized
that all of these—as discomforting as they are—are necessary steps on the path toward
heightened development. Thus, as one becomes more aware of “what ought to be” rather than
just “what is,” he or she experiences increasing discomfort and disillusionment, often leading to
a personal disintegration that, according to Dabrowski, is a necessary step before one can
reintegrate at a higher level of acceptance and understanding—a new level representing growth.
Reintegration at a higher level is not a certainty, though. Whether or not one is in fact
able to reintegrate depends on what Dabrowski called the “third factor”—an inner force, largely
inborn, that impels people to become more self-determined and to control their behaviors by
their inner belief/value matrix, rather than by societal conventions or even their own biological
needs. This third factor allows people to live their lives consciously and deliberately, acting in
accordance with their own personal values. The dynamic of the third factor drives people toward
introspection, self-education, and self-development, and it allows them to reintegrate themselves
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at a higher level so that they can transcend their surroundings in a highly moral and altruistic
fashion. Some individuals, however, may disintegrate and fail to reintegrate at a higher level, or
they may stay at the same level as before. Of course it is desirable to reintegrate at the higher
level.
Dabrowski’s descriptions of integration and disintegration are important but are also
complex, so I will provide only the highlights of those that are particularly relevant to existential
depression. In Dabrowski’s view, there are two types of integration—primary and secondary—
and four types of disintegration—positive, negative, partial, and global.

Primary integration characterizes individuals who are largely under the influence of the
first factor (biology) and the second factor (environment). These individuals experience
the human life cycle and may become very successful in societal terms, but they are not
fully developed human beings. Persons characterized by secondary integration are
influenced primarily by the third factor; they are inner directed and values driven. As
fully human, they live life autonomously, authentically, and altruistically. Biological
drives are sublimated into higher modes of expression. Conformity and nonconformity to
societal norms are principled. Movement from primary to secondary integration arises
from positive disintegration. (Mendaglio, 2008b, p. 36)

Positive disintegration involves a two-step process. First, the lower primary integration—
which involves little, if any, reflection—must be dissolved; subsequently, one must reintegrate to
create a higher level of functioning (Dabrowski, 1970). During the first step of dissolution,
individuals experience “…intense external and internal conflicts that generate intense negative
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emotions. Such experiencing may be initially triggered by developmental milestones, such as
puberty, or crises, such as a painful divorce or a difficult career event or the death of a loved one.
As a result, individuals become increasingly conscious of self and the world. They become more
and more distressed as they perceive a discrepancy between the way the world ought to be and
the way it is…”(Mendaglio, 2008b, p. 27). The way these persons view and structure the world is
thrown into ambiguity and turmoil, along with the internal guidelines that they have
thoughtlessly adopted from society to guide their daily behaviors. The external structure that they
are steeped with becomes contradictory or meaningless when confronted with articulate,
conscious individual experience.
Because people can only stand conflict and ambiguity for a relatively brief time, they will
create a new mental organization as they attempt to reduce their anxiety and discomfort.
However, this new mental schema may be only partially successful; these individuals may find
themselves aware of inconsistencies and pretenses within their new way of thinking, though they
may try desperately to convince themselves otherwise. They experience, then, only the
dissolving part of the process—without reintegration at a higher level—leaving them with
negative disintegration and the accompanying conflicts and negative emotions. Worse, they are
unable to return to their previous unthinking way of being (“the rung bell”). Some individuals,
usually those with substantial initial integration and limited potential to develop, will fall back
and reintegrate at their previous level; others find themselves stuck in disintegration—a serious
situation that Dabrowski said could lead to psychosis or suicide.
According to Dabrowski, some people are in fact able to complete both parts of the
process—both disintegration and subsequent positive reintegration. They develop an acceptance
of their self-awareness and self-direction in ways that allow them to select values that transcend
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the immediate culture and are from then on focused on more universal, humanistic, and altruistic
values. They may select a new vocation in which they can use their altruistic vision or a new
partner with whom they can share their important values. This higher-level mental organization
allows more of a sense of personal contentment with a striving to continually improve, though
these people will likely still experience episodes of disintegration, discomfort, and reintegration
as their awareness continues to grow.

Other Psychological Theorists
There are several other psychological theorists whose writings provide concepts that
support and/or extend Dabrowski’s concepts, particularly as they relate to existential issues and
depression. The psychologist George Kelley (1955) noted that humans do not enter a world that
is inherently structured; we must give the world a structure that we ourselves create. Thus, we
create psychological constructs, largely through language, to make sense out of our experiences
of the world.

Man looks at his world through transparent templets which he creates and then attempts
to fit over the realities of which the world is composed. (pp. 8-9)

Constructs are used for predictions of things to come, and the world keeps on rolling on
and revealing these predictions to be either correct or misleading. This fact provides the
basis for the revision of constructs and, eventually, of whole construct systems. (p. 14)

The Gestalt theorists, such as Fritz Perls, Ralph Hefferline, and Paul Goodman,
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emphasized two central ideas: (1) we all exist in an experiential present moment, which is
embedded in webs of relationships; (2) thus, we can only know ourselves against the background
of how we relate to other things—i.e., a figure-ground relationship (Perls, Hefferline, &
Goodman, 1972). They also pointed out that humans have an inborn tendency to seek closure
and, as a result, have little tolerance for ambiguity. Similarly, the little-known theorist Prescott
Lecky (1969) hypothesized that humans are born with an instinctual drive to seek consistency as
a way of making sense of the world around them, a notion that is similar to Leon Festinger’s
(1957) observation that humans will strive arduously to reduce the uncomfortable psychological
tension created by “cognitive dissonance” that arises if we have an inconsistency among our
beliefs or behaviors.
The neo-Freudian Alfred Adler stated that people, in their attempt to gain mastery over
their world, create “fictional finalisms”—invented concepts that cannot be proven, yet people
organize their lives around them as though they are true (Hoffman, 1994). Since ultimate truth is
beyond the capability of humans, we create partial truths about things that we cannot see, prove,
nor disprove. Examples range from the lighthearted (e.g., Santa Claus) to serious sweeping
philosophical statements (e.g., “We can control our own destiny” or “There is a heaven for the
virtuous and a hell for sinners”). These fictional finalisms ameliorate our anxiety and help us feel
more in control of our world. We prefer the comfort of dogmatic certainty to the chaos of
questioning or of the insecurity and uncertainness of the unknown. As Freud noted, “All
fantasies to fulfill illusions stem from anxieties” (1989, p. 16); these are attempts to feel in
control of ourselves and the world around us.2

2

Freud graphically described this situation in Civilization and Its Discontents (1974) when he said, “Life, as we find
it, is too hard for us; it brings us too many pains, disappointments, and impossible tasks. In order to bear it, we
cannot dispense with palliative measures. 'We cannot do without auxiliary constructions', as Theodor Fontane tells
us. There are perhaps three such measures: powerful deflections, which cause us to make light of our misery;
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The existentialist theologian Paul Tillich (1957) made a similar observation about
humans, which prompted him to redefine God and religion. According to Tillich, God was
whatever a person was most ultimately concerned with, and religion was composed of whatever
behaviors that person engaged in to achieve that ultimate concern. In other words, a person’s
God could be money, or religion, or power, or control, or fame—whatever a person created in
order to try to organize his or her life.
All of these theorists would comfortably agree that people seek groups and partners who
share their beliefs, which often leads to false but reassuring certainty. These groups might
embrace religious or political causes, for example—all of which might be altruistic and
benevolent, but yet all of which are likely to require a certain amount of conformity and fitting in
at the expense of our individualism. Conformity can be comforting; being an individual,
particularly if one is challenging traditions, is often uncomfortable. Dabrowski clearly believed
that one cannot evolve into a fully developed and authentic person without developing an
individualistic, unique, and conscious inner core of beliefs and values. He also understood that
this road was arduous and fraught with discomfort and pain. One must first disintegrate before
one can reintegrate at a higher level, and that the process of subsequent incremental
disintegrations and reintegrations is likely to continue throughout one’s entire life.

A Journey into Existential Depression
Most of us have grown up in families with predictable behaviors and traditions. Family
members are like planets in a solar system which have reached an equilibrium regarding how
they interact with each other. The rules of interaction are reasonably clear, and family

substitutive satisfactions, which diminish it; and intoxicating substances, which make us insensitive to it. Something
of the kind is indispensable” (p. 12).
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environment is predictable. It is in such families that we acquire expectations of ourselves and
the world around us, and this is where we develop our values and beliefs of how things “should
be.”
However, our families are not always places of perfect acceptance and happiness;
children do things that displease their parents, and parents do not satisfy all of the desires of their
children (nor should they, necessarily). When children’s feelings are hurt, they begin to withdraw
into themselves and put up protective barriers. They are not as open as they once were; they are
more evaluative and more cautious—all part of the process of becoming an individual, separate
from parents and family.
As children grow, they become exposed to people outside of the family, and they
discover that others do not share the same expectations, values, or behaviors.3 Questions arise.
“Why? Which set of values and behaviors is better? Which is right? How shall I choose?” They
see that some behaviors by others are entirely contradictory to the ways in which they
themselves were raised.
The brighter that people are, the more likely they are to be aware of how their own
belief/value system is inconsistent with that of others. They may also see inconsistencies within
their own belief/value system—their values are out of sync with the way they feel! Tension and
discomfort arises. They may experience an approach-avoidance conflict about such awareness.
On the one hand, they want to become more aware of these inconsistencies and absurdities in
order to be fair and consistent and to learn better ways of being, yet on the other hand, they want

3

This is sometimes a very shocking experience for a child. One colleague described, “When I
was quite young, I was playing at my friend’s house in the afternoon, and his father came home
and sat in the chair in the living room. His mother came over and sat in his father's lap and kissed
him. I was stunned! I had literally never seen this behavior occur between my mother and
father.”
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to avoid such awareness because it makes them uncomfortable and challenges them to examine
themselves—not always a flattering activity—as they try to live a more thoughtful, consistent,
and meaningful life. These individuals adopt one or a combination of basic coping styles first
described by the neo-Freudian Karen Horney (1945): (1) moving toward—accepting society’s
traditions; conforming; working the system to become successful, (2) moving away from—
rejecting traditional society via withdrawal; being nontraditional and arcane, and (3) moving
against—rebelliously rejecting society; being angry and openly nonconforming.
As these people gain more life experience, their perspectives shift. They recognize that
Socrates was right when he said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” Yet examining life
can be discomforting. For many, certain life milestones are awakening experiences—for
example, birthdays (turning 21, 30, 40, etc.) and anniversaries; school and college reunions;
weddings and funerals; estate planning and making a will. People find that they want to change
their way of living so that they are not simply playing out the roles that others expect of them,
but it is difficult to give up old traditions and habits, as well as the connectedness that these
customs and practices offer.
People find that whenever they challenge or violate a tradition, it makes others
uncomfortable. We want people to be predictable, even if it means that they are behaving in
illogical and nonsensical ways. Most people vacillate in their thinking and behaviors; they can
see how they might be and how they actually are, but making a leap forward to change is
difficult.4 They may also find themselves feeling angry because they feel powerless to make the
changes that they see as needed.
As people grow older, the developmental challenges that they encounter make them
4

This comparison between how one actually is versus how one might be is the essence of
vertical conflict and the foundation or beginning of multilevel disintegration.
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progressively more aware of existential issues and increase the likelihood of existential
depression. Erikson (1959), Levinson (1986), and Sheehy (1995, 2006) have described a series
of adult life stages, each of which has developmental tasks associated with it. A blended
summary of the relevant adult stages is as follows:

Age 18-24

“Pulling up roots” – Breaking away from home

Age 25-35

“Trying 20s” – Establishing oneself as an adult; making career choices;
coming to grips with marriage, children, society

Age 35-45

“Deadline decade” – Authenticity crisis; realization that it is the halfway
point in one’s life; re-evaluation of oneself and one’s relationships;
making choices about pushing harder vs. withdrawing vs. changing one’s
life

Age 45-55

“Renewal or resignation” – Further redefinition of priorities; changing or
renewing relationships; roles change; children leave home; parents age or
die; physical changes in self; further realization of own mortality

Age 55+

“Regeneration” – Acceptance/rebellion at prospect of retirement;
friends/mentors die; evaluation of life’s work; new relationship with
family; physical changes; self-acceptance or rejection

Although most people go through these stages during the ages listed above, it is my
experience that gifted adults usually encounter these life stages earlier and more intensely than
others. As they grope with these issues, they are likely to experience related problems involving
marital rapport and communication, expectations and relationships with their children,
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dissatisfaction with co-workers, and discontent with themselves. In Dabrowski terms, they
experience disintegration, with existential depression as a main component.
It is evident, then, that being bright does not necessarily mean that one will be content,
happy, and successful—and certainly not during periods of disintegration. More than 30 years
ago, psychologist May Seagoe (1974) composed a table in which she listed characteristic
strengths of gifted children on one side, and then on the adjacent side, she listed possible
challenges or problems that are likely to arise from those very strengths. Table 1 is a similar table
for gifted adults.

Table 1
Characteristic Strengths and Associated Difficulties and Challenges for Gifted Adults

Characteristic Strengths

Associated Difficulties and Challenges

Able to see potential; has high expectations of

Need for success and recognition;

self and others; thinks critically

intolerant of others; may seek excessively
high standards; ahead of the times

Acquires and retains information quickly

Impatient with slowness of others; may be
seen as “know it all”

Large store of information in advanced areas;

Career decision problems; frustrated over

diverse interests and abilities; multi-talented

lack of time; feeling different from others;
existential aloneness; may be seen by
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others as always in control

Intense and intrinsically motivated; high

“Type A” personality; difficulty relaxing;

energy level; persistent, goal-directed behavior

resists interruptions; may neglect others
during periods of focused interests;
stubbornness

Independent and self-reliant; creative and

Difficulty in delegating and trusting

inventive; likes new ways of doing things

others’ judgment; rejects what is already
known; disrupts customs or plans of
others

Seeks meaning and consistency in value

Overly self-critical, perhaps depressed or

systems and behaviors of self and others

cynical about others; sometimes bossy or
domineering

Sensitive to others; desires intense emotional

Oversensitive to peer criticism; intense

relationships

mentor relationships result in keen
disappointment

Focuses on cause and effect; insists on

Difficulty with non-logical human

supporting evidence and proof

aspects, such as feelings, traditions, or
matters to be taken “on faith”
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Humor may not be understood by others;
may focus on absurdities of situations;
humor may be used to attack others or
hold them at a distance

These strengths and associated difficulties lead most gifted adults to experience at least
some existential conflicts that they struggle with throughout their life (Jacobsen, 2000;
Streznewski, 1999). Four of these conflicts occur with particular frequency and serve as
underpinnings for personal disintegration, creating significant anxiety and depression for the
individuals who struggle with them. They are:

•

Acceptance of others vs. disappointment and cynicism

•

Acceptance of self vs. excessive self-criticism and depression

•

Necessity of feelings vs. the efficiency of logic and rational approaches

•

Finding personal meaning vs. tangible achievements

To reach positive reintegration, one needs to reach some resolution, or at least a level of
comfort, concerning ways to manage (not to satisfy) the issues listed in the bulleted items above.

Learning to Manage Existential Issues and Depression
How does one learn to manage existential issues? First, people must undertake to know
themselves. Gifted adults commonly have the experience of being “out of sync” with others but
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not understanding how or why they are different. Jacobsen (2000) describes how people came to
her in her clinical practice with a vague sense that they were different; others had told them
repeatedly that they were “too-too”—that is, too serious, too intense, too complex, too emotional,
etc. However, as these gifted adults came to understand that such behaviors were normal for
people like themselves, their anxiety about it lessened.
Along with knowing oneself, it is important to come to grips with three truths pointed out
long ago by the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (2004). He emphasized the importance of
knowing and developing ourselves, stating that: (1) what we have as material goods are
temporary, transient, and not able to provide us with lasting comfort; (2) what we represent in the
eyes of others is as ephemeral as material possessions, since the opinions of others may change
at any time; besides, we can never know what others really think of us anyway; and (3) what we
are is the only thing that truly matters.
Polonius, in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, says, “This above all: to thine own self be true,/And
it must follow, as the night the day,/Thou cans't not be false to any man.” Certainly, knowing
oneself, including our weak areas, is important. Knowing our thought patterns is also important.
As Yalom (2008) noted, “Inner equanimity stems from knowing that it is not things that disturb
us, but our interpretations of things” (p. 113). What is our self-talk as we look at the world and at
situations in our world?
Next we should understand how we relate to others. Many years ago, Luft and Ingham
(1955), recognizing that all of us have “blind spots” when it comes to how we see ourselves,
developed a simple matrix which they called Johari’s Window as a tool to help people
understand themselves, their blind spots, and their relationships with others. To use Johari’s
window, a person is given a list of 55 adjectives and instructed to select five or six that describe
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his or her own personality. Peers of that person are then given the same list, and they each
choose five or six adjectives that describe the subject. These adjectives are then put in the
appropriate “window” below. The person discovers which of the adjectives match what others
have listed, as well as which adjectives they listed that others did not. The results can be
extremely helpful in gaining self-understanding, including how one is seen by others.

Table 2
Johari’s Window
(Luft & Ingham, 1955)

Known to Others

Known to Self

Unknown to Self

A

B

[Open]

[Blind]
Decrease our “blind spots” through
feedback from others

Unknown to Others

C

D

[Hidden]

[Unknown]

Decrease the items in

Decrease this window through

this window through

introspection

self-disclosure
It is not enough, though, to simply know oneself. We must also accept ourselves and find
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ways to nurture ourselves. Below are some guiding principles I have found to be helpful and
have shared with others:

•

Your life focus should be on principles and values rather than people.

•

Developing yourself will likely require self-focus and probably some narcissism, but
know that there is a difference between healthy narcissism and pathological narcissism.

•

Your development will likely involve periods of disintegration and reintegration as you
move toward increasingly positive disintegration.

•

Your journey will probably make you and others around you uncomfortable.

When people experiencing disintegration know what they might expect, as in the list
above, the experience itself is not so intimidating or frightening. There is hope that the individual
will reintegrate in a positive way, though the experience will be uncomfortable for a time. In
addition to this understanding, there are several coping strategies that can be helpful, as well as
other behavioral styles that may appear helpful but really are not.

Coping Styles and Strategies
Coping with an ongoing awareness of existential issues and the accompanying low-grade
depression can be distressing, and few people can directly confront their existential depression
for very long. As Yalom (2008) wrote, quoting François de La Rochefoucauld from the 1600s,
“You cannot stare straight into the face of the sun, or death.”
How do people try to manage these complex and often painful issues? Some coping
styles are clearly less adaptive than others, especially when they involve narrowing of thought

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

33

and high activity levels. Some frequent but not-so-effective styles are:

•

Becoming narcissistic. Some individuals deal with painful issues in their life through
narcissism. Their thought pattern is something like this: “I can protect myself
(temporarily) from having to confront my own mortality by convincing myself of my
own importance and that what I am doing is extremely important to the world.”

•

Knowing the “truth.” Likewise, some individuals convince themselves that they are
“right” and know the “truth.” Religions often facilitate such an attitude. Their thought
pattern goes something like this: “If I can convince myself that I know the ‘truth’ about
life and the universal meaning of existence, then I can gain comfort.” Often, this illusion
is accompanied by an intolerance for others’ questions, beliefs, or style of living.

•

Trying to control life, or at least label it. Another strategy is control. “Perhaps if I
organize myself and my thinking in controlled, logic-tight compartments, then I can
control life.” Labels help, because they give an illusion of control.

•

Learning to not think. Still another pattern is to be non-thinking. “Sometimes it is
simply less painful if I choose to just not think about things that matter, and certainly to
avoid using critical thinking skills. I will selectively ignore areas of my life.” This allows
blind spots to develop or exist.

•

Learning to not care. I have known children and adults who have convinced themselves
not to care; it is less painful that way. Unfortunately, many times this “numbing of the
mind” is accomplished via alcohol, drugs, or other addictions.

•

Keeping busy. Some individuals avoid facing difficult personal issues by keeping busy.
Their inner voice tells them, “If I stay frantically busy in a hypomanic fashion, then I
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don’t have time to think about things, or about the meaning of my behaviors.” Sometimes
these people are “trivial pursuers” in that they focus on creating or developing minutiae
or pleasant pastimes with little regard to whether their efforts are trivial or harmful.
Others seem to have a compulsion to utter or to act to overcome their “horror vacui”—
their fear of empty space or time, during which they might be forced to face their issues.
•

Seeking novelty and adrenaline rushes. The psychologist Frank Farley (1991) has
described a type “T” personality, in which the “T” stands for thrills through risk taking
and seeking stimulation, excitement, and arousal. Some of these people may develop
addictions—substance abuse, gambling, sexual addiction, and others. In some respects,
type “T” behaviors are beneficial because, by pushing the limits of tradition, these
individuals can promote creative behaviors. On the other hand, type “T” behaviors can
easily become a substitute for authentic close relationships or for meaningful selfexamination.

Other coping styles are more adaptive. They help maintain a personal balance that
increases the likelihood of successfully managing disintegrations and existential issues. These
include:

•

Coming to know oneself. An individual must "separate the wheat from the chaff" when
it comes to his or her values and perception of the world. One’s unique characteristics
and personality must be recognized, valued, and accepted. External mores and externally
based perceptions and understandings of the world—the chaff—must be winnowed from
one's own—however flawed and undeveloped—sense of the world.
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Becoming involved in causes. People who get involved with causes are almost always
idealists. “When I am in a cause with others, whether the cause is academic, political,
social, or even a cult, I feel less alone.” Sometimes, though, existential issues lead
individuals to bury themselves so intensively in causes that they neglect to look at
themselves.

•

Maintaining a sense of humor. It has been said that if you push a tragedy far enough, it
becomes a comedy. The everyday tragedies that we experience in our lives can be
burdensome, but through comedy, we get a sense of relief and perspective. While life’s
absurdities can be frustrating and distressing, finding humor in them (oftentimes by
imagining them pushed to extremes) can prompt a more pragmatic—and sometimes
realistic—view of things. Being able to laugh at a situation is a valuable asset; being able
to laugh at oneself is even more important. Thus, a sense of humor can ameliorate our
feelings of hopelessness about existential issues.

•

Touching and feeling connected. One potent way of breaking through the sense of
existential isolation is through touch. In the same way that infants need to be held and
touched, so do persons who are experiencing existential aloneness. Touch is a
fundamental and instinctual aspect of existence, as evidenced by mother-infant bonding
or "failure to thrive" syndrome. Often, I have "prescribed" daily hugs for youngsters
suffering existential depression and have advised parents of reluctant teenagers to simply
say, "I know you may not want a hug, but I need a hug, so come here and give me a hug."
A hug, a touch on the arm, playful jostling, or even a "high five" can be very important to
such a youngster because it establishes at least some physical, tangible connection.
Hugging and touching is very important in all cultures. Regrettably, our society seems
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increasingly wary about people touching each other.
•

Compartmentalizing. It is not so much events that disturb us, but our interpretations of
those events—our “self-talk.” Intense negative self-talk about a situation or one’s life can
easily spread into “all or none” or “always” or “never” thinking that results in stress
spilling over into all areas of a person’s life—for example, “I’m never going to feel
happiness again!” or “I always feel alone. I’m never going to find anyone I can relate to,
and that’s catastrophic!” The extent to which individuals are miserable depends heavily
on their self-talk and whether they can learn to compartmentalize or section off the stress
and, at least temporarily, quarantine that area. Some people have found it helpful to
visualize putting the stress inside a box or “Worry Jar,” then shutting the lid and placing
it on a shelf until they are ready to look at those worries again (Webb, Gore, Amend, &
DeVries, 2007). They simply plan to deal with the issue at a later time, or they set aside a
designated “worry time” just for that issue. Just because people are upset in one area of
their life does not mean that they should be miserable about everything. Too much
compartmentalization, however, can also result in problems. Sometimes people wall off
their feelings so thoroughly that they have difficulty being “present” in the here and now,
or they may intellectualize the problem into a compartment but never actually deal with
the issue or the self-talk that created it in the first place. Some individuals develop such
tight compartments that they cannot see how their behaviors and beliefs are actually
contradictory—for example, environmental concerns juxtaposed against admiration for a
gas-guzzling vehicle.

•

Letting go. People who are intense often try to impose their will on the world around
them in virtually all areas yet find themselves unsatisfied or unhappy with the outcome.
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Some years ago, there was a popular movie, My Dinner with Andre (1981), which
featured two friends sharing their life experiences over an evening meal at a restaurant. In
the film, Gregory, a theater director from New York and the more talkative of the two,
relates to Shawn his stories of dropping out of school, traveling around the world, and
experiencing the variety of ways in which people live, including a monk who could
balance his entire weight on his fingertips. Shawn, who has lived his life frantically
meeting deadlines and achieving, listens avidly but questions the value of Gregory's
seeming abandonment of the pragmatic aspects of life. There is no resolution, but the film
raises the question of how much one needs to try to control life versus whether it is better
to just let go and flow with life.
•

Living in the present moment. Living in the present (Dasein) is to be aware of what is
happening to you, what you are doing, and what you are feeling and thinking. You look
at situations as they are, without coloring them with previous experiences. You are not
influenced by fears, anger, desires, or attachments. Living in such a way makes it easier
to deal with whatever you are doing at the present moment. People in disintegrative states
often focus heavily on the past or on the future, which looks so bleak to them, rather than
living in the present.

•

Learning optimism and resiliency. Optimism significantly affects how people respond
to adversity and difficulty. Although there is a genetic predisposition toward optimism or
pessimism, and even toward depression, depression is greatly influenced by how an
individual has learned to react to what happens in his or her life. Though people can do
little about their genetics, their reaction to situations, including their self-talk, will
determine their optimism and resiliency.

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008
•

38

Focusing on the continuity of generations. For some, focusing on the continuity of
generations—children and grandchildren—is comforting; for others, it is disturbing
because they see the world as being so full of difficulties that they worry over what their
children will face. Nevertheless, age does bring perspective such that one no longer
“sweats the small stuff.” And most people, as they get older, find that they have wisdom
that they can share with younger people, which helps them feel connected with at least
some of humanity. Some have even written an ethical will to pass their values, ideals, and
life philosophy on to their children and grandchildren (Webb, Gore, DeVries, &
McDaniel, 2004). Most people, as they enter their later life, find ways to resolve
existential issues, including the thought of dying, and come to reach some sense of peace
and contentment.

•

Being aware of “rippling.” Recently, I sat with a friend who was dying of lung cancer,
and we talked about rippling—how the influence of his life had rippled out widely to
affect the lives of people, many of whom he did not even know. I recalled Yalom’s
(2008) statement that, “Of all the ideas that have emerged from my years of practice to
counter a person’s death anxiety and distress at the transience of life, I have found the
idea of rippling singularly powerful” (p. 83). “Each of us creates—often without our
conscious intent or knowledge—concentric circles of influence that may affect others for
years, even for generations” (p. 83).

A Personal Coat of Arms
In the Middle Ages, families often had a coat of arms, depicted by a shield containing
symbols to represent and highlight different aspects of that family’s tradition and heritage. A
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picture of a sheaf of grain might symbolize that the family owned land; a sword could depict
family members who fought valiantly. Below is an exercise to help individuals depict what is
important to them—what they would want their coat of arms to look like if we used such things
today.
“Your Personal Coat of Arms” is an exercise shared with me many years ago by a
colleague that helps people think about the key values they use to guide their life and the
decisions they make. This exercise can also help them decide which areas are core values for
them and which are simply a veneer of convenience or tradition.

=============
Insert Figure 1 about here.
=============

Figure 1 shows an escutcheon that is subdivided. Here are the instructions for filling out
your Personal Coat of Arms:

•

First, title your shield by putting your name on the top.

•

In each section of your shield, put the following:
o Choose one word that describes you, and draw a picture that represents that word in
one panel of the shield.
o Draw a symbol to represent the social or political cause that you have done the most
for in your lifetime.
o List two things that you have been struggling to become better at, and write them in
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one panel of the shield.
o Draw a picture or note a major fantasy of what you yearn to do or would do if you
had no restrictions.
o Select three words that you would like people to use to describe you, and write or
symbolize them in one panel of the shield.
o Draw something to represent what caused the greatest change in your way of living.
o Draw or symbolize the most important person in your life.

Now consider how central this coat of arms is in your daily life. Do you use your coat of
arms only to protect you, or does it also represent something that you aspire to?

Roles and Role Stripping
You probably noticed that much of what you wrote on your Personal Coat of Arms had to
do with your roles in life—perhaps as parent, student, musician, friend, spouse, helper,
entrepreneur, adventurer—and roles certainly provide structure to our lives. But this raises some
important questions. How much of your identify and self-worth come from the roles that you
play? Do you define your roles, or do they define you? Are the roles simply irrelevant traditions
and confining rituals, or do they give your life meaningful substance? Are these roles how you
want to live your life?
A solid sense of self cannot be built on roles. To do so increases the likelihood of
disintegration, because at some point, all of our roles will be stripped from us. There will come a
day when we will no longer be a teacher or a business owner or musician or a husband or a wife.
We will no longer be someone’s child; our parents will die, leaving us as orphans. I can
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substitute new roles for the ones I have lost, but those may become lost, too. As I lose the roles
that organize my existence, I will find myself having to confront provocative questions. What
would I be like without my roles? What value would I have? As I substitute new roles, are they
truly ones that I want to select?
Some years ago, a colleague in psychology introduced me to a role-stripping exercise as a
way of focusing thought on these issues. It goes as follows:

•

Identify the five most central roles in your life (mother, son, teacher, civic leader, etc.),
and write them on a piece of paper.

•

Rank these roles, with “1” being the most central to your life’s activities.

•

Take role “5” and consider how it structures and fits into your life. Now throw it away.
You no longer have it in your life.

•

Take role “4” and contemplate how it structures and fits into your life. Now throw it
away. You no longer have it in your life either.

•

Continue discarding roles, one at a time with due consideration, until only one role is left.
This is your central role, the one around which most of your life is focused.

•

Now discard that role. What of you is left? Who are you without your roles? What value
do you have?

After the role-stripping exercise, consider once again how much your roles define you
versus how much you define your roles. You may wish to contemplate what others would be like
without their roles. What value would they have? Perhaps you might ask family members and
co-workers how they perceive your major roles. Their ideas might be different! You may then
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decide to temporarily take “time out” from each of your roles so that you can enrich or enhance
other roles. Or you may resolve to develop a new role or invent a new tradition for yourself or
your family.

Interpersonal Relationships
Over the course of our lives, each of us develops a persona—a façade that we put up for
the world to protect ourselves from others until we know that we can trust them well enough to
lower that façade.5 Behind this façade is where we cope with our own internal existential issues,
but it is also our façade that keeps others at a distance and fosters our existential aloneness
because it hinders them from truly knowing us. This façade usually represents our lifestyle, and
behind the mask are our values; however, both lifestyle and values are matters that we can
choose to adopt or to discard.
There are three underlying existential facts. They are: (1) we are basically alone, (2) we
will die, and (3) we need others. Interpersonal relationships are basic to human existence, yet we
spend so much of our lives in superficialities that we often give too little focus to meaningful
relationships. Here are some questions to consider:

•

Do you have at least one person with whom you can be accepted without your roles?

•

Are your relationships with others primarily authentic, or are they mostly roles?

•

Do you need to be in control of others as much as you are, or can you release some of
that control?

5

Persona refers to the mask one puts on to interact with society—an artificial personality.
Contrast that with Dabrowski’s description of the authentic personality, which does not involve a
persona; there is no façade. The self that one projects is the real self and is a reflection of the
consciously chosen unique values that represent our character—who we really are.
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Does your logic and analytical ability interfere with your ability to give and receive
affection?

Existential isolation is eased to a degree if people simply feel that someone else
understands the issues that they are grappling with. For example, even though your experience is
not exactly the same as mine, I feel far less alone if I know that your experiences have been
somewhat similar.6
Many people have written about how important it is that a person not be allowed to die
alone, and hospice centers across the country make sure that someone is present at the moment
of death. Anxiety about death is not a disease; it is simply a byproduct of life. It seems that
death—the final moment in our life as we know it—is a topic that people avoid except in the
abstract. However, we need to think and talk about death if we are to live our lives well.
In our aloneness, particularly as we contemplate no longer being in this world and no
longer existing, we do need others. We never outgrow our need for connectedness. Establishing
relationships with others typically goes through a sequence of three successive steps: (1)
inclusion/exclusion—“Am I a member of this group, or am I on the outside?” (2) control—
“Where do I fit in determining what we are going to do? Am I the leader, the follower, the
worker, etc.?” and (3) mutual caring—“Do others really care about my concerns, and do I care
about theirs?” (Schutz, 1958). However, these three steps can actually interfere with close
relationships with others.
Here are some exercises you may find helpful for improving your relationships with
6

To use Nietzsche's metaphor, we have to be able to stand the isolation of walking out into the
wilderness alone to realize the burden that conformity places upon us and to begin to confront
our own individuality. However, knowing that others must also go through a similar process
gives us some comfort that we are not alone in having to seek our own answers.
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others:

•

Set aside five to 15 minutes of special time each day to let someone else be in control.

•

As an exercise, convey and receive affection nonverbally.

•

Touch other people more often, and regularly.

•

Identify the “imperfections” in each of your relationships. How would your relationships
change if you stopped trying to change these imperfections?

•

Increase your self-disclosure, because self-disclosure promotes reciprocal self-disclosure
in others.

•

Offer others empathy, even when you are frightened or angry.

•

Express gratitude to someone to whom you have never before expressed it.

These exercises should open the door to improved relationships with others. They help
people connect in new ways and become more aware of their behaviors in relationships,
including some that may be hampering the relationship.

Self-Management
I have already noted the importance of accepting oneself as valuable apart from one’s
roles and separate from others’ evaluations. But learning to do this requires that people learn to
manage themselves. This involves them becoming more aware of themselves—their roles, their
coat of arms, their relationships—and then learning to manage their self-talk about all of this. If
they allow themselves to explore as they do this, they may be able to discover parts of
themselves that do not fit with their roles.

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

45

Here are some things to try that will facilitate your learning more about yourself, as well
as learning new self-management skills:

•

Meditate for five to 15 minutes per day.

•

Become aware of your self-talk. Then, measure the amount of your negative self-talk as
compared with the amount of your positive self-talk.

•

Minimize your self-control in selected situations.

•

Be aware of “HALT” and its relationship to depression and cynicism. HALT stands for
Hungry, Angry, Lonely, and Tired—all of which are conditions that predispose people to
feeling overwhelmed. Nietsche said, “When we are tired, we are attacked by ideas we
conquered long ago.”

Life Meaning
Part of the human condition seems to be to search for meaning. Throughout history,
countless great works of literature have focused on this theme. Victor Frankl, in his 1946 book
Man’s Search for Meaning, showed us that even in dire circumstances, such as a concentration
camp like Auschwitz, there is a great human need to find meaning. Frankl himself, imprisoned
and in desperate circumstances in Auschwitz, searched for and found meaning in his
relationships with others and with loved ones, even though they were separated.
Unfortunately, the people who need meaning the most are usually so busy achieving that
they have little or no time to search for it. Without meaning as an anchor, people are particularly
at risk for disintegration and existential depression. Frantic efforts at achievement and control
end up collapsing because they are hollow underneath. Are you just playing roles, or are your
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relationships real? Can you conclude that your life has purpose and meaning? Have you
developed values and beliefs that go beyond your roles? What if you could start over? What
would you do differently? Can you trust that there is some unity or harmony in life and that your
life can fit in somehow? These are important questions to resolve if one’s life is to have meaning.
Meaning develops first from a deep, conscious, accurate, and authentic understanding of
oneself. Second, meaning then arises from understanding oneself in relation to the world at
large—that is, the sense of how one’s life fits in relationship with the universe. And third,
meaning grows from authentic relations with others, which allow expression for the first and a
context for the second. It is through our personal relations that we can express ourselves as the
unique individuals we are and how we can understand our practical grounding within the
universe.
Since, ultimately, you will be the one who has to give your life meaning, what meaning
do you give your life? Here are some suggestions that might help you begin the process:

•

If you were to write a “last lecture”—a speech that you would give if you knew you
would die tomorrow—what would you say? Carnegie Mellon professor Randy Pausch
(2008), dying at age 47, did just that.

•

What have you learned thus far about the meaning of life that you could share with
others?

•

Recall and locate five works of art—stories, poems, music, paintings, and/or other forms
of art that have had meaning for you. Share these with a friend or a family member. In
what ways have they helped you find meaning?

•

Describe what you see as your greatest accomplishment. Does it relate to the goals you
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set for yourself? To your purpose in life?
•

Remember that great ideas and accomplishments, including yours, may not be valued or
recognized until long after your life has ended.

•

“What can you do now in your life so that one year or five years from now, you won’t
look back and have…dismay about the new regrets you’ve accumulated? In other words,
can you find a way to live without continuing to accumulate regrets?” (Yalom, 2008, p.
101).

Conclusion
A conclusion about existential issues and existential depression is impossible because
they are like a möbius strip that continues seamlessly and endlessly. Yet we do need to help
ourselves and our bright youngsters cope with these difficult existential questions. We cannot do
anything about death; our existence is finite. However, we can learn to accept those aspects of
existence that we cannot change. We can also feel understood and not so alone, and we can
discover ways to manage freedom and our sense of isolation so that they will give our lives
purpose. We can keep creating and developing ourselves, we can keep working for positive and
healthy relationships, and we can keep trying to make a difference in the world, thereby creating
meaning for ourselves. Although we cannot eradicate the basic underlying bricks of the
existential wall, we can learn from Dabrowski that growth through the discovery of authenticity
within ourselves and the expression of our authentic selves through authentic relationships may
serve as a salve to soothe these realities of our existence.
In coping with existential depression, we must realize that existential concerns are not
issues that can be dealt with only once, but will probably need frequent revisiting and
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reconsideration. We can support others and help them understand that disintegration is a
necessary step toward new growth and meaning—it can eventually be positive. And finally, we
can encourage these individuals to give meaning to their own lives in whatever ways they can by
adopting the message of hope as expressed by the African-American poet Langston Hughes in
his poem Dreams.

Dreams

Hold fast to dreams,
for if dreams die,
Life is a broken-winged bird
That cannot fly.

Hold fast to dreams.
For if dreams go,
Life is a barren field
Covered with snow.

References

Dabrowski, K. (with Kawczak, A., & Piechowski, M. M.). (1970). Mental growth through
positive disintegration. London: Gryf.

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

49

Daniels, S., & Piechowski, M. M. (2009). Living with intensity: Understanding sensitivity,
excitability, and emotional development in gifted children, adolescents, and adults.
Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press.
Erikson, E. H. (1959). Identity and the life cycle. New York: International Universities Press.
Farley, F. (1991). The type T personality. In L. P. Lipsett & L. L Mitnick (Eds.), Self-regulatory
behavior and risk taking: Causes and consequences (pp. 371-382). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.
Festinger, L. (1957). A theory of cognitive dissonance. Evanston, IL: Row, Peterson.
Fiedler, E. (2008). Advantages and challenges of lifespan intensity. In S. Daniels & M.
Piechowski (Eds.), Living with intensity: Understanding sensitivity, excitability, and
emotional development in gifted children, adolescents, and adults (pp. 167-184).
Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press.
Frankl, V. E. (2006). Man’s search for meaning. Boston: Beacon Press. (Original work
published 1946).
Freud, S. (1974). Civilization and its discontents. (Ed. & Trans. by J. Strachey). London:
Hogarth Press. (Original work published 1930).
Freud, S. (1989). The future of an illusion. New York: Norton. (Original work published 1927).
Goertzel, V., Goertzel, M. G., Goertzel, T. G., & Hanson, A. M. (2004). Cradles of eminence:
The childhoods of more than 700 famous men and women (2nd ed.). Scottsdale, AZ: Great
Potential Press.
Hoffman, E. (1994). The drive for self: Alfred Adler and the founding of individual psychology.
Boston: Addison-Wesley.
Horney, K. (1945). Our inner conflicts. New York: Norton.

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

50

Jacobsen, M. E. (2000). The gifted adult: A revolutionary guide for liberating everyday genius.
New York: Ballantine.
Jensen, A. (2004). Personal communication.
Kelly, G. A. (1955). Principles of personal construct psychology. New York: Norton.
Lecky, P. (1969). Self-consistency: A theory of personality. Norwell, MA: Anchor Press.
Levinson, D. J. (1986). A conception of adult development. American Psychologist, 3-13.
Luft, J., & Ingham, H. (1955). The Johari window: A graphic model of interpersonal awareness.
Proceedings of the Western Training Laboratory in Group Development, UCLA.
May, R., Angel, E., & Ellenberger, H. F. (Eds.). (1967). Existence: A new dimension in
psychiatry and psychology. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Mendaglio, S. (Ed.). (2008a). Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration. Scottsdale, AZ:
Great Potential Press.
Mendaglio, S. (2008b). Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration: A personality theory for
the 21st century. In S, Mendaglio (Ed.), Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration (pp.
13-40). Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press.
Pascal, B. (1946). Pensées of Pascal. New York: Peter Pauper Press.
Pausch, R. (2008). The last lecture. New York: Hyperion.
Perls, F., Hefferline, R. R., & Goodman, P. (1972). Gestalt therapy. London: Souvenir Press.
Piirto, J. (2004). Understanding creativity. Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press.
Schopenhauer, A. (2004). The essays of Arthur Schopenhauer. Retrieved Nov. 23, 2008, from
http://www.scribd.com/doc/2396540/The-Essays-of-Arthur-Schopenhauer-On-HumanNature-by-Schopenhauer-Arthur-17881860

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

51

Schutz, W. C. (1958). FIRO-B: A three-dimensional theory of interpersonal behavior. New
York: Rinehart.
Seagoe, M. (1974). Some learning characteristics of gifted children. In R. Martinson (Ed.), The
identification of the gifted and talented. Ventura, CA: Office of the Ventura County
Superintendent of Schools.
Seligman, M. E. P. (1991). Helplessness: On depression, development, and death (2nd ed.). New
York: Freeman.
Sheehy, G. (1995). New passages: Mapping your life across time. New York: Random House.
Sheehy, G. (2006). Passages: Predictable crises of adult life. New York: Ballantine Books.
Streznewski, M. K. (1999). Gifted grownups: The mixed blessings of extraordinary potential.
New York: Wiley.
Tillich, P. (1957). Dynamics of faith. New York: Harper & Row.
Tillier, B. (2008). Philosophical aspects of Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration. In S.
Mendaglio (Ed.), Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration (pp. 101-122). Scottsdale,
AZ: Great Potential Press.
Webb, J. T., Amend, E. R., Webb, N. E., Goerss, J., Beljan, P., & Olenchak, F. R. (2005).
Misdiagnosis and dual diagnoses of gifted children and adults: ADHD, Bipolar, OCD,
Asperger’s, Depression, and other disorders. Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press.
Webb, J. T., Gore, J. L., Amend, E. R., & DeVries, A. R. (2007). A parent’s guide to gifted
children. Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press.
Webb, J. T., Gore, J. L., DeVries, A. R., & McDaniel, A. S. (2004). Grandparents’ guide to
gifted children. Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press.
Yalom, I. D. (1980). Existential psychotherapy. New York: Basic Books.

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

52

Yalom, I. D. (2008). Staring at the sun: Overcoming the terror of death. San Francisco: JosseyBass.

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

53
Figure 1

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

54

Paper 3). Krystyna Laycraft, Center for Chaotic Studies
Empathy as a Dissipative Structure
Abstract
Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration describes patterns and explains mechanisms
of human development and has been successfully applied to understanding of gifted
individuals. The process of positive disintegration is the mental development described
by the process of transition from lower to higher levels of mental life and is stimulated by
tension, inner conflict, struggle, and anxiety.
We introduced a conceptual model of this process as the sequence of bifurcation points
where sensitivity to perturbation increases, and new patterns of organization (attractors)
emerge as developmental potential changes. This sequence is: a point attractor (primary
integration), a cycle attractor (unilevel disintegration), a chaotic attractor (spontaneous
multilevel disintegration), an emerging order (organized multilevel disintegration), and
an order (secondary integration).
Actually, we concentrate our study on the transition from the spontaneous multilevel
disintegration (chaos) to the organized multilevel disintegration (an emerging order). We
apply the concept of self-organization to describe this process. The period of organized
multilevel disintegration can be compared to “dissipative structures.” which maintain
their existence by interaction with their inner and outer environment. This is a period,
directed and controlled by highly conscious and autonomous developmental processes.
These processes of complex growth help young people to take the development into their
own hands and create better conditions for protection and prophylaxis against serious
mental disorder. The intellectual, emotional, and imaginational functions interconnect
and reciprocally advance the level of the other functions, producing greater psychic
complexity, higher levels of creativity, self-awareness, empathy, and social
responsibility.
Next, we analyze in details empathy as a complex process. We compare three models of
empathy, based on the self-organization process, on the positive disintegration theory,
and on the neurological approach.
Please see attached PowerPoint presentation
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Paper 4). Bill Tillier, Psychologist, Calgary Alberta
Introduction of the concept of multilevel actualization
Abstract
Maslow’s concept of self-actualization was an important force in psychology and his descriptions of the selfactualized person influenced perceptions of advanced development. A continuum of potential spanning from
low levels of animal instinct through to higher levels of human values was described. Maslow believed that all
of these potentials must be actualized – both the lower and higher – and that there was no qualitative
distinction between the lower animal-like versus higher, human levels. One’s nature should be accepted as is
and actualized as it exists. Aspiring to hopes or ideals merely creates anxiety and neuroses that block further
development. Dabrowski did not use Maslow’s concepts, largely because their basic approaches to
development differed substantially. Self-actualization lacked a multilevel perspective and did not allow for the
process of self-examination and self-selection of those factors to be inhibited versus those factors to be
actualized. Piechowski introduced self-actualization into the Dabrowski literature and suggested a synonymous
relationship existed between Maslow’s approach and Dabrowski’s higher levels, creating an inappropriate and
misleading synthesis of the two theories. In this presentation, the neo-Dabrowskian, neo-Maslowian concept of
multilevel actualization (MA) is introduced to provide a new approach emphasizing a multilevel and
discriminating approach to actualization. Multilevel analysis of the self leads to the development of a
personality ideal that subsequently guides growth. Those elements which are lower and “less-oneself” are
inhibited and transformed or transcended while those elements that are deemed higher and “more-oneself” are
actualized or in some cases, created. Combining Maslow’s important insights with the critical Dabrowskian
notions of multilevelness and positive disintegration creates an important new paradigm to understand

development.
I have included the PowerPoint presentation here as it has no graphics.
Introduction of the concept of multilevel actualization.
Presented by Bill Tillier at the
Eighth International Congress of the
Institute for Positive Disintegration
in Human Development
August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada
Dabrowski and Gifted Education:
Beyond Overexcitabilities.









Maslow’s childhood. 2
Maslow’s mother was very domineering, controlling and cruel – he felt “no motherlove.”
An extremely isolated, unhappy child, describing himself as a “freak with two
heads,” a view echoed by his father: “the ugliest kid you’ve ever seen.”
He could not see how he had not become psychotic.
Fell in love with and married his first cousin Bertha.
Set out to understand human relations, at first as a strict Watsonian.
He was fascinated by and attracted to dominant women all his life.

Maslow’s early research set his views. 3
Maslow worked in Harry Harlow’s monkey lab and co-authored several papers on
primate behavior.
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Conclusion: Dominance determines sexual behavior.
He then studied dominance (self-esteem), motivation and sexual behavior by
interviewing college women.
Details of orgasm led him to “peak experiences.”
Using normal subjects in psychological research became an important model.
Maslow (1942) “human sexuality is almost exactly like primate sexuality:” dominant
males & submissive females were equivalent in both species: an idea later reflected
in his continuum view of instincts in animals & humans.
Improving society through sex. 4
Maslow saw himself as an expert on sex and felt he could improve society by
improving peoples’ sex lives.
Male dominance / female submission are innate, “natural” instincts, needed for
satisfying relations as defined by the female’s ability to orgasm (Maslow,’42).
Maslow used observations from primate behavior to “instruct husbands in
dominance” to yield orgasm in the wives.
His views appear very primitive:
 As they are submissive, being raped is less psychologically damaging to
women; they are more able let themselves ‘relax and enjoy it’ than men are
(Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 351).
 Most “acquired” lesbians are highly dominant: but “when a suitable [i.e.
more dominant] man came along, the homosexuality was dropped at once”
(Maslow, 1942).
Maslow applies self-actualization. 5
Kurt Goldstein: the tendency toward self-actualization acts from within,
overcoming disturbances arising from the clash with the world, not out of anxiety
but out of the joy of conquest (1938).
If the organisms’ needs are met, its innate biological/ psychological potentials can be
actualized. If injured, this drive will seek to reorganize and restore balance.
Already looking at security/motivation, Maslow (1943) quickly applied Goldstein’s
idea and began interviewing normal subjects about their development.
Maslow did not find enough sufficiently developed subjects and turned to
biographical studies to create the list of factors he felt indicated self-actualization.
Dominance: the foundation of SA. 6
Maslow equated dominance to self-esteem, emotional security, & self-confidence:
later reflected in his needs hierarchy & management theory (Cullen & Gotell, 2002).
To see one’s “natural superiority” is an important precondition of self-actualization:
this created a gender bias in SA – men having “natural” dominance.
SA contradicts women’s innate submissiveness, creating social problems: few men
can “tolerate and finally enjoy self-actualizing women” (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 87).
He researched and wrote on business, concluding that companies should help men
achieve their natural potential to be leaders; women lack the instincts to be
managers.
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Maslow defines self-actualization. 7
Healthy individuals accept their own nature “without chagrin or complaint or, for
that matter, even without thinking about the matter very much.” He went on: “the
self-actualized person . . . see[s] human nature as it is and not as they would prefer it
to be” (Maslow, 1970, pp. 155-156).
Maslow described these individuals as more objective, less emotional, less anxious
and less likely to allow hopes, dreams, fears, or psychological defenses to distort
their observations of reality.
Maslow’s unilevel approach. 8
Maslow described various levels of potential within a person and said that all of
these potentials must be actualized, the lowest along with the highest.
“The first and most obvious level of acceptance is at the so-called animal level.
Those self-actualizing people tend to be good animals, hearty in their appetites and
enjoying themselves without regret or shame or apology” (Maslow, 1970, p. 156).
Self-actualizing individuals “display the clearest “animal naturalness,” welcoming
these lower levels without question, accepting “the work of nature rather than to
argue with her for not having constructed things to a different pattern” (Maslow,
1970, p. 156).
Maslow’s animal – human continuum. 9
Our instinctoid biology underlies a single continuum of both our lowest and highest
traits – “the ‘higher’ life” “is the same kind or quality of thing” as the lower life – the
animal life (Maslow 1971/1976, pp. 313 – 314).
Animal and human exist on a single continuum.
There is NO qualitative differentiation between animal instincts and the highest
values – metaneeds of humans.
Human nature should be compared with animals, but not with lower animals like
“wolves, tigers, pigs, vultures, or snakes,” instead with “better” “milder” animals
like “the deer or elephant or dog or chimpanzee” (Maslow, 1970, p. 83).
“Be what you can be.” 10
Maslow (1970) rejected the notion that we ought to try to achieve more; potential
must be actualized as it exists – we must go from where we are to “what we can be”
and no further.
Aspiring to hopes or ideals creates anxiety and neuroses which stand in the way of
acceptance and happiness.
Maslow advocated avoiding guilt; failures to achieve one’s ideals become a major
source of guilt.
Maslow and Dabrowski. 11
Maslow and Dabrowski met in 1966 and corresponded until Maslow died in 1970.
Over Dabrowski’s protests, Piechowski equated self-actualization as synonymous
with Level IV and V, making it look like Dabrowski endorsed self-actualization.
Maslow’s initial position was that Dabrowski had made a significant contribution
but that it could be conceptually subsumed under his (Maslow’s) model.
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Dabrowski argued that his theory went far beyond Maslow’s with a number of
important qualitative differences and therefore must be kept separate.
In correspondence just before his death, Maslow wrote to Dabrowski
acknowledging the superiority of Dabrowski’s approach.
Dabrowski’s objections. 12
No sense of multilevelness present in Maslow.
Must be a qualitative break between animals/humans.
To develop personality is to control our lower instincts.
Overcoming our animal nature differentiates humans.
One must transcend “is” and work toward “ought.”
Reject self as is – must use multilevelness to consciously differentiate lower aspects
to inhibit or transcended from higher aspects to retain & expand.
Higher aspects chosen reflect one’s personality ideal & will be “more like oneself”
(personality shaping).
Dabrowski: if SA is equated with TPD or its levels, his approach would be
misunderstood and lessened.
Multilevel actualization. 13
Previous efforts to simply equate self-actualizing / actualization with Dabrowski
have been confusing and very misleading as the underlying rationale and
assumptions of the two theories are quite different.
In order to advance from this impasse, I am introducing the new, neo-Dabrowskian
and neo-Maslowian concept of multilevel actualization (MA).
Multilevel actualization bifurcates the continuum between animal and human traits,
making it clear that lower level features qualitatively differ from higher ones, thus
reflecting the differences Dabrowski described between unilevel and multilevel
experience.
Multilevel differentiation. 14
Before authentic actualizing can begin, a multilevel differentiation of instincts,
traits, characteristics and emotions must take place.
One must carefully review one’s character and imagine one’s, aims, goals &
personality ideal.
Lower aspects must be identified and inhibited to allow the independent
actualization of higher features.
The differentiated personality ideal subsequently becomes crucial in directing the
process of actualizing and moving toward deliberate personality shaping, eventually
resulting in the actualization of the qualities and characteristics of an authentic,
unique individual.
Reality “as is” versus “what ought to be.” 15
In Maslow, self-actualization involves a superior perception of reality, a clearer and
more undistorted view of things as they really are.
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In multilevel actualization, one’s dreams and ideals represent the images of a higher
reality – a potential reality, a reality of what is possible – this becomes one’s quest; to
actualize and create one’s new reality.
Actualizing reality as it exists versus establishing ideals and goals to strive for is a
fundamental difference between Maslow and Dabrowski.
The developmental process. 16
Dabrowski: disparities between one’s imagined reality and ideals versus one’s actual
reality creates strong vertical (multilevel) conflicts.
These multilevel conflicts are a fundamental part of the developmental process
acting through anxiety, depression, psychoneuroses & positive disintegration.
In Maslow, conflicts, anxiety, crises and neuroses are “diseases of cognition” –
blockages to development.
 “What is psychopathological? Anything that disturbs or frustrates or twists
the course of self-actualization” (Maslow, 1970, p. 270)
Integration of the two approaches. 17
The features of self-actualization put forth by Goldstein and Maslow must be
reviewed and re-conceptualized using a multilevel approach.
An integration of SA and multilevelness would lead to an important new paradigm
of development and a new list of features, some old, some new.
Research using this more comprehensive approach to development would provide
important new insights.
Differentiate and actualize. 18
In summary, multilevel actualization involves a two-step process:
 1). A multilevel differentiation involving a careful review of the essence of
one’s character to identify the elements to be included versus those to be
discarded in creating one’s personality ideal.
 2). Actualization of this personality ideal involves:
 Amplification and realization of the higher elements one considers
more like oneself.
 Active inhibition, repression and transformation of lower elements
that are less like oneself.
A powerful new concept of analysis. 19
Without incorporating a multilevel reality, self-review, vertical differentiation and
self-shaping, self-actualizing as a developmental concept is limited to unilevelness.
Reflecting Lincoln’s first inaugural address in 1861, a multilevel approach to
actualization will help free the better angels of our nature from the bonds of our
animal ancestry leading yet another step closer toward the realization of authentic
human nature.
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Abstract

Maslow’s concept of self-actualization has been an important force in psychology and
has influenced perceptions of advanced development. Maslow described a single continuum of
potential spanning from low levels of animal instinct through to higher levels of human values
and said all of these potentials must be actualized – both the lower and higher. Maslow’s
approach is contrasted by the multilevel theory presented by Dąbrowski. Multilevelness
introduces a vertical contrast that distinguishes higher from lower qualities. The concept of
multilevel actualization (MA) is introduced to provide a new approach emphasizing a multilevel
and discriminating approach to actualization. Those elements which are lower and “less-oneself”
are inhibited and transformed or transcended while those elements that are deemed higher and
“more-oneself” are actualized or, if necessary, are created. Combining Maslow’s important
insights with the critical Dąbrowskian notions of multilevelness and positive disintegration
creates an important new paradigm to understand development.

Introduction of the concept of multilevel actualization
Abraham Maslow (1908 – 1970) and his concept of self-actualization have become
widely known and appreciated over the past 50 years. This paper will introduce the much less
known theory of Kazimierz Dąbrowski (1902 – 1980) and apply his concept of multilevelness to
self-actualization. This conceptual amalgamation represents a significant advance in the power
and utility of the concept of actualization. Maslow’s original approach emphasized discovering
one’s nature and actualizing the self as it exists. Multilevelness introduces a vertical
discrimination whereby an individual consciously evaluates and chooses among higher and
lower potentialities. Multilevel actualization involves conceptualizing one’s ideal self and then
subsequently shaping and creating one’s personality through the inhibition and transformation of
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those aspects that one considers lower and less like oneself and through the development and
realization of aspects that one considers higher and more like oneself.
Dąbrowski also described how one’s initial psychological integration tends to be on a
single level (unilevel). Under certain conditions this integration breaks apart and its rationale and
one’s weltanschauung is challenged in a process Dąbrowski called positive disintegration.
Positive disintegration may lead an individual to an awareness of higher possibilities that
contrast with the lower existing realities. This vertical differentiation represents multilevelness
and allows an individual to literally take control of him or herself and to establish a new view of
life, emphasizing the appreciation of, and pursuit of, higher level behaviours and goals. This
process leads to a differentiation of the self as it exists, allowing the individual to literally replace
the “as is” self with the self as he or she conceptualizes it “ought to be.” This ideal personality
involves a careful consideration of one’s character and essential nature and a consciously chosen
and individualized value structure. Multilevel actualization represents a significant advance in
our understanding of human development.
Maslow’s later major work (1971/1976) was largely an amalgamation and extension of
his earlier thinking and I found it beneficial to read the material in chronological order to see
how his ideas developed. The major papers I reviewed are readily available (Maslow, 1939,
1940, 1942a, 1942b, 1943a, 1943b, 1943c, 1943d, 1943e, 1945, 1948, 1949, 1951a, 1951b, 1954,
1956/1974a, 1956/1974b). I was surprised at how disjointed and ambiguous Maslow’s work was
and how primitive his conclusions were, especially compared to Dąbrowski’s. In a
comprehensive overview of the development of Maslow’s thinking, Daniels (1982) explained
that Maslow discounted the importance of conceptual formulations in favour of simply gathering
“facts” through observation, an approach Maslow called “determined naiveté.” Daniels (1982)
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explained that Maslow was very open to new ideas, a feature that led to ongoing theoretical
elaborations and ultimately preventing the development of a consistent theory of motivation or
self-actualization. This conceptual openness was further complicated by Maslow’s belief that
each of his ideas contained some kernel of truth and therefore his revisions were additive; he
retained his previous ideas and built his new formulations upon them (Daniels, 1982).8 For
example, Maslow began from a motivational and biological perspective and even in his final
writings; self-actualization was presented within a motivational and biological framework.
Reading Maslow’s early work, the benefits of a multilevel approach and Dąbrowski’s
objections to Maslow’s concepts came into clear focus and the impasse between the two
approaches was obvious. It was also obvious that this impasse could be resolved through the
application of multilevelness to the concept of self-actualization yielding a new approach I refer
to as multilevel actualization. This approach is a neo-Dąbrowskian and neo-Maslowian advance
in our thinking about development. This paper will review Maslow’s work, describing how he
came to his theory of self-actualization. Although Dabrowski’s theory represents a broad
approach to personality development involving several new concepts including a positive role for
psychoneuroses, overexcitability, and positive disintegration, this paper will only briefly describe
his concept of multilevelness. Dąbrowski’s objections to Maslow’s approach will be explored
and finally, the new concept of multilevel actualization will be introduced, integrating selfactualization with multilevelness.
Maslow’s initial research

8

Arguments about Maslow’s theoretical contributions have continued after his death; for
example, see Koltko-Rivera (2006). He argued that Maslow’s final formulations were not
reflected in his posthumous works.
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As a student at the University of Wisconsin, Maslow worked in Harry Harlow’s (1905 –
1981) primate laboratory as his student and assistant. Maslow completed his doctorate under
Harlow and they eventually co-authored several papers on primate behavior (for example,
Harlow, Uehling, & Maslow, 1932; Maslow & Harlow, 1932). Harlow subsequently became
well known for his work on social and cognitive development, using experiments on rhesus
monkeys to study maternal-separation and social isolation. Maslow’s focus was on the relatively
unexplored topic of dominance and dominant behavior in primates. He was especially intrigued
by the relationship between dominance and sexual behavior, in particular, his finding that
dominance determines sexual behavior (Hoffman, 1988).9
Maslow had long been interested in understanding dominance in humans and he was
eager to apply his insights from primates to humans. Maslow’s preoccupation on understanding
dominance, especially as it related to relations between men and women and to sexuality may
have stemmed from his childhood. He was a very unhappy child, deeply estranged from his
mother who was extremely domineering, superstitious and religious. She was openly hostile to
Abraham and threatened all of the children with eternal damnation for any minor transgression.
Maslow recounted several bitter experiences, for example, he found two kittens on the street and
was secretly looking after them in the basement. Upon their discovery, Maslow’s mother became
enraged and smashed the kittens into the wall in front of Abraham (Hoffman, 1988). She was
also extremely controlling, for example, keeping a padlock on the refrigerator (Hoffman, 1988).

9

It is interesting to note that Edward Thorndike reviewed Maslow’s early primate work and
summoned him to Columbia University to meet. Thorndike tested Maslow and found him to
have an IQ of 195, the second highest Thorndike had ever recorded. Thorndike was so impressed
by Maslow and his previous work that he arranged a postdoctoral fellowship for Maslow and
pledged him unrestricted and unending financial support although this relationship turned out to
be short-lived (Hoffman, 1988, p. 74).
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As a child, Maslow was very insecure, especially about his looks. This insecurity was
compounded by his father’s observation that Abraham was “the ugliest kid you’ve ever seen”
(Hoffman, 1988, p. 6). Although quite isolated, Maslow was an intelligent child who spent many
hours in the library, eventually reading every book in the children’s section and being given an
adult library card. Maslow commented “with my childhood, it’s a wonder I’m not psychotic”
(Hoffman, 1992, p. 70). Maslow’s awkwardness continued as a teenager; he never had a date. He
fell in love with his first cousin Bertha at family gatherings and against everyone’s wishes,
married her when he was 20. He commented that his life only really began with his marriage
(Hoffman, 1988).
While still a student, Maslow admitted he was attracted to dominant women and he began
observing “strong” female College students, eventually striking up conversations with them to
collect data concerning their personalities and sexual behavior (Cullen, 1997; Cullen & Gotell,
2002; Hoffman, 1988). Maslow did not employ standardized questionnaires (he didn’t even take
notes) as he did not feel they contributed any extra objectivity. Maslow “got a thrill of
excitement interviewing the women” and found them more honest about sex than men, therefore
the great majority of these interviews were limited to women (Hoffman, 1988, p. 77). This casual
data collection led to the publication of several papers examining dominance, self-esteem,
motivation and sexual behavior in “relatively normal” college women (Cullen, 1997; Cullen &
Gotell, 2002; Maslow, 1939, 1940). This early work was important in psychology as it set a
precedent for using normal subjects to study behavior. It should be emphasized that Maslow’s
human work was primarily non-empirical; he simply gathered information through interviews
and then formed conclusions based on them. Maslow (1945) presented his technique as a
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comprehensive clinical/case study approach especially appropriate to research the whole
personality.
Maslow’s observations from his early research on primates, both from Harlow’s lab and
from the Bronx zoo, and his interviews on sexuality were also influential as they cast Maslow’s
thinking and directly contributed to his theory of the hierarchy of needs and to his approach to
business management (Cullen & Gotell, 2002).
From his early work, both on primates and college students, Maslow concluded that the
power dynamics of male dominance and female submission where natural, innate and necessary
preconditions for satisfying relations between men and women, as well as required components
for satisfying sexuality (Cullen & Gotell, 2002). Having extensively studied sexuality, Maslow
considered himself a “unique authority” on the topic and believed that “sex was the easiest way
to help mankind” and that if he could improve people’s sex lives “by even one percent” he could
“improve the whole species” (Hoffman, 1992, p. 71). Maslow defined positive relationships and
satisfying sexuality by the occurrence of female orgasm through heterosexual coitus – facilitated
by male initiation and control and corresponding female submission. Maslow credited his
formulation of peak experiences, later to become an important part of self-actualization, to his
subjects’ descriptions of sexual orgasm (Maslow, 1970).
Maslow theorized that sexual behavior includes both a dominance drive and a sexual
drive; sexual behavior emerging as an expression of dominance/submissiveness. Normal
heterosexual relations are based upon a power relationship involving a dominant male and a
submissive female (Cullen & Gotell, 2002). Maslow observed that dominant women were nonorgasmic when partnered with weak men who were unable to control and dominate them
(Maslow, 1942a). In two cases involving non-orgasmic wives, Maslow reported that he utilized
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his observations of monkey sexual behavior to tutor their husbands in sexual dominance and they
were subsequently able to achieve orgasm due to the increased dominance displayed by their
husbands (Maslow, 1942a, p. 281).
These power dynamics were also used to explain the fairly common report of same-sex
attraction in Maslow’s female interviews. Maslow explained that the common form of
homosexual attraction in women was “acquired,” arising because high-dominance women had to
resort to relations with other women as they had yet to meet a sufficiently dominant male.
Maslow stated that when a “suitable man” comes along, their homosexuality is “dropped at
once” (Maslow, 1942a, p. 275). Maslow also described a few rare women who were “true”
lesbians – “abnormal” cases of biological programming wherein a normal dominant male psyche
is trapped within a female body.
The dominance and submissive patterns Maslow observed in his interviews on female
sexuality were familiar to him from his primate work and he concluded that “In general it is fair
to say that human sexuality is almost exactly like primate sexuality” (Maslow, 1942a, p. 291).
The only significant difference being that “Inhibitions for the monkey are practically always
external; for the human being they are much more often internal” (Maslow, 1942a, p. 293). This
perception subsequently influenced Maslow’s conceptualization of human nature and he went on
to suggest that there are no uniquely human characteristics – human and animal drives and
instincts exist on a continuum; there are quantitative differences but no qualitative ones.
Reflecting this continuum from lower to higher features, Maslow suggested that various levels of
potential exist within a person and said that all of these potentials must be actualized, both the
lowest and the highest. As we will see, this idea became a significant problem for Dąbrowski’s
acceptance of Maslow.
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Maslow developed several conclusions based upon his belief that the dominance of men
and the submissiveness of women reflect deeply instinctual, innate traits. Some of Maslow’s
conclusions are difficult to reconcile, for example, he stated that women are better able to adjust
when their society is conquered by outside forces; “Or to put it another way, being raped (in
whatever sense) is less psychologically damaging to women than to men. Women are more able
to permit themselves to ‘relax and enjoy it’ than men are” (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 351).
The conclusions derived from Maslow’s early research were the foundation of his needs
hierarchy and its apex, self-actualization (Cullen, 1997; Cullen & Gotell, 2002). Maslow
believed dominance was a biological characteristic of individuals, not arising from their
interaction with others or from their social context – this subsequently placed the impetus for
individual development and self-actualization with the individual and specifically, with his or her
biological inheritance (Cullen, 1997).
Maslow believed that an individual’s ability to be dominant reflected a selfacknowledged natural superiority (Cullen, 1997). Maslow equated an individual’s feeling of
dominance (a “confidence” he called “dominance-feeling”) with self-esteem. Maslow found a
negative correlation between dominance-feeling and self-consciousness – subjects with low
dominance were insecure and focused upon their own problems (their shortcomings) while
individuals with high dominance were secure and focused upon external problems. As well,
Maslow found less and less inferiority feeling as dominance increased (Maslow, 1939). High
self-esteem has different impacts in secure individuals compared to insecure individuals. “High
self-esteem in secure individuals results in strength rather than power-seeking, in cooperation
rather than competition. High self-esteem in insecure individuals eventuates in domination, urge
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for power over other people and self-seeking” (Maslow, 1942a, p. 269). Maslow (1942a)
observed that society in general is insecure and that the average individual is “fairly insecure.”
Maslow and self-actualization
The first use of the term self-actualization was by Kurt Goldstein (1878 – 1965).
Goldstein (1939) provided a holistic or “organismic theory” of the person in his major English
work: The organism: A holistic approach to biology derived from pathological data in man. His
emphasis was on the biological and psychological self-actualization of the organism. In this
approach, the healthy organism, living in optimal conditions with all of its basic needs being met,
reaches an optimal level of tension which “impels the organism to actualize itself in further
activities, according to its nature” (Goldstein, 1939, p. 197). The healthy organism is one “in
which the tendency towards self-actualization is acting from within, and overcomes the
disturbance arising from the clash with the world, not out of anxiety but out of the joy of
conquest” (Goldstein, 1939, p. 305 quoted in Moss, 1999, p. 25). When an organism becomes
sick or is injured there is a natural tendency for reorganization and recovery in the direction of
regaining self-actualization.
Goldstein (1939) further emphasized that we are not passive victims of our drives;
organisms have definite potentialities which need to be realized or actualized. As we are
impelled forward by our particular potentialities and drives, our personalities actively unfold.
Goldstein was an influential figure in neurology when Maslow met him in the early
1940s. At the time, Maslow had been researching and publishing on the question of security and
insecurity by selecting exemplars of each pole and then carefully studying their personalities
through his now trademark personal interviews (Maslow, 1942b). This material foreshadowed
Maslow’s subsequent descriptions of the hierarchy of motivation. After meeting Goldstein,
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Maslow quickly adopted the term self-actualization and first used it in 1943 (Maslow, 1943a,
1943b). Maslow also adopted Goldstein’s approach in viewing the individual as an integrated
and organized whole and he said “It is a truism to say that a white rat is not a human being, but
unfortunately it is necessary to say it again since too often the results of animal experiments are
considered basic data on which we must base our theorizing of human nature” (Maslow, 1943b,
p. 89). In a footnote, Maslow (1943b) listed five sets of goals, purposes or needs and included as
the fifth, “self-actualization, self-fulfillment, self-expression, working out of one’s own
fundamental personality, the fulfillment of its potentialities, the use of its capacities, the tendency
to be the most that one is capable of being” (p. 91).
Maslow continued searching for and interviewing exemplars, now focusing on selfactualization, but he could not find enough subjects in the college population who demonstrated
advanced growth. In an approach reminiscent of Dąbrowski’s, Maslow generated descriptions of
the characteristics of self-actualized individuals through the study of selected imminent
individuals, both dead and alive, and searched for patterns and common characteristics in their
lives. He included such individuals as Abraham Lincoln, William James, Jane Addams, Eleanor
Roosevelt, Albert Einstein, and Albert Schweitzer.
One of the foundations of Maslow’s theory reflected Goldstein’s earlier approach; that as
lower needs are met, higher needs will emerge and when they are satisfied still higher needs
emerge and so on. Colloquially put, one cannot concentrate on self-actualization if one is
starving. Maslow (1943a) therefore suggested that gratification becomes as important a concept
as deprivation. Maslow elaborated his idea of self-actualization: “The need for self-actualization.
– Even if all these needs are satisfied, we may still often (if not always) expect that a new
discontent and restlessness will soon develop, unless the individual is doing what he is fitted for.
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A musician must make music, an artist must paint, a poet must write, if he is to be ultimately
happy. What a man can be, he must be. This need we may call self-actualization” (Maslow,
1943a, p. 382). Maslow went on to explain that his use of the term was more specific than
Goldstein’s in that it referred to “the desire for self-fulfillment, namely, to the tendency for him
to become actualized in what he is potentially. This tendency might be phrased as the desire to
become more and more what one is, to become everything that one is capable of becoming”
(Maslow, 1943a, p. 382).
It is also important to mention that Maslow equated actualization with health, stating: “I
should then say simply that a healthy man is primarily motivated by his needs to develop and
actualize his fullest potentialities and capacities” (Maslow, 1943a, p. 394). Many years later,
Maslow summarized his position by saying that it is reasonable to assume that “practically every
human being” demonstrates an “active will toward health, an impulse toward growth, or toward
the actualization of human potentialities” (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 24). Maslow went on to note
the “great paradox” that only a small proportion of the population reach full humanness or selfactualization and it follows that a failure to achieve self-actualization is a pathological state.
Reflecting this, Maslow described the average person as “normally sick” and by using the phrase
“the psychopathology of normality” (Loevinger, 1976, p. 140; Maslow, 1970). Maslow (1998, p.
11) acknowledged his “contempt” for “sterile” people, “multitudes of starry-eyed dilettantes –
big talkers, great planners, tremendously enthusiastic – who come to nothing as soon as a little
hard work is required.”
Moss (1999) summarized Maslow’s findings on self-actualization:
He found that such individuals share a number of idealized characteristics: boldness in
living, courage, freedom, spontaneity, integration, and self-acceptance. They are realistic,
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yet not held back by present realities. They are autonomous, democratic in values, and
capable of loving deeply. They show a sense of humor and an ability to identify beyond
themselves with the needs and well-being of humankind. They are able to transcend their
own narrow personal perspective and needs and able to transcend as well their own
culture and life situation (p. 29).
Maslow described characteristics based upon levels; for example, at the lowest
physiological level are the need for food, water, air, and so forth. Subsequent levels included
safety, the need to belong and esteem needs. As Maslow’s thinking evolved, his descriptions of
the higher levels were somewhat fluid and included self-actualization and the need to know and
to understand. 10

10

It is beyond the focus of this book to fully consider Maslow’s propositions. As he developed
his theories, Maslow’s ideas became more and more challenging and contradictory. For example,
Maslow (1971, pp. 270-286) differentiated the following groups:
= Non-transcending self-actualizers (Theory-Y people): those with little or no
experiences of transcendence.
= Transcending self-actualizers (Theory-Z people): those in whom transcendent
experiencing was important and even central.
= Transcending nonhealthy people, non-self-actualizers, who have important
transcendent experiences
= Transcenders: peakers, Yea-sayers, eager for life. Aware of, and living at, the level of
Being (B-realm and B-cognition), metamotivated. Peak and plateau experiences become
the most important things in life. Often characterized by the discovery and development
of one’s own private core religious experiences (Maslow, 1964).
= Non-transcenders: nonpeakers, Nay-sayers, “nauseated or irritated by life; they are
more essentially practical, realistic, mundane, capable, and secular people, living more in
the here-and-now world; i.e., what I have called the D-realm for short, the world of
deficiency-needs and of deficiency-cognitions.” Tend to be “doers.” Do not have
personal religious experiences or if they do, repress or suppress them and therefore
cannot utilize them in their personal growth, often active in institutional religious
activities (Maslow, 1964).
Maslow was criticized for these theoretical elaborations. “This distinction between transcending
and nontranscending self-actualizers threw Maslow’s theory into comparative disorder” (Daniels,
1982, p. 70).
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Maslow’s familiar pyramid of needs begins with four layers of basic needs he referred to
as deficiency needs or D-needs. D-needs include physiological needs, safety needs,
love/belonging needs, and esteem needs. Significantly, these needs are met by the interaction of
the individual with the environment and a non-supportive environment is one major source of
“human diminution” and the frustration of higher growth. Deficiency motivation (D-motivation)
is generated to meet these needs and maintain balance. If a need goes chronically unmet, tension,
disequilibrium and possibly neuroses result. A significant shortfall in a given need during
development, for example, extreme insecurity as a child, may later be experienced through
lifelong insecurity issues represented by various neuroses.
Maslow also described a set of higher metaneeds or being needs (being values), usually
represented as “B-values” and their associated B-motivations – the metamotivations leading to
advanced growth. These higher motivations, largely associated with values external to the
individual such as truth, goodness and beauty, are important in creating “pressure toward” selfactualization. When metaneeds are unfulfilled, various corresponding metapathologies result –
essentially focused on a lack of meaning in life – involving depression, despair, disgust,
alienation or cynicism. Unlike the environmental source of satisfaction or frustration of the
deficiency needs, Maslow (1971/1976) noted that failures to satisfy metaneeds are rooted in
“pathologies of the self” (Geller, 1982). This theme will be further explored below.
Maslow described three sets of characteristics associated with the self-actualizer that I
will present here for the convenience of the reader. First, here are Maslow’s being values
(Maslow, 1968, 1971/1976):
1. Truth: (honesty; reality; nakedness; simplicity; richness; essentiality; oughtness;
beauty; pure, clean and unadulterated; completeness).
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2. Goodness: (rightness; desireability; oughtness; justice; benevolence; honesty); (we
love it, are attracted to it, approve of it).
3. Beauty: (rightness; form; aliveness; simplicity; richness; wholeness; perfection;
completion; uniqueness; honesty).
4. Wholeness: (unity; integration; tendency to oneness; interconnectedness; simplicity;
organization; structure; order; not dissociated; synergy; homonomous and integrative
tendencies).
5. Aliveness: (process; non-deadness; spontaneity; self-regulation; full-functioning;
changing and yet remaining the same; expressing itself).
6. Uniqueness: (idiosyncrasy; individuality; noncomparability; novelty; quale;
suchness; nothing else like it);
7. Perfection: (nothing superfluous; nothing lacking; everything in its right place;
unimprovable; just-rightness; just-so-ness; suitability; justice; completeness; nothing
beyond; oughtness).
8. Completion: (ending; finality; justice; it’s finished; no more changing of the Gestalt;
fulfillment; finis and telos; nothing missing or lacking; totality; fulfillment of destiny;
cessation; climax; consternation closure; death before rebirth; cessation and
completion of growth and development).
9. Justice: (fairness; oughtness; suitability; architectonic quality; necessity;
inevitability; disinterestedness; non-partiality).
10. Simplicity: (honesty; nakedness; essentiality; abstract unmistakability; essential
skeletal structure; the heart of the matter; bluntness; only that which is necessary;
without ornament; nothing extra or superfluous).
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11. Richness: (differentiation; complexity; intricacy; totality; nothing missing or hidden;
all there; “non-importance,” i.e. everything is equally important; nothing is
unimportant; everything is less the way it is, without improving, simplifying,
abstracting, rearranging).
12. Effortlessness: (ease; lack of strain, striving or difficulty; grace; perfect and beautiful
functioning).
13. Playfulness: (fun; joy; amusement; gaiety; humor; exuberance; effortlessness);
14. Self-sufficiency: (autonomy; independence; not-needing-other-than-itself-in-orderto-be-itself; self-determining; environment-transcendence; separateness; living by its
own laws; identity). (p. 129)
Maslow (1970, pp. 153-172) also described fifteen11 salient characteristics of selfactualized people:
1. More efficient perception of reality and more comfortable relations with it.
“[T]hey live more in the real world of nature than in the man-made mass of concepts,
abstractions, expectations, beliefs, and stereotypes that most people confuse with the
world. They are therefore far more apt to perceive what is there rather than their own
wishes, hopes, fears, anxieties, their own theories and beliefs, or those of their
cultural group (Maslow, 1970, p. 154).
2. Acceptance (self, others, nature). Easy acceptance of self without complaint, guilt
or feelings of shame. Stoically accepting the self as is with whatever its shortcomings
and not feeling concern over discrepancies from the ideal image.
11

Maslow did not number the characteristics he described. Some authors close the list at item 15.
In Maslow (1970) the section following was entitled “the imperfections of self-actualizing
people” and some authors include it as a 16th characteristic. Self-actualizing people show “many
of the lesser human failings” (Maslow, 1970, p. 175).
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3. Spontaneity; simplicity; naturalness. Relatively spontaneous in behavior and quite
spontaneous in one’s inner life, thoughts and impulses. Behavior is simple and
natural. Alienation from ordinary conventions reflects an autonomous individual
value structure. Motivated to develop to self-perfection.
4. Problem centering. Strongly focused upon problems outside of themselves, rarely
are they the focus of problems. Usually concerned with a mission in life. Concerned
with universal ethical and philosophical issues – concerned with “the big picture.”
5. The quality of detachment; the need for privacy. Seek and enjoy solitude. Able to
concentrate to a high degree, more objective than average, more problem centered.
Make up their minds for themselves and display more free will than average.
6. Autonomy; independence of culture and environment; will; active agents. Selfcontained. Not dependent upon the real world, culture or others for their satisfaction.
Moved by growth motivation not deficiency motivation. Their satisfaction is based
upon the ongoing growth and expression of their own potentialities and resources.
They do not require need gratifications (love, safety, respect, prestige, belongingness)
from others, they have become strong enough and independent enough that they are
now inner-individual and they do not need the approval or affection of others.
7. Continued freshness of appreciation. They are able to appreciate the experiences of
life freshly and naïvely, as if for the first time – “express an acute richness for
subjective experience” (Maslow, 1970, p. 163). Special experiences often involve
beautiful objects in nature, music or sexual expression.
8. The mystic experience: the peak experience. It is common (but not universal) for
these subjects to experience strong emotions associated with mystical experiences.
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Maslow indicated that his attention to peak experiences was first drawn by his
subjects’ descriptions of their sexual orgasm. These experiences include feelings of
limitless horizons, feeling powerful and at the same time helpless, feeling ecstasy and
awe, feeling that something extremely important has occurred and that life has been
transformed and strengthened (Maslow, 1970, p. 164). Maslow (1964, p. 29)
suggested that the peak experience is available to anyone but that there is a group he
referred to as “non-peakers” who are able to have such experiences but are “afraid of
them, who suppresses them, who denies them, who turns away from them, or who
‘forgets’ them” (Maslow, 1964, p. 22).
9. Gemeinschaftsgefühl (human kinship). A deep feeling of identification, affection
and sympathy for mankind. The self-actualizing individual often feels “saddened,
exasperated, and even enraged by the shortcomings of the average person, and while
they are to him ordinarily no more than a nuisance, they sometimes become bitter
tragedy” (Maslow, 1970, p. 166). “When it comes down to it, he is like an alien in a
strange land” (Maslow, 1970, p. 166). In spite of such feelings, there is a deep
underlying kinship with others.
10. Interpersonal relationsSA. Self-actualizing people have deeper relationships with
others who also tend to be self-actualizers. Due to the rarity of others like themselves,
these people usually have deep ties with only a few others – friendships are deep but
few. Express qualities of kindness and patience towards others, express love and
compassion for all mankind. They may attract others as admirers or even as
worshipers.
11. The democratic character structure. Self-actualizing people can be friendly and
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interact with anyone and do not appear aware of differences like class, education,
political belief, race or color. They tend to protest against evil and they tend to be less
ambivalent and less confused about their own anger.
12. Discrimination between means and ends, between good and evil. Self-actualizing
people are confident in their belief in what is right and wrong, and they do not display
the inconsistencies or confusion that is commonly seen in the average person over
ethical concerns. They are fixed on ends rather than means.
13. Philosophical, unhostile sense of humor. Self-actualizing people display an unusual
sense of humor reflecting a philosophical position, often finding humor in the
foolishness of human beings in general or in making fun of oneself but not finding
humor at the expense of another’s feelings.
14. CreativenessSA. Creativity is a universal characteristic of all subjects studied. This
creativeness is out a special type, akin to the inborn, naïve and universal creativity
seen in children. Whereas most individuals lose this creativity during the process of
enculturation, the self-actualizing person retains it.
15. Resistance to enculturation; the transcendence of any particular culture. Display
a resistance to enculturation and a certain inner detachment from their less than
healthy culture. They display an ongoing concern with improving cultural conditions
and will fight for causes if necessary, usually fighting from within, rather than
rejecting culture altogether. They tend to be “ruled by the laws of their own character
rather than by the rules of society” (Maslow, 1970, p. 174). Maslow went on to say
that these individuals display a continuum ranging from relative acceptance of the
culture to relative detachment from it.
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In addition to the 15 specific factors and their developmental processes, Maslow
(1971/1976, pp. 44-47) also listed eight general ways in which one self-actualizes.
1). Concentration and total absorption. To be able to experience life vividly, selflessly,
and fully and with total absorption of one’s experience. This creates a vivid experience of
the moment – the self-actualizing moment. We are usually either unaware of what is
going on around us or we are focused on self-awareness and self-consciousness at the
expense of seeing life clearly.
2). Choices toward growth. Every day presents opportunities to choose regression and stasis
or to choose moving forward into growth. Fear must be overcome through courage and
will to make the choice toward self-actualizing.
3). Listening to one’s self. The ability to seal out external voices and influences in order to
examine one’s own self to determine one’s own preferences, opinions, likes and dislikes
and ultimately one’s values. To listen to one’s own self.
4). Honesty. To be honest about one’s self and one’s actions and to avoid playing games,
posing or presenting false fronts. To be honest with oneself is to take responsibility, an
actualizing of the self.
5). Judgment in action. The first four points illustrate one’s capacity “for better life
choices.” Here Maslow emphasizes that we need to follow through in learning about
one’s self, listening to one’s own voice and judgment and following through, daring to be
different, unpopular or nonconforming. To have confidence in one’s judgment based
upon one’s own self and one’s feelings.
6). Growth as a process. Self-actualization is the ongoing process of working to continually
be as good as one can be at what one chooses to do.
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7). Peak experiences. Peak experiences are transient moments during which one experiences
a more integrated feeling of knowing, of thinking and of acting. During these exciting
and joyous moments, one becomes deeply connected to, and absorbed by, one’s
experience of the world. The sense of self may dissolved into a sense of the greater
whole. These moments represent self-actualization.
8). Removing defenses. Self-actualization involves risking the identification of defenses and
actively giving them up in order to open oneself to opportunities to be more oneself. One
must remove neurosis and other defenses in order to facilitate further self growth.
Maslow’s early views can be seen reflected in his approach to self-actualization. For
example, in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, satisfaction of esteem needs occurs through a willing
and genuine acceptance of an individual’s superiority both by him or herself and by others
(Cullen, p. 365, 1997). Therefore as Cullen (1997, p. 365) highlighted, “only the emotionally
secure superior individual will develop the need to self-actualize” and, based upon the
“naturalness” and strength of dominance (self-esteem) in men, this imbrued self-actualization
with a masculine bias.
Surprisingly, the issue of gender differences in self-actualization has rarely been
investigated or reported (Ford & Procidano, 1990). Maslow described a number of differences
related to dominance in males and submissiveness in females. Self-actualization in women
contradicts their innate submissiveness and creates a number of social problems, for example,
“most males” are not attracted to women who are “strong, assertive, self-confident, selfsufficient” and if they are, it is likely that the males’ “feminine component” is attracted to the
females’ masculine counterpart (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 346). Maslow added that we also see
psychologically mature and strong males attracted to psychologically mature women “who may
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look too ‘strong’ for the average, more delicate male” (Maslow, 1971/1976, pp. 346-347). He
suggested that “men have been afraid of women and have therefore dominated them” and that
“only as men become strong enough, self-confident enough, and integrated enough can they
tolerate and finally enjoy self-actualizing women, women who are full human beings” (Maslow,
1971/1976, p. 87). An important component of self-actualization is devotion to an outside cause,
usually one’s work or a social cause. In a discussion of devotion to outside interests, Maslow
noted that women can devote themselves to the task of being a mother, wife or housewife,
however, Maslow cryptically concluded, “I should say that I feel less confident in speaking of
self-actualization in women (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 292).
Cullen (1997) also referred to Maslow’s belief that self-actualization meant taking one’s
place among the fully human elite – an implicitly masculine elite, charged with the responsibility
of helping others through their superior perception of reality and through their paternalistic and
stern, but loving approach to guidance.
Self-actualization was also a significant component of Maslow’s influential work on
management theory (Maslow, 1965, 1968). Based on his observations at a plant manufacturing
electronic equipment in California in 1962, Maslow concluded it is important for organizations
to create a positive environment, allowing employees to maximize their innate potential to
develop and thus to become the corporate elite – managers – and thus to also maximize their
productivity (Maslow, 1965). Maslow believed that the self-actualizer assimilates work into his
or her personal identity, his or her work becoming an integral part of the definition of him or
herself (Maslow, 1965). Thus, a reciprocal relationship evolves between work and development
– one’s development (self-actualization) provides “the ideal attitude toward work” while a
positive work environment helps “o.k. people” to further improve (Maslow, 1965, p. 1).
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Therefore, Maslow felt that, in addition to the educational system, the workplace provided an
excellent vehicle to influence the masses of people and thereby improve society (Maslow, 1965).
Reflecting Maslow’s belief in the innate basis of the hierarchy of needs, with a supportive
environment, employees with strong potential naturally rise to upper management in an
organization while those with “inferior potential” remain at lower levels (Cullen, 1997). Again
implicit in this approach was the idea that males represent “natural born” leaders in society and
in business, demonstrating more innate potential to become elite managers based upon their
dominance and propensity to self-actualize compared to females. Cullen (1997) went on to
discuss how Maslow’s hierarchy of needs was used to justify the use of managerial power while
minimizing managerial accountability and that while his theory of management is still
influential, its foundation of motivational insights based upon primates is at odds with recent
primatological research.
Maslow (1970) saw the expression of lower instincts as a necessary and healthy feature:
“The first and most obvious level of acceptance is at the so-called animal level. Those selfactualizing people tend to be good animals, hearty in their appetites and enjoying themselves
without regret or shame or apology” (p. 156). Maslow (1970) went on to say:
They are able to accept themselves not only on these low levels, but at all levels
as well; e.g., love, safety, belongingness, honor, self-respect. All of these are
accepted without question as worthwhile, simply because these people are
inclined to accept the work of nature rather than to argue with her for not having
constructed things to a different pattern. (p. 156)
Maslow was clear that self-actualization does not involve a discrimination of features; all
features that are present are accepted and actualized equally. Thus, in describing self-actualizing
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people, Maslow (1970, p. 155) said: “Our healthy individuals find it possible to accept
themselves and their own nature without chagrin or complaint or, for that matter, even without
thinking about the matter very much. They can accept their own human nature in the stoic style,
with all its shortcomings, with all its discrepancies from the ideal image without feeling real
concern.” Emphasizing accepting one’s self as it is, Maslow (1970, p. 156) said: “the selfactualized person sees reality more clearly: our subjects see human nature as it is and not as they
would prefer it to be.” These individuals were described as more objective and less emotional,
less likely to allow hopes, dreams, fears or psychological defenses to distort their observations of
reality.
Another premise of Maslow’s theory is that the self-actualizer will not have significant
anxiety that would distort or interfere with his or her reality perceptions or growth processes. The
relationship between anxiety and self-actualization is an important one to consider especially
when comparing Maslow and Dąbrowski. An interesting study by Wilkins, Hjelle, and
Thompson (1977) specifically addressed anxiety in actualization and contrasted Dąbrowski’s
view as presented by de Grâce with that of Maslow’s as measured by the Personal Orientation
Inventory. de Grâce (1974) concluded that there were no significant differences in anxiety
between actualized and non-actualized subjects. Wilkins and his colleagues criticized both the
theoretical position and the research conclusions presented by de Grâce. “The problem to be
resolved is whether Dąbrowski’s view of the positive aspects of neurosis is the same as Erikson’s
concept of fear or May’s concept of normal anxiety, etc. Succinctly stated, is neurosis neurosis
and normal normal or, as deGrace argues, is any kind of psychological disequilibrium neurotic?
It seems preferable to these writers to keep the conceptual distinction between types of
disequilibrium rather than to use neurosis in the undiscriminating manner proposed by
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Dąbrowski and deGrace” (Wilkins et al, 1977, p. 1002). It is not clear how versed Wilkins and
his colleagues were with Dąbrowski’s approach, from this article, it appears that they did not
have a full appreciation for the depth of Dąbrowski’s understanding of neuroses. The results of
this research “convincingly demonstrated that psychologically healthy persons are more free
from neurotic anxiety than non-healthy persons” and that levels of anxiety are lower among high
self-actualizing college students, leading to the conclusion that manifest anxiety is incompatible
with optimal mental health (Wilkins et al, 1977, p. 1004).
Although there have been many critical reviews of Maslow’s theoretical position, I will
only mention a handful, for example, Daniels (1988), Geller (1982) and Neher (1991). Geller
(1982) concluded that Maslow’s theory must be rejected and that self-actualization is a “radically
mistaken” approach. Whereas Daniels (1988) also focused on self-actualization, Neher (1991)
reviewed Maslow’s overall theory of motivation and pointed out a number of logical
contradictions in Maslow’s thinking. Another critique of Maslow’s overall theory and definitions
was provided by Heylighen (1992). Heylighen noted that Maslow presented a theory of
motivation that spawned a definition of self-actualization and, in a more or less independent way,
he also made observations of healthy personalities, leading to a descriptive profile of the selfactualized individual. “Though he has tried to explain his empirical results by means of the
theory, the observations are more detailed than what the theory can predict, and as we will see
further they sometimes even seem to contradict the theory” (Heylighen, 1992, p. 42). Heylighen
(1992) concluded that it is not obvious that “self-actualizing” as described by Maslow’s theory
and as described by his observations are actually addressing the same phenomenon.
Although there are several instruments focused on measuring self-actualization (Jones &
Crandall, 1986; Lefrançois, Leclerc, Dubé, Hébert, & Gaulin, 1997; Shostrom, 1974; Tois &
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Lindamood, 1975) it is interesting to note that Maslow’s original conceptualization of the factors
associated with self-actualization has received relatively limited research attention. Wright and
Wyant (1974) conducted a factor analytical study that supported five of Maslow’s fifteen
components of self-actualization. The authors concluded that the data lent “some support” to
Maslow’s conceptual scheme and they called for additional research to further clarify the
components of self-actualization (Wright & Wyant, 1974, p. 874).
A study by Leclerc, Lefrançois, Dubé, Hébert, and Gaulin (1998) examined the essential
attributes of self-actualization and identified 49 indicators of self-actualization that were then
reduced to 36 factors, 23 derived from the literature and 13 suggested by a panel of expert
consultants. These 36 indicators were placed into three categories as described in Table 1
(Leclerc et al., 1998, p. 79). The study defined self-actualization “as a process through which
one’s potential is developed in congruence with one’s self-perception and one’s experience”
(Leclerc et al., 1998, pp. 78-79). This study concluded that more research needs to be done in
clarifying and refining Maslow’s original formulation of self-actualization.
Table 1
Indicators of Self-actualization described by Leclerc et al. (1998)

A). Openness to experience:
Self-actualizing individuals:
1.
Are aware of their feelings.
2.
Have a realistic perception of themselves.
3.
Trust in their own organism.
4.
Are capable of insight.
5.
Are able to accept contradictory feelings.
6.
Are open to change.
7.
Are aware of their strengths and weaknesses.
8.
Are capable of empathy.
9.
Are capable of not focusing on themselves.
10.
Live in the present (the here and now).
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Have a positive perception of human life.
Accept themselves as they are.
Have a positive perception of the human organism.
Are capable of spontaneous reactions.
Are capable of intimate contact.
Give a meaning to life.
Are capable of commitment.

B). Reference to self:
Self-actualizing individuals:
1.
Consider themselves responsible for their own life.
2.
Accept responsibility for their actions.
3.
Accept the consequences of their choices.
4.
Act according to their own convictions and values.
5.
Are able to resist undue social pressure.
6.
Feel free to express their opinions.
7.
Enjoy thinking for themselves.
8.
Behave in a congruent authentic way.
9.
Have a well developed sense of ethics.
10.
Are not paralyzed by the judgment of others.
11.
Feel free to express their emotions.
12.
Use personal criteria to evaluate themselves.
13.
Are able to get outside established frameworks.
14.
Have a positive self-esteem.
15.
Give meaning to their life.
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C). Openness to experience and reference to self:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Maintain contact with themselves and the other person when communicating.
Can cope with failure.
Are capable of establishing meaningful relationships.
Look for relationships based on mutual respect.

Sheldon (2004) objected to Maslow’s approach, complaining that Maslow had resisted
empirical studies of self-actualization on the basis that this would violate the uniqueness of the
individual and that self-actualization was too rare a conceptualization, only occurring in one in a
thousand people (Sheldon, 2004, p. 9). Based upon his own observations, Sheldon (2004)
concluded that one third of the population is functioning “reasonably optimally” and cautioned
us against becoming “sociospiritual crusaders.” “Again, there is a danger here – that scientists
working in the area of optimal human being may become zealots and inadvisedly try to cross the
treacherous bridge leading from ‘is’ to ‘ought’ (Sheldon, 2004, p. 4). In supporting this opinion,
Sheldon sited a scathing article by Kendler (1999). Kendler (1999) said that Maslow’s
conclusions were dangerously seductive – “Maslow shaped his evidence to create a tautological
relationship between facts and values to give the impression that his values were justified by
empirical data. He simply selected people who shared his moral code and his conception of
fulfillment and thus assigned them the honorific status of being self-actualized” (p. 830). Kendler
(1999) continued: “the assumption that psychological facts will lead directly to moral truths is
contradicted by the failure of is to logically generate ought” (p. 832) and he went on to dismiss
those who “preach a positive conception of mental health” (p. 834) concluding “the logic of this
analysis leads to the conclusion that a negative concept of mental health, not a positive one,
serves the needs of democracy and the demands of science (p. 834).
Something blocks development
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Maslow suggested that the human infant possesses an impulse towards growth, towards
the actualization of his or her potential but went on to note that only a very small number of
people achieve identity, selfhood or self-actualization. Thus in Western society, most people
achieve their D-needs but few people progress to the level of metaneeds. Maslow was somewhat
ambiguous about the actual number, his estimates ranged from one in a hundred or one in two
hundred adults (Maslow, 1968, p, 163, p, 204) to “only a fraction of one percent” (Hoffman,
1992, p. 72).12
Maslow suggested two primary reasons for these low numbers: weak developmental
potential and forces blocking development, primarily fear and neuroses (Maslow, 1971/1976). In
terms of developmental potential, Maslow said that part of our human nature is a “will to health”
encouraging the individual to develop and creating “pressure to self-actualization” (Maslow,
1968, p. 193). Although Maslow believed that the yearning for self-actualization “must be
considered to be a potential in every newborn baby until proven otherwise” (Maslow, 1971/1976,
p. 315), he also presented the contradictory view that genetic differences are seen in this will to
health and that some people display stronger growth motivation while others lack sufficient will
to develop.
In addition, there are strong forces of regression operating and it takes significant
willpower and courage to leave the relative safety and defensive posture of the status quo in
order to take chances and grow (Maslow, 1968). Maslow (1966, p. 22) emphasized the
dichotomy between growth versus fear, saying that “fear must be overcome again and again.”

12

This number is contradicted by other authors, for example, Loevinger (1976, p. 140) suggested
that self-actualization only occurred in one in a thousand college students and Sheldon (2004, p.
9) stated “Maslow claimed that fewer than one person in a thousand achieved self-actualization.”
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People fear and doubt their own potential abilities (Maslow’s “Jonah complex”).13 People also
fear losing their existing level of security and paradoxically fear deviating from entrenched
cultural expectations that stifle individual development.
Maslow was ambiguous in his description of neurosis, at one point suggesting the term
“human diminution” better captured failures of growth and was preferable to the term neurosis
“which is anyway a totally obsolete word,” and then went on to offer several different
formulations of neuroses (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 29). Colin Wilson (1972) noted Maslow’s view
that neuroses represented a kind of stabilization of the impulses to grow and that this stasis
removed one’s motivation to pursue higher growth opportunities resulting in a negative passivity
causing both depression and neuroses. Thus, a neurosis represents an essentially passive state –
noise without action – that is essentially self-destructive largely due to frustrated life energies
turned inward (Wilson, 1972, p. 173). For Maslow, neuroses represent a failure of personal
growth – a “blockage of the channels of self-actualisation” (Wilson, 1972, p. 198).
Perception of reality is an important consideration and Maslow said that self-actualized
people have a more efficient and more correct perception of reality and thus have more
comfortable relationships with reality than the average person. Maslow (1970) said selfactualizing individuals distinguish:
far more easily than most the fresh, concrete, and idiographic [individual] from the
generic, abstract, and rubricized [stereotyped]. The consequence is that they live more in
the real world of nature than in the man-made mass of concepts, abstractions,
expectations, beliefs, and stereotypes that most people confuse with the world. They are

13

The Jonah complex is a defense mechanism against growth, essentially an individual’s denial
of one’s abilities, greatness or destiny (Maslow (1971/1976, p. 34).
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therefore far more apt to perceive what is there rather than their own wishes, hopes, fears,
anxieties, their own theories and beliefs, or those of their cultural group. (p. 154)
The conclusion to be drawn is that a “correct view of reality” is often distorted by one’s wishes,
hopes, fears, anxieties and so forth. As mentioned above, Maslow emphasized that the
individual should avoid getting “hung up” on dreams and just accept things as they are – to see
reality as it is and not as one wishes it to be. Maslow (1970) suggested that a person with a
neurosis does not perceive the world accurately and therefore he or she is not emotionally sick,
rather, he or she is cognitively wrong about the world. Neuroses associated with faulty cognition
are a blockage to a correct world view and to development.
Maslow (1970) also described the neurotic as being “psychologically retarded,” failing to
overcome his or her childhood perceptions and acting as if he or she is afraid of receiving a
spanking. “Such a person behaves as if a great catastrophe were almost always impending, i.e.,
he is usually responding as if to an emergency” (Maslow, 1970, p. 42).
Maslow (1970, p. 142) endorsed the Freudian view of neuroses as coping mechanisms.
According to this view, neurotic behaviors are primarily functional or provide coping
mechanisms and do an actual job for the person such that he or she is better off for having the
symptom. Maslow (1970, p. 142) observed that the necessary role played by these symptoms,
analogous to a foundation holding up a house, made therapy “dangerous for truly neurotic
symptoms.”
In another passage, Maslow (1968, p. 205) described a neurosis as a defense against
one’s inner core, or an evasion of it, as well as a distorted expression of it. One expresses one’s
neurotic needs, emotions, attitudes, definitions, etc. at the expense of expressing one’s true inner
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core or real self. These neurotic expressions reduce the capacity of an individual to be him or
herself, thus producing a “diminished human being.”
Ironically, although Maslow did not perceive a qualitative difference between animals
and humans, he did describe “remarkable qualitative as well as quantitative differences between
normal and neurotic people” (Maslow, 1942a, pp. 268-269).
In summary, Maslow’s primary conclusion was that a combination of lack of will to
develop and fear hold most people back from making the day-to-day decisions necessary to
grow. People choose safety and fall into a crippling passivity, often leading to neuroses that
further block development (Maslow, 1971/1976).
Dąbrowski’s multilevelness
The basic differentiation between the lower, unilevel experience of life, versus the higher
experience of multilevelness, is fundamental to Dąbrowski’s approach. Dąbrowski said that he
felt his revival of a multilevel approach based upon the schema first presented by Plato (c. 428 –
c. 347 BC) was one of his most important accomplishments (Dąbrowski, personal
communication 1978). A multilevel approach is used to describe all phenomena and a multilevel
description forms a critical element of our understanding of reality. “We call it multilevel
because there is an observable hierarchy of mental functions” (Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 39). This
approach views levels of reality as objective entities that can be studied empirically, developing
scientific, objective descriptions that allow us to differentiate and understand lower versus higher
levels. Dąbrowski’s application of multilevelness to psychology was based upon his observations
that development involves changes in the qualitative character and expression of psychological
functions and this allows us to see differences between the different levels of functions. These
qualitative differentiations are what make humans unique and their expression is what makes an
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individual authentic. Applying this multilevel approach to psychology, Dąbrowski was able to
account for the range of human experience, from the lowest, most instinctual and primitive
behaviours, to the highest achievements of Humankind.
“By multilevelness of reality we mean external and internal reality of various levels
conceived by means of sensory perception, imagination, intellectual, intuitive or combined
operations. Perception of the various levels of reality depends on the kind and level of receptors
and transformers of an individual. Its objective discussion and description is grounded on
empirical and discursive methods” (Dąbrowski, 1973, p. 5).
The traditional Western approach to development is based upon the idea that higher
levels are characterized by increasing cognitive control of impulses, instincts and emotions by
seamless socialization. We learn to control our lower impulses (including our emotions) by
incorporating social prescriptions and intellectual rationalizations (the “thou shalt” of Nietzsche)
in order to conform socially. This control and conformity represents the herd or tribal mentality
and is a vital component of social order. In many models, social conformity is seen as the apex of
development. For example, Freud suggested that the self – the ego, must control the instinctual
functions of the id and in turn, the superego (“the internalization of a policeman standing on the
corner”) controls the ego. Dąbrowski suggested that the highest levels of individual development
go beyond the external forces of socialization to involve individually determined characteristics
and motives. At these highest possible levels, external control of behaviour (socialization) fades
and behaviour now stems from an inner locus of control that reflects uniquely personal values
and motivations. These individual, internal motivations are created based upon one’s core values
– the personality ideal, and they reflect a conscious, multilevel experience of the reality function.
With multilevelness, we see all of the subtle shades of life – both high and low – and this
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contrast assists us in seeing and choosing the higher path over the lower. Conscious and
volitional behaviour in pursuit of higher alternatives replaces and transforms the robotic social
and animal instincts inherent in the lower levels. In summary, the division between lower and
higher levels parallels the distinction between the human as a herd animal or unthinking robot
versus the authentic, autonomous, self-thinking and volitional human being.
While Dąbrowski was influenced by philosophy, he approached his description of levels
of development as a medical doctor and psychiatrist and neurology was always an integral part
of his theoretical approach. Dąbrowski was influenced by the English neurologist, John
Hughlings Jackson (1835 – 1911) and the hierarchical model of the nervous system he
developed. In his influential 1884 Croonian lectures, titled “On the Evolution and Dissolution of
the Nervous System,” Jackson outlined an evolutionary, level-based model of the nervous system
that described differences between lower and higher levels (Jackson, 1884; also see Taylor,
1958). Dąbrowski (1970, p. 103) outlined three major principles of Jackson’s that guided him:
(1) Evolution is the transition from the simplest [and most stable] toward the most
complex centers [but least stable and most fragile].
(2) Evolution is the transition from a well organized lower center toward higher,
less well organized centers.14
(3) Evolution is the transition from more automatic toward more voluntary
functions.

14

Dąbrowski (1970a, p. 103) qualifies the second principle: “One can raise some reservations
with respect to the second of Jackson’s laws which postulates the transition from a well
organized lower center to a less well organized higher center. A higher center, in order to be
indeed higher, i.e., in order to assure better control of a wider array of nervous functions, cannot
be less well organized, rather we should expect it to be organized differently. The difference
would involve a greater role of reflection, greater plasticity, and an ability for integrated global
handling of situations through intuitive-synthetic processes.”
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In addition, the operation of lower levels tends to be subordinate to the control of higher levels.
Jackson described evolution (development) as the movement from lower to higher levels and
therefore toward more complexity, less organization, and more deliberate, voluntary actions.
Dąbrowski included these attributes in his definition of higher levels: “[B]y higher level of
psychic development we mean a behavior which is more complex, more conscious and having
greater freedom of choice, hence greater opportunity for self-determination” (1972, p. 70). Thus,
higher levels are characterized by increased functional autonomy and greater volitional control,
reflecting recent evolutionary advancements. Lower levels are “holdovers” of early evolution
and largely involve primitive survival instincts and other autonomic, habitual functions. The
lowest levels essentially run automatically, maintaining our physiology and expressing our
instincts with very little (if any) conscious thought or volition involved. The lowest levels
provide an instant, ready-made response set to respond immediately to situations that were once
commonly encountered in life (see LeDoux, 1996). In other words, the lower levels operate on a
Stimulus-Response (SR) model, generally designed to help us flee or to prepare to fight off
danger. If higher levels do not develop or if their inhibitory function somehow fails, then the
lower levels are free to express their primitive nature unchecked, an idea very similar to Bailey’s
(1987) theory of paleopsychological regression.
In summary, following Jackson, Dąbrowski (1964, 1972) hypothesized that lower levels
of development demonstrate simpler, more organized, more rigid, and more resilient
psychological structures. Appearing earlier in evolution, the lower levels are more automatic
(reflexive), better organized and less vulnerable to damage or modification. Higher levels,
appearing more recently in our evolution – and literally higher – structures at the top of the brain
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like the neocortex that allow more influence of voluntary control, but are less well organized and
thus are more prone to disruption and reorganization.
Dąbrowski followed Jackson’s neurological orientation and described multilevelness in
neurological terms as a: “division of functions into different levels, for instance, the spinal,
subcortical, and cortical levels in the nervous system” (Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 298). More
reminiscent of Janet, Dąbrowski also gives a phenomenological description: “Individual
perception of many levels of external and internal reality appears at a certain stage of
development, here called multilevel disintegration” (Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 298). Thus, the
multilevel experience of life – Janet’s highest level – reality function provides a more complex
and more subtle reality than is experienced in unilevelness. Dąbrowski emphasized that the
individual is not totally a slave to his or her perceptions – recall Janet’s emphasis on individual
synthesis. Dąbrowski said people can develop their own synthesis of reality and thus consciously
and volitionally move beyond the “is” of the given world. We can use our imagination to move
towards a possible future. Multilevelness is a realization of the “possibility of the higher” (a
phrase Dąbrowski frequently used) and of the contrasts and conflicts between the imagined
higher and the actual lower in life.
As the process of hierarchization becomes stronger, the distinction between that which is
more myself and that which is less myself becomes clearer. At the same time, the distinction
between what is and what ought to be also becomes clearer. This creates an internal mental
struggle between the lower and higher elements within oneself – a multilevel conflict – the
hallmark for the potential of further psychological development.
By endorsing a multilevel approach, Dąbrowski developed a theory explaining how
differences and levels in the nervous system are expressed as psychological phenomena.
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Alternatively, we can observe differences in psychological functions and now understand how
they result from neural substrates on different levels. The five psychological levels Dąbrowski
described underlie and explain the broader realms of human function. This approach allowed a
new flexibility in understanding the wide ranges seen in human behaviour. Higher level
behaviour is seen as moving beyond the largely unconscious, S-R mode, to a model based on an
individual’s conscious, volitional autonomy. This also moves us into a deeper and more realistic
philosophy of what it means to be an authentic human being, a philosophy emphasizing
phenomenology and existentialism.
Maslow and Dąbrowski
Maslow and Dąbrowski met in Cincinnati in 1966. Maslow was sufficiently impressed
that he offered Dąbrowski a position to work with him and also an invitation to become the
leader of an institute in psychology at the University of Cincinnati (Przybyłek, 2000, p. 278).
Several issues prevented Dąbrowski from accepting the invitations, notably his refusal to
renounce his Polish citizenship in order to become an American citizen. The two went on to
become friends and correspondents and although they agreed to disagree over their respective
theories, Maslow supported Dąbrowski’s 1970 book with a glowing endorsement (Dąbrowski,
1972, back cover).
Confusion was introduced into the Dąbrowskian literature when Piechowski equated
Level IV with the characteristics of self-actualization (Brennan & Piechowski, 1991;
Piechowski, 1978, 1991, 2008). When comparing Maslow’s concept of self-actualization and
Dąbrowski’s approach, there are many similar aspects but there are also several fundamental
differences that prevented Dąbrowski from endorsing Maslow’s theory. Although Piechowski
was well aware of Dąbrowski’s objections, he pressed ahead with this connection, recently
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saying that: “The fit between Level IV as the structural skeleton and self-actualization as the
flesh of rich description with which to cover the bones is too good not to be true” (Piechowski,
2008, p. 58). In this section, I will provide several illustrations of how Maslow’s views stand in
stark contrast with Dąbrowski’s beliefs and show why Dąbrowski was adamant in his rejection
of equating his work with Maslow’s.
An important objection to Maslow’s approach concerned his conceptualization of human
nature and its relationship to animal instincts. To fully appreciate Maslow’s use of the term
instinct requires a careful reading of his work. In 1949, Maslow rejected the common assumption
that man’s nature must be tamed or transformed (Maslow, 1949). Maslow considered this a
presupposition and prejudice and he asked “need the primitive be bad? Must it be tamed and
transformed? I have no hesitation in denying these assumptions” (Maslow, 1949, p. 274). In this
important article, Maslow suggested that humans lack instincts “in the pure lower animal sense”
but that human instincts reflect “certain tags and remnants” of our animal ancestry to the extent
they should be referred to as “instinct-like” or “instinctoid” (Maslow, 1949, p. 275). The
distinction of lower versus higher animals later appeared in a paper originally published in 1954,
where Maslow elaborated that it is common but unfair to compare human nature with animals
such as “wolves, tigers, pigs, vultures, or snakes rather than with the better, or at least milder,
animals like the deer or elephant or dog or chimpanzee” (Maslow, 1970, p. 83). In addition,
traditionally, instincts have been considered negative (for example, leading to hate, jealousy,
hostility, greed and selfishness). Maslow (1949) suggested that these negative traits are not
instinctive, they are usually acquired and represent neurotic reactions to difficult situations.
Instinctive traits (what he called our “innate equipment”) should also include such positive traits
as rationality, curiosity, religious and philosophical theorizing, the need for love and a desire for
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security, to name a few. Healthy personality was associated with having peace and genuine
serenity and happiness and these individuals are also observed to be the most pagan, the most
instinctive and the most accepting of their animal nature (Maslow, 1949, p. 277). This article
concluded by suggesting that our rational and emotional impulses are not opposing – they are
allies with a common instinctive origin.
In an article originally published in 1967 entitled Neurosis as a failure of personal
growth, Maslow (1971/1976, pp. 30-31) extended his discussion of the biological basis
underlying human psychology. Maslow suggested that an important task of development is to
first “become aware of what one is, biologically, temperamentally, constitutionally, as a member
of a species, of one’s capabilities, desires, needs, and also one’s vocation, what one is fitted for,
what one’s destiny is” (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 31). This amounts to getting in touch with one’s
“instinctoid,” one’s animality and specieshood. Maslow explained that he believed it possible “to
carry through this paradigm even at the very highest levels of personal development, where one
transcends one’s own personality” and he said that our highest values, including the spiritual and
philosophical aspects of life, reflect our instinctoid character (1971/1976, p. 31). Maslow
(1971/1976, pp. 313-314) said; “what all this means is that the so-called spiritual or value life, or
‘higher’ life is on the same continuum (is the same kind or quality of thing) with the life of the
flesh, or of the body, i.e. the animal life, the material life, the ‘lower’ life. That is, the spiritual
life is part of our biological life. It is the ‘highest’ part of it, but yet, part of it.” Maslow
(1971/1976, p. 31) considered it a scientific advantage to construct a single continuum of
humanness that ranged from the lowest instinctoidal character, “the kinds of sickness that
psychiatrists and physicians talk about” to the highest concerns of the existentialist.
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Dąbrowski objected that it made no sense to talk about animal instincts and human
authenticity as being on a continuum, there must be a qualitative break separating animals from
humans, parallel to the qualitative demarcation between unilevel and multilevel experience. As
we have seen above, Maslow was very clear that he did not believe in such a break – flowing
from his early primate research, Maslow believed that our animal instincts and our highest values
both come from the same realization of our instinctoid, our “biology” as he called it. Dąbrowski
said that he found this approach abhorrent because it is overcoming our animal nature that
differentiates humans from animals. The “higher mental functions of man, particularly those of
an autonomous and authentic nature, differ qualitatively from lower mental functions and from
mental functions of animals” (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 149).
There are many other examples in Dąbrowski’s writing where he objected to this line of
thought, for example, Dąbrowski (1964, p. 61) said: “The individual human being, through his
personality, masters his impulses. This process consists in purifying the primitive animal
elements which lie in every impulse or group of impulses.” We can readily see why Maslow
could not accept such a premise – he was convinced that at most, culture could repress animal
instincts but he could not see how society could “kill” their impact (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 152).
As shown above, Maslow took the opposite approach to Dabrowski, saying that, while a cat
knows how to be a cat, the problem is that humans are have lost their “impulse-voices” and that
we need help to hear them more clearly (Maslow, 1970). Based upon this logic, self-actualized
individuals display the clearest “animal naturalness,” while neuroses and illness reflect losing
touch with one’s animal nature. In summary, this discussion has highlighted Maslow’s
perception that human growth maintains a connection with one’s animal ancestry – an approach
that Dąbrowski simply could not accept.
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There is no sense of “ought” in Maslow; he advocated the discovery and actualization of
individual (self) potential as it exists; we need to go from “what we are” to “what we can be”15
(Maslow, 1970, p. 272). Neher (1991, p. 96) summarized Maslow’s position as: “you can
become what your native potential allows you to become, and nothing else” and criticized
Maslow as overly pessimistic in this stance. We repeatedly see Dąbrowski’s fundamental
objection to this idea and his exhortation that one must raise from what one can be to pursue the
higher ideals of what one ought to be: “To be authentic does not mean to be natural, to be as you
are, but as you ought to be” (Cienin, 1972, p. 22).
This paper will not discuss each of Maslow’s 15 factors individually. While many of the
specific factors associated with self-actualization may generally reflect advanced development, it
is important to also consider the developmental processes theoretically underlying each of these
factors. For example, the developmental process that Maslow described in association with given
factors, although sometimes somewhat vague, often appeared to be at substantial odds with
Dąbrowski’s approach. Let us take one example, Maslow’s fifteenth factor of resistance to
enculturation. Here is what Maslow had to say about the derivation of the value system of the
self-actualized person: “A firm foundation for a value system is automatically furnished to the
self-actualizer by his philosophic acceptance of the nature of his self, of human nature, of much
of social life, and of nature and physical reality” (Maslow, 1970, p. 176). Because selfactualization involves the actualization of a unique self (no two people are alike), the highest
portion of the value system of the self-actualized person “is entirely unique and idiosyncraticcharacter-structure-expressive” (Maslow, 1970, p. 178). But we need to reconcile the “readymade” value structure the individual has accepted with his or her individuality – Maslow

15

Now represented in a recruitment slogan of the United States Army “Be all that you can be.”
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addressed our concern: “They are more completely individual than any group that has ever been
described, and yet are also more completely socialized, more identified with humanity than any
other group yet described. They are closer to both their specieshood and to their unique
individuality” (Maslow, 1970, p. 178). From Dąbrowski’s perspective, each person must
construct a unique hierarchy of values, ideals, and aims to strive for, differentiated and distanced
from existing social values. As Dąbrowski (1970, p. 106) said “In short, the hierarchy of aims is
the superstructure of the hierarchy of values; it is the hierarchy of ‘what ought to be’ erected on
the underlying structure of ‘what is.’”
Although Maslow talked about transcendence and metamotivation, he rejected the
importance of existential and individual choice, instead arguing that the source of transcendence
and higher values lay in the realm of biological instinct (Daniels, 1982). Metaneeds are
instinctoid and “have an appreciable hereditary, species-wide determination” (Maslow,
1971/1976, p. 315). This represents a crucial difference from Dąbrowski’s approach, an approach
emphasizing both essence and existentialism in contributing to individual development. Maslow
appears to leave little room for emergence and there is no sense of individual personality
shaping, again, a critical aspect of Dąbrowski’s approach. Although one begins with one’s
essence, the conscious evaluation and day-to-day choices that one makes in shaping one’s
personality ultimately determine the endpoint of individual development. In his “be all that you
can be” approach, Maslow sets the developmental bar too low – limited to and by biological
factors. Dąbrowski’s “be all that you ought to be” approach emphasizes the importance of
transcending one’s limitations in pursuit of one’s ideals.
Both authors described developmental potential. Maslow saw individuals as having a
unique essential nature (“some skeleton”) of both needs and potentials. In his approach, Maslow
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suggested that everyone has an intrinsic impulse or instinct toward self-actualization and that the
higher brain circuits that form the neurophysiological foundation of self-actualization are not
created as one develops; they already exist, laying dormant and waiting to be activated. In this
sense, the evolution of self-actualizers is predetermined by the biological structure of the human
brain (Wilson, 1972). The universality of the instinct toward, and potential for, self-actualization
was emphasized by the fact that Maslow did not draw a sharp qualitative distinction between
self-actualizers and non-actualizers (Wilson, 1972). Maslow suggested that self-actualization
was not “an all-or-none affair,” it was “a matter of degree and of frequency” (Maslow, 1968, p.
97).
Dąbrowski’s perspective was that the features comprising developmental potential are not
universal, some people have little potential, many have equivocal potential and some people
have strong potential. In Dąbrowski’s approach, echoing Hughlings Jackson, the brain circuits
underlying higher development are not pre-existing and resting dormant, they form and are
honed as one develops, in particular as the transition to multilevel perception is achieved.
Another important difference between Dąbrowski and Maslow in their approach to
developmental potential related to the importance of environmental conditions. As we have seen,
Dąbrowski believed that strong developmental potential could overcome even a very negative
environment. But, even though Maslow clearly stated that the inherent characteristics of the
individual are critical, he was also clear that self-actualization required positive environmental
conditions – “Very good conditions are needed to make self-actualizing possible” (Maslow 1970,
p. 99). In his initial formulation, Maslow suggested that the emergence of self-actualization
depended upon the satisfaction of the lower needs described in his hierarchy (physiological,
safety, love and esteem needs). Later, Maslow suggested such a positive environment may be a
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necessary precondition, but not a sufficient condition, for metamotivation and self-actualization
(Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 290). Maslow’s interpretation of social influence was limited; a bad
environment can inhibit actualization, a good environment can foster actualization but the
environment does not play a role in determining the nature of actualization. The individual
character of actualization is predetermined by one’s genetic makeup. In Maslow’s view, selfactualization does not automatically flow from basic need gratification. Herman (1995, p. 271)
suggested that self-actualization was a by-product of the conditions found in an affluent post-war
America and that “Mental health, the product of a psychic economy of plenty, resulted from
economic affluence. It could be bought and sold.” This comment also underscored another aspect
of humanistic psychology – that it was peculiarly a North American phenomenon (Royce &
Mos, 1981).
Maslow’s approach to autonomy and motivation was similar to Dąbrowski’s idea of the
third factor. As Dąbrowski (1972) pointed out:
Both Maslow and I underline that the course of development depends on the
strength and character of the developmental potential, on the strength and
character of environmental influence, and on the strength and range of activity of
the third factor which stands for the autonomous dynamisms of selfdetermination. (p. 249)
Dąbrowski and Maslow disagreed on the role of mental conflict – Maslow described
neuroses and psychoneuroses primarily as psychological defects; as blockages to achieving one’s
full humanness. Maslow (1970, p. 269) said “it is now seen clearly that most psychopathology
results from the denial or the frustration or the twisting of man’s essential nature” and he asked
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“What is psychopathological? Anything that disturbs or frustrates or twists the course of selfactualization” (Maslow, 1970, p. 270).
“Maslow seems to interpret the psychoneuroses as representing a weakness in the
capacity of a person for the healthy realization of self, as a diminution in humanness”
(Dąbrowski, 1972, pp. 247-248). Maslow did not agree with Dąbrowski’s view that these mental
conditions and their symptoms help define what makes us human or that they were a prerequisite
for, or even a form of, growth. In reviewing Maslow’s contributions, Moss (1999) made a telling
remark concerning Maslow’s approach to neuroses: “Maslow envisioned humanistic psychology
as a psychology of the whole person, based on the study of healthy, fully functioning, creative
individuals. He criticized the psychologists of his time for spending too much time studying
mentally ill and maladjusted humans and for seeking to explain higher levels of human
experience by means of neurotic mechanisms.”
In contrast to Maslow’s negative view of neuroses, by endorsing a positive, Dąbrowskian
view of symptoms, we see that this interpretation is now open to revision – one’s dreams and
ideals actually represent images of a higher reality waiting to be discovered or created. This
ultimate reality is not in some future promise, rather, as Nietzsche emphasized, it exists as a
potential within each of us in the here and now – the only place it can exist, however, for this
reality to be realized requires one’s awareness, one’s disintegration from the routine view and
one’s reanalysis.
In summary, Dąbrowski eschewed using the term self-actualization in his descriptions of
advanced development, or even equating his levels with self-actualization. Dąbrowski felt that
his approach went beyond self-actualization because the self must not be accepted as is and
actualized (Maslow), rather, it must first be vertically differentiated, the lower elements inhibited
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and transcended and only the higher elements actualized. Initially, these higher elements may
only exist as imagined ideals, as development proceeds, these ideals become clearer and are
eventually realized in practice. A critical component of this differentiation is that the individual
must consciously examine his or her character and inhibit elements that are less like oneself and
to enlarge the elements more like oneself. Again, this stands in stark contrast with Maslow’s
approach.
Dąbrowski advocated for us to try to overcome or transcend our lower instincts and lower
levels. Humans can inhibit, reject, or transform their animal instincts thus allowing uniquely
authentic human development. Authentic human development is not simply more advanced (by
degree) than animal functions; advanced human functions are different in kind. Dąbrowski’s
approach to development added the component of vertical comparison and conflict – a major
element of growth that is missing from Maslow’s concept of self-actualization.
Multilevel actualization
It is obvious that a neo-Dąbrowskian, neo-Maslowian synthesis of multilevelness and
self-actualization needs to be accomplished. What is missing in Maslow is an appreciation of
Dąbrowski’s multilevel dimension incorporating the vertical differentiations between the lower
and the higher. Maslow’s “as is” must be replaced by Dąbrowski’s ideal seeking “ought to be.”
Before actualizing aspects of the self, this vertical differentiation must be made. While Maslow’s
description of the hierarchy of needs (the pyramid) and the levels of consciousness represent
higher and lower contrasts, as pointed out above, his approach still does not incorporate the kind
of qualitative differentiations needed to represent the multilevelness observed in human
psychology and therefore runs the risk of becoming simply another Flatland empiricist
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psychology. To emphasize this point, recent approaches to research on Maslow have used
unilevel instruments (see Rowan, 2007).
Maslow’s hierarchy differentiates physiological needs from psychological but there is no
sense of a hierarchy of mental functions as described by Dąbrowski. In Maslow’s usage, the
tendency towards hierarchization is external – people tend to regard others as either superior or
inferior (Maslow, 1943e). Thus, to accomplish a true hierarchization of self-actualization, an
internal differentiation must be undertaken that involves two processes; one, the active
repression, inhibition and elimination of those features that are considered lower and “less
myself,” and two, the actualization of those features one considers higher and “more myself.”
Maslow’s continuum, beginning with animal instinct and ending with the highest
authentic human values, must be bifurcated to reflect the qualitative differences between these
two vital but largely contradictory aspects. Thus, the lower, animal, instinctoid aspects need to be
qualitatively differentiated from the higher, authentically human and creative aspects that
distinguish us and that allow humans to set ourselves apart from our animal ancestry. As
Dąbrowski has ably pointed out, these higher human traits may be traced back to instinctual roots
but they differ substantially from those of animals. In addition, a distinctly human characteristic
would appear to be the presence of emergent qualities which arise from but go far beyond our
biological and instinctive imperatives.
Amend (2008) pointed out that development involves day-to-day choices and that in
advanced growth the conflict between our natural tendencies and our true self creates
psychological tension. Amend often uses the example that when a person tries to meditate there
is a natural tendency to be distracted. This tendency often creates tension for the person and he or
she has to learn to overcome this tendency in order to achieve meditation. In many cases, these
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tendencies and distractions are obstacles to growth. To confront these natural tendencies against
growth, the individual must make developmental choices to consciously counteract these
tendencies and move in the direction of fulfilling one’s personality ideal. When this happens, the
focus of the tension shifts from an incompatibility between one’s tendencies and one’s goals.
Now, this tension becomes developmental and helps the individual achieve autonomy and
personality. Dąbrowski illustrated how difficult this task is by quoting the Polish poet
Mickiewicz: ““In the words you see the will only – in activity the real power. It is more difficult
to be truly good throughout one single day, than to build a tower” (Dąbrowski, 1973, p. 26). To
actively make the moment to moment decisions that are required to move toward authenticity
and the expression of one’s personality ideal is a monumental task on par with the effort required
to achieve the greatest physical accomplishments of mankind. Dąbrowski also emphasized that
this tension is always present as a stimulus to ensure that, once achieved, authenticity is
maintained and that still higher goals are pursued.
A multilevel-actualization approach creates a powerful and satisfying level of analysis
with which to analyze human development. Many of the specific descriptions and attributes of
Maslow’s actualization can readily be applied, especially when perceived in a multilevel context.
The use of the term multilevel-actualization makes it clear that we are differentiating a new
synthesis in our discussion thus avoiding any misunderstanding as to Maslow’s or Dąbrowski’s
respective approaches and meanings.
Maslow (1971/1976) made the astute point that whenever one works with a concept of
health or normality, one must be cautious as it is very tempting and easy to introduce one’s own
values and self-description, or one’s description of what one thinks it ought to be like, what
people should be like, and ironically, Maslow was criticized for doing exactly this (Kendler,
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1999). As tempting as it may be, it is not enough to simply use a checklist approach in trying to
assess the fit between self-actualization and Dąbrowski’s levels. A detailed analysis indicates
that a synthesis creating a new, neo-approach is called for to provide the multilevel foundation to
actualization that allows our authentic humanity to rise above our animal heritage and instincts.
Following up upon the study by Leclerc et al., (1998), a future challenge is to refine and
further research the qualities that should be associated with actualization in general and
specifically with multilevel actualization. This discussion may be particularly pertinent to the
field of gifted education given Pufal-Struzik’s (1999) finding that gifted students demonstrated a
significantly higher level of self-actualization compared to an average ability control group.
Summary
This paper has clarified the relationship between Dąbrowski’s approach to personality
growth and traditional views of self-actualization. Dąbrowski was clear that his theory differed
significantly from Maslow’s approach, enough so to prevent the synonymous use of their
respective concepts and terminology. I have introduced the concept of multilevel-actualization to
differentiate a neo-Dąbrowskian, neo-Maslowian synthesis of actualization of one’s potential
within a multilevel framework. This approach contributes significantly to Maslow’s original
ideas by integrating a multilevel and Dąbrowskian perspective.
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Paper 5). Sal Mendaglio, Division of Teacher Preparation, University of Calgary
Dabrowski’s concept of adjustment and giftedness
Abstract
Applications of the theory of positive disintegration (TPD) to giftedness have focused
largely on the concept of overexcitability. However, Dabrowski’s theory represents a
comprehensive theoretical framework with an array of concepts. Many of these concepts
are useful in furthering our understanding of gifted individuals. One such concept is
Dabrowski’s conception of adjustment which dovetails with my model of giftedness.
One of the core aspects of my affective-cognitive model of giftedness (Mendaglio, 2007)
is that giftedness predisposes individuals to conflict with society. Such conflict may or
may not be developmental. In this session, I discuss this feature of the model and
contrast it with Dabrowski’s view of adjustment and maladjustment.

Dabrowski’s concept of adjustment and giftedness
Sal Mendaglio, PhD
University of Calgary

Applications of the theory of positive disintegration (TPD) to giftedness have focused
largely on the concept of overexcitability (Mendaglio & Tillier, 2006). However, Dabrowski’s
theory represents a comprehensive theoretical framework with an array of concepts. Many of
these concepts are useful in furthering our understanding of gifted individuals. One such concept
is Dabrowski’s conception of adjustment which dovetails with my conception of giftedness. One
of the core aspects of my affective-cognitive model of giftedness (Mendaglio, 2007) is that
giftedness predisposes individuals to conflict with society. Such conflict may or may not be
developmental in Dabrowskian terms. In this paper, I discuss key features of my model and
contrast it with Dabrowski’s view of adjustment.
Affective-Cognitive Model and Adjustment
The key components of the Model are definition of and characteristics associated with
giftedness. In contrast to the recent conceptions of giftedness, my approach focuses on g or
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general intelligence and a few cognitive characteristics. By far, the majority of available
definitions assume a multidimensional view of giftedness and numerous characteristics. In
multidimensional views, cognitive ability is only one of several ways of being gifted. For
example, one may be gifted in one area such as music, mathematics and leadership or one may
possess many gifts (Mendaglio, 2007). Those that discuss differentiating characteristics propose
numbers that range from ten or so characteristics to dozens of them (Clark, 2002). Lists of
characteristics are often presented in categories such as cognitive, affective and social.
In my approach, I define giftedness as superior intellectual potential with many potential
manifestations which may or may not be socially acceptable. I have rejected the
multidimensional approach as a way of defining the nature of giftedness. Components other than
intelligence that others ascribe to giftedness, in my model are relegated to nurture. Superior
intelligence provides the potential to achieve at a high level; the social environment influences to
a large extent, whether and in what domain(s) one’s intellectual potential is actualized. Potential
is shaped by the social environment, by such factors as the socialization processes individuals
experience
In the affective cognitive model, giftedness is a value-free concept: its manifestations
may be positive or negative. Conceptions of giftedness that add a moral dimension are
problematic because they may contribute, albeit unwittingly, to perpetuating negative attitudes
among the public, such as, the perennial elitism myth and that giftedness means “goodness
personified” (Margolin, 1994). The approach to giftedness in the model, with its emphasis on
potential, not achievement, and neutrality, not morality, is intended to add clarity and greater
applicability to the concept.
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Differentiating characteristics are part of my conception of giftedness. Similar to other
authors, I associate such cognitive characteristics as rapid information processes, grasp of
complex concepts, and excellent memory with giftedness. Unlike many authors, I have only
three major characteristics and I consider them cognitive in nature. Those authors who proclaim
numerous characteristics tend to add a caveat: not all gifted individuals possess all of the
characteristics. I assume that my characteristics are universal, that is, all gifted individuals
possess all three. Why only three cognitive characteristics? There are two related reasons for
this. First, there is virtually no support for the array of characteristics, especially those deemed
affective or non-cognitive, found in the literature. Second, in the absence of empirical support, I
concluded that any characteristic attributed to giftedness must be anchored to a definition of
giftedness.
With the core of giftedness being cognitive in nature, my three major characteristics are
cognitive processes: heightened sensitivity, analytic attitude and self-criticism. Heightened
sensitivity is a cognitive process referring to an inherent greater than normal awareness of self
and others. Sensitivity, defined as awareness, is a characteristic of all healthy individuals. As a
cognitive process, awareness or sensitivity varies with intelligence: the greater the intelligence,
the greater the sensitivity. Gifted individuals, because giftedness means a high level of
intelligence, are characterized by heightened sensitivity. As with my view of intelligence,
heightened sensitivity is equated with potential and manifestations. Specifically, greater
awareness is a covert cognitive process which may or may not be manifested in behaviors:
heighted sensitivity is experienced but not necessarily expressed. For example, perceptiveness
regarding others’ behaviors and their emotional states may lead to manipulative or altruistic
behaviors or no particular behaviors at all. Heightened sensitivity itself is not emotion but may
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lead to the experience of emotions. Whether such emotions are expressed or not rests in the
social environment. Emotion expression is significantly affected by the manner in which
individuals are socialized with respect to the rules of emotion expression implicit and explicit in
a cultural context.
A second characteristic is analytic attitude meaning that gifted individuals, by nature, are
not only constantly thinking but also analyzing the physical, social and internal environments.
Their intelligence enables them to perceive nuances in their environments. All individuals
engage in various levels of analysis from low to high. I use the term “attitude” to indicate the
pervasiveness of this analysis for gifted individuals. The analytic attitude rests on heightened
sensitivity. Awareness and analysis are intertwined.
The third characteristic, heightened self criticism is a special case of the analytic attitude.
Many individuals engage in introspection and self analysis from time to time. Self criticism
results from a gifted individual’s self scrutiny. Rather than a dispassionate self-analysis, a high
level of intelligence tends to focus on deficits and faults within an individual. In spite of the
negative quality of this characteristic, the outcome is not necessarily negative. Self-criticism
may be manifested in motivation for self improvement as well as discouragement leading to a
sense of hopelessness.
In the affective-cognitive model, characteristics share some commonalities. They are
cognitive in nature meaning that they are covert cognitive processes, not apparent to observers
unless the products of the processes are expressed. Although they can be differentiated, they are
interrelated processes. As with giftedness, the characteristics have various possible
manifestations or no manifestation. Manifestation is not part of the characteristic but dependent
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on an individual’s interaction with the social environment, specifically influenced by
socialization practices.
The Model and Adjustment
The interactions of the three major characteristics of giftedness serve to produce
adjustment problems for the individuals. Self-criticism when it produces anxiety and frustration
with self that lead to a sense of hopelessness serves to debilitate the person. Heightened
sensitivity, in combination with the analytic attitude is likely to produce significant conflict with
society.
The analytic attitude leads an individual to spontaneous think and analyze virtually
everything brought into awareness. In the social domain, this influences personal and
professional relationships and perspectives on institutional authority. In the interpersonal realm,
individuals may scrutinize what a partner is saying leaving her or him to experience a judgmental
attitude. In the institutional realm, individuals question and challenge authority which may
ultimately lead to school difficulties or job losses.
In my model, the potential for adjustment difficulties is an artifact of giftedness, not a
learned phenomenon. To be sure, the characteristics I associate with giftedness are affected by
the social environment but not caused by them. More specifically, the social environment,
particularly through the socialization of children, influences the expression of these
characteristics.
Theory of Positive Disintegration and Adjustment
The theory of positive disintegration is a comprehensive complex theory of personality
that is as relevant today as it was when Dabrowski first proposed it (Mendaglio, 2008). His
concept of adjustment is only one of an array of concepts that comprises TPD (Dabrowski,
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1973). As is typical of the concepts in TPD, Dabrowski’s view of adjustment is both unique and
elaborate. While traditional approaches to psychology view adjustment favorably, adjustment in
TPD can be either positive or negative. Further, Dabrowski delineated four forms of adjustment:
negative adjustment, positive adjustment, negative maladjustment and positive maladjustment.
What most psychologists term “adjustment,” Dabrowski calls “negative adjustment.” In
Dabrowski’s view, this represents conformity to societal values. In both mainstream and
Dabrowskian usages, an important characteristic of adjustment/negative adjustment is the
absence of conflict. When individuals act in accordance with societal expectations, negative
consequences for the individual do not ensue. In fact, conforming individuals may receive praise
from the agents of socialization such as parents and teachers. On the other hand, positive
adjustment refers to conformity with one’s own values rather than a mindless conformity with
those of society. Positive adjustment is associated with the higher forms of human development.
Positive adjustment can be seen as a two part process. In the first place, individuals construct a
hierarchy of values. Individuals construct their set of values in response to the experience of
inner conflict emanating from the experiencing of discrepancy between the way the world and
oneself ought to be and they are. Resolution of the persistent experiences of this form of conflict
is achieved through the transformation of negative emotions into a system of values. The second
essential part is the individual’s conforming to her or his constructed values in daily living—
positive adjustment.
Analogous to adjustment, Dabrowski delineates two forms of maladjustment: negative
and positive. Negative maladjustment refers to nonconformity with societal norms for one’s own
gratification. Sociopaths and criminals are examples of negatively maladjusted individuals: they
reject societal norms to gratify their basic drives and meet their own needs by disregarding other
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people’s security or property. In contrast, positive maladjustment refers to individuals’ rejection
of societal expectations and norms because they run counter to individuals’ values. These values
include values that have stood the test of time such as altruism as well as values that are
articulations of specific values emergent from the individual’s experiences. Invariably, positive
maladjustment pits individuals against society. Dabrowski placed a great deal of importance on
positive maladjustment, a dynamism associated with advanced development.
Intersection of the Model and the Theory
My model of giftedness and the theory of positive disintegration overlap in two areas:
intelligence and conflict. Both Dabrowski and I emphasize superior intelligence. Dabrowski
viewed a high level of intelligence as a prerequisite for advanced development (Mendaglio &
Pyryt, 2004; Nixon, 2005). Essentially, he viewed intelligence as necessary but insufficient in
itself for advanced human development to occur. In my view, superior intelligence forms the
core of giftedness. For Dabrowski, intelligence is subsumed in developmental potential which
includes overexcitability. I see intelligence as the substrate of intellectual overexcitability.
Since developmental potential is said to be inherited, it seems logical to conclude that
intelligence is also a heritable trait. Similarly in my model, intelligence is inherited and fixed
through biological processes.
Regarding conflict, Dabrowski’s approach is complex and value-laden; my approach is
simple and value-free. In TPD conflict may be negative or positive. The absence of conflict is
not necessarily positive. If it is the product of mindless conformity or negative adjustment, then
the absence of conflict is perceived as negative. The relative absence of conflict, as is the case
with positive adjustment is obviously positive. The experience of conflict is similarly
dichotomized. Conflict grounded in gratification of drives and egocentrism is negative. Conflict
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arising from higher level mental structures and altruism is positive, that is, such conflict signals
development in individuals. Furthermore, inner conflict arising from the discrepancy between
“ought” and “is” is a hallmark of individuals who are on the path of becoming truly human. My
approach does not have such an elaborated view of conflict, nor do I attribute value to conflict.
My model simply assumes that the greater the intelligence the greater the level of analysis of
one’s perceptions of and experiences with the social environment. In this perspective, gifted
individuals’ analytic attitude often pit them against society as they engage in questioning and
challenging authority. This is not identical to positive maladjustment because the motivation for
not conforming to societal expectations is not necessarily rooted in higher principles: the process
of analysis is spontaneous, not driven by a set of constructed values. Further, conflict with
society can be avoided if gifted individuals are taught to become aware of this characteristic of
giftedness and the need to discriminate when and where to express it.
Conclusion
I see a great deal of potential in the application of the fullness of Dabrowski’s theory to
giftedness but there is a major challenge due to the nature of the theory. TPD is not a theory of
giftedness; therefore we cannot simply directly apply the Dabrowskian concepts to giftedness.
The concept of adjustment is a good illustration of this. In order to apply Dabrowski’s concept
of adjustment to giftedness we need to add his value-laden approach as well. In essence, it
means viewing giftedness a value-laden. At this stage, I am not certain that is the path we want
to follow because it is likely to further inflame misperception of giftedness as elitism. On the
other hand, we may solve the dilemma by conceptualizing giftedness in a strictly Dabrowskian
sense, by adding morality to our definitions. Being gifted would then mean, not only possessing
a high level of intelligence but also struggling to become truly human.
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Paper 6). Marlene Rankel, Psychologist, Beaumont, Alberta
Norbert & Jean Duda, Psychologists, Plantation, FL
Overexcitability: The tragic gift
Norbert Duda, Ph.D
“Tragic Gifts: The Man and His Transforming Presence”
Abstract
Poland did not exist when Dr. Dabrowski was born n 1902. It disintegrated and was
removed from the map when three of its neighbors dismantled it in threee steps at three
different times.
Because of these partitions of Poland, my ancestors came to the USA and settled in the
second oldest Polish-American parish in Parisville, Michigan in 1875. I was born there
in 1933, and because of a tragedy in my family moved to Ohio, again another tragedy,
moved me to Canada. The study of French and Psychology brought me to Laval
University, and good fortune allowed me to be the only Polish-American student in Dr.
Dabrowski’s class. Dr. Dabrowski had been transformed in his suffering through his life,
and the tragic gifts that he brought were a catalyst for my own development. Moreover it
was transforming, and set the stage for my future work as a psychologist.
Jean Duda
“Tragic Gifts: The Man and His Shadow”
Abstract
The richness that flows from two small books, Existential Thoughts and Aphorisms, and
Fragments from the Diary of a Mad Man are a mirror to the inner conflict that exists for
those who have tragic gifts. These writings deeply touch and challenge those who speak
the same soul language. They strive for that which ought to be in contrast to a world that
places value on the external and narcissistic experience. Dr. Dabrowski using the pen
name Paul Cienin captures the essence of what it means to be authentic by entering into
his shadow side. His words are hauntingly beautiful, challenging, sad, and inviting for
the reader to aspire to that which is essential for the progression of the human spirit.
Marlene Rankel
Tragic Gifts: The man and his legacy
Abstract
This section of our presentation consists of excerpts from lively discussions between
Dr. Dabrowski and the students who participated in what was, I believe, the final
T.P.D. seminar held at the University of Alberta in Edmonton, Alberta, in the fall of
1977. In this setting, the answers to the questions asked by various students
introduced them to the ‘tragic gifts’ Dr. Dabrowski had to offer to education, to
psychotherapeutic interventions, and to the call to become more human.
This was Dr. Dabrowski at his best, in a small group of self-selected students
asking challenging questions. As usual, in this setting, his impact on the students
was unique and unforgettable.
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Tragic Gifts: Dabrowski – The Man and His Legacy

With deep appreciation to Allison Boudreau
without whom this paper wouldn’t have taken it’s final form

Marlene Rankel, Ph.D
August 7 – 9, 2008
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Tragic Gifts: Dabrowski – The Man and His Legacy

Having had the opportunity to study and work closely with Dr. Dabrowski in the last twelve
years of his life, I am pleased to once again speak about him.
Since I have done this a number of times, I felt that repetition might begin to wash out some of
the color of this multilevel, multidimensional man. If I keep on talking, I am speaking for him,
when I really wanted him to have a chance to speak for himself.
This presentation was made possible by the fact that, when searching through a box of Dr.
Dabrowski's written work, I found, to my surprise, audio tapes that had captured his last seminar
at the University of Alberta in Edmonton, in the autumn of 1977, three years before his death.
Several tapes had been typed and, since the tapes themselves looked a bit fragile, I decided to
share the material in a written form.
Dr. Dabrowski was a psychiatrist, a psychologist, a poet, a playwright, an author of numerous
books, a musician (he played both piano and violin), and, underlying it all, an educator. He was
always ready to share his emotionally inspired thoughts about the unstable history
and questionable future of mankind - to whoever showed a genuine interest.
Today I will share with you, in these excerpts, Dr. Dabrowski in his favourite setting - speaking
spontaneously to students hungry for the knowledge and wisdom that shone in his eyes and
nourished in his teaching.
Because his influence lives on in his writings, and because I attended the seminar, I made every
effort to capture Dr. Dabrowski as he spoke, editing the material as little as possible in order to
convey to the reader the overexcitabilities that inspired his lifelong work.
Here, in a question-and-answer format, is Dr. Dabrowski, in his own words.

(I would like to mention that the 'student' asking questions was, of course, a number of students.)
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Q&A #1 Oct. 17, 1977 - Topic: Fifth Level Persons

Student: I wonder why level 5 people are so rare. Have you ever discovered a level 5 person
yourself?
Dabrowski: In my biographies, yes, but not in my practical experience and never in my clinical
work, and such a thing is very normal. Such people never arrive for consultation because they
should help us, and not the contrary. Socrates will not search for consultation in my office. I say
this very surely. There are many others, Dag Hammarskjold. We have many such people, but not
in the conditions of examination, treatment, psychotherapy, because you know, such individuals
are highly multilevel.
But we meet many people on the 4th level, and the tendency to come and discuss with the
psychologist is especially common at this level, and this is to exchange ideas very often.

Question: You mention Dag Hammerskold, who is a 'fifth'. Who else would you say is a fifth living today or in history?
Answer: Oh, in history there are plenty...like Socrates, like Pythagoras, like Kierkegaard,
perhaps not at the 5th level, but very near. And Albert Schweitzer.

Q&A #2 Oct. 17, 1977 - Topic: Multilevel Artists

Student: If it is a sign of sensitivity and intuition to imitate other people, is it more sensitive not
to? You were talking of the capacity of the actors to take on the role or maybe to take on the
personality of other people. At a higher level, where there would be more inhibition, would it be
a sign of greater development and sensitivity not to portray those people?
Dr. Dabrowski: This could be possible to link together such attitudes. You can ask me if people
on a higher level could play the role of a criminal or antisocial people. I think that it is possible
even in the imagination without the possibility of descending to such a level in reality. One of the
best writers in the field of criminality was, as you know, Dostoyevsky, but you could not
imagine that Dostoyevsky could descend toward committing real crime. There are plenty of such
people.

Q&A #2a Oct. 17, 1977 Topic: More on Artists...

Student: Perhaps you can elaborate different levels of hysteria?
Dr. Dabrowski: I cannot elaborate too much, but in many ways, you can have psychopathic
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hysteria. This represents on one hand some hysterical symptoms, like sensual overexcitability,
like tendency to pantomime, to play suffering, by himself, and many others. Very often strong
jealousy and so on. From another side some psychopathic traits, such as strong egoistic attitude,
lack of inner conflict, strong impulsivity and toward one-sided abilities, among others. This type
of hysteria is on the borderline and represents a destructive attitude in society.
Sometimes certain levels display very strong possibility to change or to transform one's
overexcitability and one's neurotic troubles to bodily symptoms. And this means the
characteristic for the definition of hysteria by Freud and by the psychoanalysts is limited to three
levels, although we have five here.
This is 3rd level hysteria, which we cannot call true hysteria but pseudo-hysteria. And you can
find this form very often in artistic life, especially in a group of actors, the theatre. You have this
trait in such people, a very great suggestibility, a great possibility to transform himself into other
people. For this reason the creativity of the artist allows an easy possibility to present himself in
other people. Next, a very great sensitivity, very great emotional overexcitability, deep syntony
and very often very great forms of creativity - and this is not a pathological state, it is rather a
very positive state. If you look at many great actors in history you will find...I did not find any
who did not show these characteristics. Most great artists present such a personality type. In such
type you can find deep easy understanding of other people, this is perhaps intuitive
understanding, and analytical understanding, but a very clear understanding of other people, and
this is very precious in social life and especially in artistic pursuits.
Q&A #3 Oct. 17, 1977 – Topic: Inhibition, Positive Disintegration and Education

Student: I would like you to elaborate a little bit on inhibition. I'm wondering when you're
talking about inhibition, are you talking about arriving at a stage of development where
inhibition is conscious or you arrived at this stage of development naturally so you
unconsciously inhibit yourself in certain situations?
Dr. Dabrowski: Both, and one collaborates with another and the more you are developed
(generally), multidimensional, the more you present conscious inhibition. And you always
collaborate unconsciously with unconscious or subconscious inhibitions. For instance, if you
examine your reflexes. I see very clearly not unconscious or semi-conscious inhibition of
reflexes, and after going through the scope of these observed reflexes I see clearly something like
a new aspect of inhibition, which means conscious elaboration with semi-conscious unconscious
forms of inhibition.
Student: So they work together.
Dr. Dabrowski: Ah yes, always.
Student: Is there a crucial factor...what would you say is the crucial factor in determining
whether disintegration becomes positive or negative?
Dr. Dabrowski: I thing that after some experience...this is always the problem with positive
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disintegration...but with experience you can see some points clearly which show you that you are
in the good way to think about positive or negative disintegration. For instance, if you give
somebody your objective view... you see they present something like a positive attitude toward
others...even with many hesitations, but after all, positive. If you do not see clear signs of
positive disintegration, but you see something from creativity, if you see clear signs of
authenticity in behaviour, you can already think about positive disintegration. If you have
something contrary,- lack of creativity, egoism, one-sided attitudes, lack of social empathy,
together with psychological symptoms of disintegration, you cannot be sure but suspect negative
disintegration.
Student: I'm not sure that I understand this right - I thought that disintegration had to reach a
certain stage, like it couldn't be partial disintegration, to obtain another level. It seems to me that
if I start to disintegrate everything in our society would prevent me from disintegrating further,
like my family. What would you do in such a case?
Dr. Dabrowski: Well madam, this is very deeply right. In society, 95% (if you will permit me
such a calculation), we will say that each symptom of disintegration means something bigger.
For instance, if the child is so-called problematic, we call this a 'problem child'. Ask society, ask
the school, and 95%will say "this is something bad with my child...that he presents as a 'problem
child'."
Student: Why?
Dr. Dabrowski: We cannot answer such a question. It is our custom in our society that
problematic means something bad. And problematic means something like inner conflicts,
something like disintegration, like “I cannot accept my everyday normal life conditions”. “I am
asking if this is true or not. I am asking if I am in a good way of development or not”. And
people who rush and are cruel will say "well go away from such a problem, - you should be
normal". Which means nothing positive. "You should not have such a problem, you should be
normal." And what means normal? This means the most often statistical event.
Student: Given the social structure we have in North America, what things do you think there
are within this social structure, as it is now functioning, that most interfere with people's ability
to achieve higher levels?
Dr. Dabrowski: Well, I think the lack of psychology and philosophy of values,
- I do not see elaborated any highly objectivised values. We are in this country, and in the United
States...we have too much the practical approach, one-sided approach to values, and especially
we will not accept any absoluteness in values. We accept relativity in our anthropology, in our
education, in our philosophy. We have not elaborated sufficiently a hierarchy of values in an
objective way. For this reason our children do not receive from our examples, from our
education, from our influence this meaning that there are higher and lower values. And we do
not, I repeat, elaborate very well, very deeply the multidimensionality of such a hierarchy of
values. This is perhaps one of the points in our answer to your question.
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Q&A #4 Oct. 17, 1977 – Topic: Inauthenticity...

Student: Are you concerned if a client you are working with is introduced to the idea of the third
factor, and takes it in intellectually only, thus developing a false notion of himself which could
hinder the psychotherapy...
Dr. Dabrowski: This could be a kind of manipulation with notions - with elaborated,
dynamics...interesting! Psychopaths for instance like too much to use some...with some interest
new notions to utilize them without any emotional experience, - with acceptance without any
emotional or intellectual collaboration. This is only superficially intellectual, with tendency to
introduce all this into the service of very primitive individuals. But you have a much larger
phenomena. Plenty of people, thousands, millions of people discuss problems they know nothing
about, from the point of view of experience or the point of view of multidimensional, multilevel,
intellectual approach. They accept this verbally. They think they know such a notion,
such dynamics, and they use them for everyday light discussion, political aims and so on. And
they have nothing to do with true inner experience of such dynamics, like third level dynamisms,
like third level inner conflicts. Many people begin to speak about inner conflicts but it does not
mean that they understand and experience conflicts and they won't accept inner conflicts as a
positive thing. Rather...this is after all like philosophy of who told us about the philosophy of
"As If". This is one of the symptoms about which we now discuss, and this is in relation to
something which is not authentic, which is not true, which expresses something like very
superficial attitude. And this is very large!
Q&A #5 Oct. 17, 1977 – Topic: Factors of development, particularly the Third Factor

Student: Will you elaborate on the factors of development, more particularly the Third Factor?
Dr. Dabrowski: With pleasure. You know that I differentiate between three factors: 1)
hereditary, 2) social influence and 3) Third Factor. It begins to work under if you are not
sufficiently content with yourself, not satisfied with your attitudes, your behavior, your morality
and so on and so on. And you see that in your heredity (if this could be possible), you will not
accept all your innate hereditary attitudes. Little by little you elaborate within yourself something
like both positive and negative attitudes toward your hereditary innate nature. You will, little by
little, dislike something in yourself, and little by little you will begin to like (consciously) some
other characteristics in yourself. And this means the beginning of your third factor in relation to
yourself. In the same way, you begin to feel towards the influence of your group, your family,
perhaps your colleagues, or your social group, political group, and so on. You differentiate, little
by little, the factors that influence positively your development and you differentiate factors that
influence very negatively your development. And you begin to accept some social influence and
begin to reject other kinds of social influence. And you begin to have conflicts between
tendencies coming from your primitive drives and your own nature, and you’re much more
subtle. Much more complicated, much more sublimated characteristics.
This is conflict-, this is the beginning of creation of inner conflict and the same in relation to
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your social influence. You see that some social influences on yourself are in conflict with others,
and through such an observation of yourself, through such a negative and positive attitude, which
is developing critically in yourself in relation to your society, begins the so-called Third Factor the factor of authenticity, factor of elaboration of yourself, by yourself, factor which is linked
with your own psychotherapy (autopsychotherapy) through development.
Third Factor is always clearly connected towards your personality ideal. With such a
differentiation of negative and positive factors in yourself, negative and positive factors in
influence of society towards the conflicts, towards even overexcitability, inhibition, through
something like enthusiastic attitude towards higher level of values, you build your personal ideal,
which means hierarchy of intellectual, emotional and inhibitional values. And Third Factor
means to be in the service of such an ideal and such a hierarchy of values. Am I clear?
Q&A #6 Oct. 17, 1977 – Topic: The Unique, Unrepeatable Role of Emotional
Overexcitability
Student: I don't understand the role of emotional overexcitability in relation to being the main
factor in the personality ideal of the Level 5 individual. It's a little vague to me right now.
Dr. Dabrowski: You know that perhaps this is something foreign to some extent. Because this is
foreign, we emphasize the value of overexcitability in the development of man.
This is something like difficult to accept. You cannot even imagine any way toward higher level
of development without the participation of emotional life. You cannot even understand any
development, authentic development, without emotional life. For this reason this is very often
underlined here, the principal dominant role of emotional overexcitability in development. I
understand that we meet some difficulties regarding acceptance of such an opinion about
emotional life being the highest level, the highest level of emotional development and
personality.
In my opinion, people with intellectual overexcitability but without, at the same time, the
development of imaginational and emotional overexcitability are people which are rather one
sided. They are one sided very much. This is, their intelligence, their intellectual overexcitability
is going in their service of primitive drives, primitive impulses, primitive instincts. For this
reason, emotional overexcitability means, ‘the dominant factor in harmonious multidimensional
and multilevel development and personality'.
I told you that even the control, - this means the procedure which is always linked with
intellectual activity, - it is not true that you control yourself through intellectual activity
exclusively. Such an example...you people I think have heard of this problem of the Titanic. The
ship. In one moment when it was assured that the ship would be sunk, that the conductor of the
orchestra began to play beautiful things in a harmonious way. What kind of factor decided this
conductor to do this? Do you think he did intellectual analysis? (He laughs) This was an example
of the highest emotional attitude which controlled all other activities. In most acts of good will,
most social discovery, moral decisions - this is not only intellectual analysis which controls us.
Surely intelligence can collaborate, but the most important factor is emotional, highest level
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emotional.
Student: Can emotional overexcitability be negative?
Dr. Dabrowski: Surely - this is always the same factor that any human functions/phenomena
present levels...you can have very primitive, very egoistic negative emotional overexcitability.
Excuse me, please, but I repeat this with some kind of obsession. I do not see any human
phenomena without levels. Each true human phenomenon presents levels. Without this I cannot
understand any complete form of human behavior, social action, of education and so on, without
understanding and without acceptance of the third levelness of human phenomena.
Student: That is not to say that all human behaviour cannot be classified only on 4 levels?
Dr. Dabrowski: Surely, many more than 4-5 levels, and we should be very attentive and very
inhibited towards a diagnosis of this or another level. You know we have plenty of borderline
levels but after all, the main phenomena is multilevelness with development and this is
something necessary to accept for human relations.
Q&A #7 Oct. 17, 1977 - Topic: How to help people progress to higher levels...

Student: This is the problem I have with Kohlberg. He says that by associating with someone of
the next higher level to you that you will invariably move up. Now it seems to me that this
concept wouldn't apply to this theory. Do you agree with that?
Dr. Dabrowski: Yes. And the question is how to progress our lower level people to a higher
level. This is very difficult and I try to answer, not sufficiently, to your question. But if you wait
until this time and even in this group now and I am not astonished that...could you accept that the
correlation between positive accelerated development and higher level functioning is very clear
for you? Do you accept this? Even on this very high level of development - if you could accept
this, is this a very deep acceptance, very deep agreement with this, or not?
Most psychiatrists will never accept such an approach...this means some, a very small percentage
- of so called normal people will always judge some similar people, children with problems as
something like...negative. Problem children are negative. Nervous people are judged negatively.
Psychoneurotic people the same - they are strange people; well how you can search and find the
possibilities to change such attitudes, such an approach? Surely, little by little in hundreds of
thousands of years we very clearly progress even in my opinion such attitudes are almost never
scientific. Well, if people use the term ‘scientific’ we'll not believe them very clearly that they
have such attitudes - scientific attitudes - very objective attitudes and so on. Intelligence and
intellect and so called objectivity are in most of the cases in the service of primitive drives.
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Q&A #8 Oct. 24, 1977 – Topic: Changing Oneself Through Time

Student: I don't understand why we seem to have factors here, we have the "I" which one could
identify with the Third Factor, and the 'myself'. "I" will change 'myself' and...
Dr. Dabrowski: You know I utilize in some condition the one, and another condition the second.
They present almost the same meaning, in a special condition, one is much more appropriate but
if I use for instance 'individual essence', I mean "myself/me" and surely this means...presents
many levels, always many levels. As all human phenomena in my opinion (remember this
please) always presents levels. They are always multilevel. All human functions. Take some kind
of function you want - just now- and regard it in your inner psychic milieu. Take anxiety, take
attitude toward death, take ambitions, take sexual instinct. In all such functions we differentiate
many levels. And this is (excuse me please for such an expression) terrible. We do not elaborate
commonly in our education in our schools. Without this we cannot accept any hierarchy of
values, and we do not see any experiential structures towards which we ...educate our children.
Student: You talk about 5 levels of development, and at the 4th you talk about multilevel
disintegration, and at the 4th level, a person is capable of autopsychotherapy? (Dr. D. answers
'yes') I'm curious if they're capable of autopsychotherapy at earlier levels, and how? Does a
person need psychotherapy from another, or in the presence of some other person?

Dr. Dabrowski: Surely, I am never of such opinion, that such elaboration of 5 levels are so
scientific, that there is nothing to add or nothing to take from them. You know the levels are not
so strictly defined. This means you can find autopsychotherapy in many individuals, borderline
3rd level and 4th level, and even at the 3rd level. This means it is not so characteristic. This
means that the most characteristic level for psychotherapy is 4th level. You can find it on the
borderline of 3 and 4 and even the 3rd level. After all, you will not find such a possibility
without processes of multilevel disintegration, multilevelness and multilevel partial
disintegration. It is impossible to have autopsychotherapy at the first level and borderline of first
and second, and on the second where you cannot find those factors of multilevelness.
Q&A #8a Oct. 24,1977 Topic -#8 cont'd.

Student: Where does psychotherapy come into all this? Is there a place for psychotherapy? I'm
trying to determine how a person can move from one level to another. Is that a process a person
can go through on his own or does he need another person with him, like a counsellor, a friend or
an important person to help him as he passes from level 2?
Dr. Dabrowski: You know that on the 1st level, this is where you find mostly psychopaths
(borderline of normal and psychopaths.) These people will not accept your help and your
psychotherapy. They know all, they are very sure of themselves, they are egoistic, they are
usually very apt, very capable, they are very one sided, they have not any internal conflicts.
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Where one searches for help, here you have your field of psychotherapy and autopsychotherapy.
For this reason they present something like a possibility of self development. They are sensitive
toward themselves and others. The inner psychic milieu may already have a fairly strong
structure. For this reason they present something like a possibility of self-development. They see
many levels in themselves, see an ideal of personality, they see a hierarchy of values. All such
factors could be very strong, or sufficiently strong but after all they are searching.
Student: Will normal people just get to the 2nd level? I understood that people would have to be
at a level between 2 and 3 before psychotherapy would help them to develop. Would people in
the normal society be likely to get to the 3rd level without help.
Dr. Dabrowski: Well there are many factors which will accelerate the development - like
cultural crises, political crises, social crises - they could accelerate- to some extent you could
accelerate so called normal people or borderline of 1st and 2nd, in most cases not. For this reason
for a thousand years we have not very different crimes. We have almost the same crimes, the
same type of crises. In other cultural conditions, we have almost the same cruelty. We have some
different cultural customs of torture - at the time of the Second World War, and many thousand
years ago. This is most difficult to resolve, even theoretically. You must have a flexible system
of education. You should have a very clearly elaborated hierarchy of values. You should expect
in all people who educate others, a hierarchy of values. You should have a nuclei of an
altrocentric attitude toward others in those who are educators. They should have, to some extent,
a premonition of their own interests. They should have a fairly high level of self consciousness
and inner conflicts, and this is a terrible problem. Who will educate such people? And this is
coming from one epoch to another in very different cultural conditions, but essentially this is the
same. Well, if somebody presents such a very clear...if such people present such a clear attitude,
very reasonable...if such people have the attitude of historical thinking...sufficiently criticize
themselves, if they criticize themselves, if they are authentic, they see very clearly from one side
a very pessimistic status - and perhaps if they present psychological moral richness, they are
often in agonized states, because they want to do something - like stabilization in the program,
and realization of self education. From another viewpoint they see clearly agonizing studies,
social studies. They cannot be too optimistic.
Q&A #9 Oct. 24, 1977 – Topic: Human Essence
Student: What is the essence of being human?
Dr. Dabrowski: Yes, we will try to present this problem clearly, perhaps even very clearly. I am
not sure. Never, I am sure. After all, you accept as hypothesis that as highly developed
individuals we can have many bodies, with difference of complexity and of level? There are
many different philosophical attitudes toward this. And you must be very attentive and bring
many hypotheses to this. After all, there are some people with very high intelligence, very highly
developed, they believe in this and they tell us they have had such an experience.
What is human? Well, you will be able to find this little by little after some of my seminars. You
will see that our highly developed form or structure in our human development is our personality
- so called personality. And what means personality? This is something which contains self-
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consciousness, self-choice, self-affirmation, self-education. This is such a conscious personality
structure which is found in each of us, and which contains two essences...individual and common
essence.
In some individual essence you can find: l) such abilities and talents, 2) tendencies and desires to
have unique and unrepeatable love and friendship relations, and 3) conscious identification with
yourself, in your history of development, in your present status, in your projections towards the
future. These three qualities will form human individual essence.
The second essence will be common essence. Here you will find responsibility for others, for all
people, empathy toward all people; you will find social affirmation of all people and deep
empathy toward all of them.
We have two such essences on the level of personality. I repeat - one individual difference for
each of us, because one can have interest toward science, another toward arts, like music for
instance. Chopin, for instance, showed a very great interest and talent towards musical poetry.
And you can find in Michelangelo three or four great talents. He was a very great architect, a
painter, a sculptor, and poet. This was very characteristic of him, and in each of such people you
will have feeling, experience and knowledge of one’s own identity. This is individual and social.
Individual, personal and common - together in very strict bondage, man's true human specific
structure. Surely this is, in some extent, ideal, and I think that most people have some nuclei
towards development of such an ideal. This is the problem of education toward a hierarchy of
aims, values, toward personality. From the philosophical but human point of view, I do not
understand (and please discuss with me), how conscious human beings could reject such
essential human characteristics. If we will try to see in ourselves, analyze in our history of
development, in our dramatic human life, we will always later or at this moment or in a few
years or in twenty years, we will find something like essential in such a definition, in such
meaning, in such experience of these two essences. They are true human essences, not
completely developed in each individual but I repeat in most there is some nuclei of these
essences. And I think that it is true that if we could have true authentic education and choice of
teacher for the school - even if for the school we could have one or two with understanding of
human individual personality we will have something like much more development toward
realization of personality nuclei. Was this your question? Is this clear for you?
You should not agree with me, and I would be very happy, but I think we will come back to such
questions. After all, you know what I mean by group of essential human characteristics, this will
be two essences of personality, one individual and a second common, or social. But they are in
such a strict bondage that we can say they are in relation 'condition' (in French or Latin) - this
means in a necessary condition. We cannot imagine one essence without the existence of
another. You cannot be a true individual personal structure without having your social common
essence.
Q&A #9a Oct. 24,1977 – Topic: Human Essence

Student: An author has written a book about being human, and he stresses the co-operative
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tendencies of the human as being essential.
Dr. Dabrowski: Co-operative? With whom?
Student: With other people.
Dr. Dabrowski: Well surely, I accept common or social essence and this means empathy toward
all people, responsibility, this means co-operation, collaboration and so on. This is one essence,
but this essence is not human without individual essence. Both together do something like, well,
true human authentic structure. But one only means something from -like... one-sided.
Student: Can a person develop one essence and not the other? And if they did, what would that
do?
Dr. Dabrowski? Well, if a person developed common or social essence, such development
would be very narrow, very one-sided. For instance, mothers...they sacrifice all their forces, and
work, and so on to be in the service of the child, and she will forget very often about
the development of her own personality. Such an attitude, even plenty of social attitude of
empathy of complete identification, will set for nothing for the child, as such an attitude will
develop an egoistic attitude within the child. Such a child will be developed very poorly, and will
not ever understand the personality of other people if it never understands the personality of its
own mother.
Q&A #10 Oct 24, 1977 – Topic: Children and a Hierarchy of Values

Student: How can you teach a hierarchy of values? It seems to me that the hierarchy of values is
something the individual must create for himself. If you did teach your child the hierarchy of
values, wouldn't he have to go through it again, and create his own hierarchy?
Dr. Dabrowski: Well, this depends on your diagnosis of the stage, level of development for the
child. You should diagnose the child's nuclei for development? You should introduce with your
strength, and your attitude toward a hierarchy of values? Never! You should know and observe
him. You should know him and little by little through your knowledge of this child introduce
him by example, by personal experience, little by little his own hierarchy of values, which could
be in agreement with general forms of human values.
Student: You would help the child to create his own set of values then?
Dr. Dabrowski: Certainly. I accept in most of children you can observe that they present
something like a nuclei, some common value. Not only individual values, but common values.
And this is the problem, how can I say - moral values common for almost all people. They are
a small nuclei for such a value.
Student: So at the highest levels, you would have two types of values - you would have common
values, and you would have individual.
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Dr. Dabrowski: Yes, two essences, and you should begin with very young children already to
know how to differentiate the richness of nuclei of one essence and richness or insufficient
development of another essence. And you should, little by little, by development of all forms of
the child be able to develop the feeble points in the nuclei of its development. You should very
early observe strong and feeble points in the child's structure in relation to both essences.
Student: Another question. What is the place of the past of a person, in their development?
Often you talk to people and their past seems very important to them, perhaps something they
cannot get over. How is this related to development and is developmental potential, how can it
interact with the past?
Dr. Dabrowski: Yes, if some group of children have very strong potential for development, very
strong, and social influence, any parental influence will not mean too much. This child will
develop himself in his own way. But if the nuclei for development is not very strong, not
sufficiently strong, the influence of the family, the influence of the school could be mediocre or
could be fairly strong, and in such a case, the past could have a very clear, very deep negative or
positive influence.
Q&A #11 Oct. 24, 1977 – Topic: Children and Developmental Levels

Student: I'd like to ask you about the levels, because I think that part of the confusion that arose
earlier is that when there is a hierarchy of levels like this, as in Piaget and Erikson, you work
through the levels before you reach another. This isn't necessarily true here, is it? Could not
somebody be born and raised...and be at a third level - if the environment is right, etc..?
Dr. Dabrowski: The nuclei. If there is a nuclei of development there, even at the third year, you
should be very attentive in relation to such a young child. If such a child already shows the
nuclei of the third level, he will show inner conflict, overexcitability, even some nuclei for
psychoneurosis. If such a child will not have proper parenting and education, he might
develop difficulties such as negative psychoneurosis at the age of puberty, or might even suicide.
This is very strong, very difficult problem. But even at the age of three or four, you can see signs
(nuclei) for positive development, in the direction of the third level, and even some negativity.
This is because the child has not sufficient self consciousness to direct himself. Such a child
needs very great care and assistance.
Student: Just to rephrase that question - would such a child, even though they had gone through
the first two stages rapidly, would they have necessarily gone through the first two stages?
Dr. Dabrowski: Surely you can find clear evidence of nuclei of third level even at the age of
three or four. Nor very often such cases but you see clearly some.
Student: The question here isn't if the child could be at that level at that age but whether at some
earlier time he could have passed through the first two levels?
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Dr. Dabrowski: As I told you, even at the age of two years you can clearly discover something
like a nuclei for positive disintegration. Positive. But you should be very attentive here because a
very young child needs a specialist in the psychiatry of young children, in education, in
psychology and so on, so as not to commit an error. But you can see fairly clearly in some
children...I will answer your question...even in very early childhood you can see - not transition
from one stage to another but clear prevalence of this or another concrete stage/level.
Student: This would virtually mean if the child were born with a very strong (in a genetic sense)
strong centre for development...
Dr. Dabrowski: Surely and if I can ask you please to go very authentically in this point of view
and this attitude with these children. This means to see the three developmental factors in
children. Never see only one - influence of environment, influence of hereditary, or not to
suspect too much third factor...this should be very clear - always search for all three factors.
Student: If I can just go back to what the other student was saying about Stage Theory...that it is
customary when you read Erikson, Freud or Piaget, when they say 'from 1 to x years that we
have the oral stage or the sensory motor stage'...would you say that the infant starts at a level of a
primitive stage of integration? I don't mean two or three years old, but do they necessarily start
there?
Dr. Dabrowski: You can say this about children of 3 months, 4 months, 6 months. The more
they are near first or second year the more you see in them the nuclei, the structure of many such
characters. You know that I honour very well Freud and I was in some extent...well I was not a
student of Freud but of Steckel, for a long time in Vienna. And I can say that I was very near to
psychoanalytic school. But I never accepted it globally. For me this was dangerous. These stages,
and you know that I dislike in relation to human psychology the notion of stages of human
development.
Next, in relation to Piaget and Erikson - while I like Erikson, Piaget never occupied himself in
essence with emotional and instinctive development. He occupied himself with intellectual
development. In the last years he began to occupy himself with this. I was a student of Piaget. I
finished my medical studies in... Switzerland. I know him very well and I trust him, very much.
But surely he had very good intellect. He's terribly intelligent. He had a very good mind for the
analytical. But any understanding for emotion development... (spoken with a very kind smile in
his voice).
Q&A #12 Oct. 24, 1977 – Topic: Summing Up... A Modest Man
Student: It seems to me that in the 'normal' person there is a tendency to develop the social
essence slightly more than the individual essence, in fact there seems to be a tendency to
suppress the individual essence. And that in part reflects not accepting mental health events as
being very real.
Dr. Dabrowski: You are right, but these people, even psychopaths, have a very strong
personality, because they do not treat other people in as good a way as they treat themselves.
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They are egocentric. They do not have inner conflicts. They have a very low hierarchy of values.
They do not understand anything of interest to other people. This means they have something
like individual essence - something like degenerate individual essence.
Student: The answer you gave me to a previous question would say that most of the people in
the world do not function above the first level, is that a reasonable statement to make globally?
Dr. Dabrowski: You're right. I did not work sufficiently statistically about my material. I think
that most people present so called normality. They are the normal people. We can characterize
normal people, not very clearly, but sufficiently clearly yes on the basis of the work of many
people, many physicians who occupy themselves with mental health. What is 'healthy' –
psychologically healthy for normal people? I think that most so called normal people are on the
borderline of level 1 and 2. In my opinion psychopaths are at the level of first, and my opinion is
that this is the lowest level of most of these people. Next, the 2 level, this is unilevel
disintegration. There are plenty of such people, and I cannot give you any statistics, but in my
very global opinion perhaps they present twenty percent of all people. Next you have 3rd level,
4th level and 5th level...
Student: Have you ever known a 5th level person?
Dr. Dabrowski: Well, certainly, I told you that not in my practice. Never. I would be happy
to be treated by such a person though.
Student: I'd like to ask another question. This is a nasty question. It's very unfair. Having
admitted that, I'd like to ask what level you yourself are at.
Dr. Dabrowski: (amid mutterings from the rest of the students) This is a question impossible to
answer. Impossible. Most impossible. This could be defined by someone else. But after all, I do
not consider myself to be a high level individual, and that is with all sincerity.
Student: One understands that with high levels comes modesty.
Dr. Dabrowski: Yes, but these are such personal problems that is it impossible to discuss.
Excuse me please but after all, I objectively and sincerely am thinking about a very mediocre
level. Perhaps before my death, which should come fairly promptly, (he laughs) in a few years,
will I find it possible to perhaps jump. But until now I find it not so good.
Student: Something like jumping when the elevator is stuck? (Dr. Dabrowski can be heard
agreeing and laughing.).

Final Comment:
Whether we have heard him speak, or read his works, I believe we have been touched by Dr.
Dabrowski and his Theory of Positive Disintegration.
It is hard to be thankful for 'tragic gifts', the kind that shock us and shake us to the core. With
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little or no warning, they challenge us to silence our ever rationalizing minds and to open our
hearts to the possibility of an authentic life.
No longer now the endless unilevel 'bug on the rim of a bowl' path that leads nowhere, but rather
the spiral of courage and genuine inner growth that gives rise to the possibility of multilevel
disintegration, even integration.

Dr.Norbert Duda
TRILOGY OF TRAGIC GIFTS
THE MAN AND HIS TRANSFORMING PRESENCE
HOW TRAGEDY BROUGHT DR.DABROWSKI AND DR. DUDA TOGETHER

Poland did not exist when Dr. Dabrowski was born in 1902. It disintegrated and was removed
from the map when three of its neighbors dismantled it, in three steps at three different times
Germany, Austria & Prussia; 1772,1793, & 1795.
Because of these partitions of Poland, my paternal ancestors came to the United States and
settled in the second oldest Polish-American community parish in Parisville, Michigan around
1875. I was born there in 1933, and because of the tragic death of my father, my mother moved
back to her hometown and Polish-American parish in Cleveland, Ohio.
1965 Again another tragedy moved me to Canada. The study of French and Psychology brought
me to Laval University, and good fortune allowed me to be the only Polish-American student in
Dr. Dabrowski’s class.
Dr.Dabrowski had been transformed by his suffering throughout his life, and his tragic gifts that
he brought were a catalyst for my own development. Moreover it was transforming, and set the
stage for my future work as a psychologist.
1902 Dr.Dabrowski was born in Klarowo in the county of Lublin on 9-1.
1908-His younger 3 years old sister died of meningitis when he was 6 years old.
He went to grade school, high school, and College (KUL) University in Lublin.
1914-1918 World War I: He was shocked and horrified at the sight of mutilated bodies of many
dead soldiers when he was a teenager. (12-16years old).
1917 Communist Manifesto was proclaimed.
1918-1939 The Second Republic of Poland was established. It lasted 21 years. This allowed
Dr.Dabrowski to go to medical school in Switzerland.
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1935 Dabrowski established the Institute of Mental Health with help from the Rockefeller
Foundation.
1937 Dabrowski began the Zagorze Center of family care for psychopathic children (7-16yrs).
1939 The Nazi Invasion and the Russian Invasion occurred simultaneously and these events were
responsible for the partition of Poland. All classes were effected: the educated, the religious, the
propertied, the minorities, the gays, civil servants were lost completely or decimated.

1939 Nazi Purification plans; exterminate the mentally ill and those who cared for them.
i.e.
doctors, nurses, therapists, counselors, were in grave danger. Four hundred Polish psychiatrists
existed at the beginning of the war, 38 survived.
1940 Dr. Dabrowski married his wife; Eugenia later had 2 daughters; Joanna and Anna.
1942 Dr. Dabrowski arrested by the Gestapo. Imprisoned in Warsaw, then moved to 4 other
prison locations Krakow, Montelupich, Pawiak & Szucha.
1942 After a few months in prison, he was released and went to work at Zagorze, where he
housed: Home Army Soldiers, fugitives from the Warsaw Ghetto, physicians, priests, etc.
1945 The war ended and Russian Communists took over Poland.
1945 Dr.Dabrowski wrote from Switzerland to Mr. Taylor at the Rockefeller Foundation, but
after many letters no help came.
1947 I went to the seminary and was ordained a priest in 1959
1948 Dr.Dabrowski attended Wroclaw University, specialty in Psychiatry.
1948 Dr. Dabrowski established the Foundation of the Polish Society of Mental Hygiene.
1948 Ford Foundation Fellowship permitted Dr. Dabrowski to study in the USA; NY, Harvard,
Illinois Mental Health, Neuropsychiatry and Child Psychiatry. At Paris, Pediatric Psychiatry.
1949 Russian occupation of Poland and Stalinism.
1949 Institute of Mental hygiene closed down in April by the Russians.
1950 Polish Association of Mental Hygiene was disbanded.
1950 Dr. Dabrowski arrested and spent 18 months in jail.
1955 Dr. Dabrowski forced to work in a psychiatric hospital and 3 T.B. hospitals.
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1956 Polish Communists under Gomulka took over Poland
1956 Stalin died. Khrushchev held power. Dr. Dabrowski granted title of Assistant Professor by
the Central Qualification Board of Research Workers and made Chairman of the Committee for
Children; Made Chairman of the Psychology Department at the Academy of Catholic Theology
in Warsaw.
1957 I toured Europe with 3 seminarians, stayed at the Polish Seminary in Rome, saw Pope Pius
XII, visited Dachau Nazi Concentration Camp outside of Munich, visited 17 countries in three
months.
1958 Dabrowski organized the Institute of Mental Hygiene and Child Psychiatry at the Polish
Academy of Science.
1959 I was ordained a priest for the Diocese of Cleveland Ohio, sent to a Polish parish.
1962 Dabrowski reactivated the Polish Society of Mental Hygiene; Received Fellowship from
the Ford Foundation to travel and do research in the USA & France; Internal Institute of
Education helped with his passport; Secured Professorship at Catholic University at Lublin.
1964 Dabrowski published “Positive Disintegration” in Poland and the USA; Invited to Quebec,
Canada by the Ministry of Health, with his wife and children; Met Dr. Andrew Kawczak, Ph.D.,
LL.M., who co-authored “Mental Growth Through Positive
Disintegration”
1965 I lead a pilgrimage to Poland for the 1000 anniversary of Christianity. I went to Auschwitz
& Treblinka Nazi Extermination Camps, met Cardinal Wyszynski at Warsaw.
1965 Board of Govenors of University of Alberta ok’d visiting professor of psychology status;
Dr. Tom Nelson wrote to Polish Government to get an extended stay permit from 1965 to 1979
for Dr. Dabrowski
1965 I lost half of my vision at the wake of my mother’s cousin who died on a pilgrimage in
Torun, Poland. Her body was sent back to my second assigned parish in Lorain, Ohio; which my
grandfather, as an architect, built the parish church and rectory, and he was murdered there. I
went on a leave of absence.
1965 I was invited to recuperate in Canada by Fr.Parent founder of the Voluntas Dei.
1966 After a long rest I decided to learn French and study psychology at Laval University.
1968-1978 Dr. Dabrowski began to teach at Laval University in Quebec City, Canada.
I happened to be the only Polish-American in his class. His theory was very meaningful to me. I
sought private therapy sessions with him. I enjoyed learning and applying his theory in my life
and my work.
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1970 First International Conference on the Theory of Positive Disintegration, Laval University. I
read two papers at the Conference for Dr.Francis Lesniak, dealing with applying the Rorschack
and the Luscher Tests to Dabrowski’s Theory. Dr. Dabrowski listened for 3 days to all the
therapists and teachers dealing with his theory.
1972 Second International Conference on the Theory of Positive Disintegration, Loyola,
Concordia University, Montreal, Canada. I gave a paper concerning how I apply Dr.
Dabrowski’s theory to my experience in the Crisis Intervention Unit at a Mental Health Clinic.
Again Dr. Dabrowski sat and listened to how all the different speakers applied and understood
his theory.
1973 While at Laval Graduate School Dr. Dabrowski and I drove to the Isle d’Orlean, and the
Maison Fraternite Sacerdotal, a possible site for the Ideal Hospital of the future;
1974 Dr.Dabrowski & I went to the Quebec City Colosseum; for the joint Army Band Concert,
Canadian & Russian. Dr.Dabrowski sat during the Russian Communist National Anthem.
1974 Dr.Dabrowski came to Ft.Lauderdale, Florida;
He spoke to the psychology students at Nova University,
Then to the students in Dr. Mellon’s class at the U.of Miami;
He was the guest speaker at the Psychiatrists Meeting at Miami Hospital;
He then attended the unit meeting where I worked at Henderson Mental Health Center, where
Dr. Bady Quintar was chief of the psychologists;
we then visited The American Institute of Polish Culture, where Lady Blanka Rosenstiel agreed
to sponsor the next international conference in Miami;
and finally before Dr. Dabrowski left the area he visited Ft. Lauderdale Beach and enjoyed a
swim in the ocean.
1980 Third International Conference on the Theory of Positive Disintegration, sponsored by the
University of Miami & The American Institute of Polish Culture; November 7 – 11, 1980
1980 Dr.Dabrowski died on November 26 in Poland.
His work carries on in those who knew him and loved him:
and in those with overexcitability who appreciated their own overexcitabilities and his
overexcitabilities;
and in those who know the truth of his theory in their own life and in the lives of those that they
help…Amen..
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TRAGIC GIFTS
THE MAN AND HIS SHADOW
Jean Valdes-Fauli Duda
TPD Conference
August 7, 8, 9, 2008

Tragic Gifts:
The Man and His Shadow
The richness that flows from two small books, Existential Thoughts and Aphorisms, and
Fragments from the Diary of a Mad Man are a mirror to the inner conflict that exists for those
who have tragic gifts. The writings deeply touch and challenge those who speak the same soul
language to strive for that which is authentic in a world that places value on the external and
narcissistic experience. Dr. Dabrowski, using the pen name Paul Cienin, captures the essence of
what it means to confront the shadow side of one’s self, and to bring to consciousness all that
denies and demeans the essence of the human experience.
My introduction to the Theory of Positive Disintegration came at a time when life as I
knew it was failing apart. I thought I was going crazy. I felt dissatisfied with myself, depressed,
and hopeless about the future. Concurrently, I was studying psychology at the university, and
was also in therapy. Needless to say my days were filled with intensity. Sometimes I felt like it
was a futile effort, I was thinking about thinking, introspecting, to the point of exasperation. I
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was trying to make sense out of my world but nothing made sense. I was searching for something
that could help me to understand myself but to no avail.
At this juncture I met Dr. Norbert Duda through a mutual friend, and he introduced me to
Dr. Dabrowski, his work, and his shadow, Paul Cienin. With this introduction I began to delve
into the Theory, as well as the history of the man, and I could relate to both. This was a time of
phenomenal reflection about my history, and old programming. Along with this exploration
came challenges that shook my world.
I began to redefine some of what I thought of myself and my place in the scheme of things,
both essential and nonessential. I had looked at my depression as a curse. As well as my
dissatisfaction with the world. Now, I began to see it differently. What was an albatross for me
now became a pathway to liberation.
Through Dabrowski’s writings I was able to view my deepest inner conflicts in a way that
made sense to me. We spoke the same language. I was deeply moved. So many things came up
during this time. All the institutions that I bought into came tumbling down before my eyes. I
questioned life, death, marriage, commitment, Church, hierarchy, etc. I found Dr. Dabrowski’s
writings very moving as he struggled to find the essence and authenticity in human frailty. In
From the Diary of a Mad Man, came words that expressed the contradictions of society and
Church on many different levels. Within this framework there are verses on life, death,
relationship, exclusive bonds, etc. that articulate the best and the worst in human behavior. One
such example speaks of our rituals to gain power and then the verse goes on to talk about rituals
in the Church, with its patriarchal system of prejudice and inequity.
Once again compulsions destroying dignity
How people like ceremonies, how they adore certain signs and symbols,
certain attitudes which mark their upward climb, which glorify them, which
focus all attention on them a sense of power, of rule, and of dignity.
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We have royal cardinal and Episcopal thrones. We have the thrones of
monarchs to make the slaves aware of their distance from them WE have a
tendency to wear special clothes, to show off at a party to gain attention by
elegant and unusual movements. We have various ceremonies in royal palaces
at the meetings of dignitaries, in the world conferences etc. We act like ballet
Masters and ballerinas during ceremonial speeches or when making important
contacts.
I saw once - and not only once - church dignitaries around whom there was a
ceremony of moving away and pulling up of chairs, of putting on and taking
off pieces of clothes, of kneeling down and manual movements -something like
a whole show of dignity. Often I have seen how before a higher dignitary a
smaller one not only genuflects but kneels. And all this takes place in the
temple of the King of the Poors churches built in the name of the man who
decried just such attitudes.
Such pomp lowers people and, at the same time, provokes hate and aggression
and a desire to rob dignitaries of their dignity (Cienin, pp. 28,29).
The question that comes to mind as I think about our present church is: If Christ were to
walk among us today what would he think? And how would He respond? Who is responsible for
building a church for the future that might more fully incorporate Christ’s message? Dabrowski
also challenges us to look at our attitudes about death. Here is another excerpt from his book.
The remembrance of the dead
The belief in the possibility of contact with dead people. What can contact with dead
people offer? It is said that one has to go on living. But can one build a life, an
authentic life, without an encounter with death (Cienin, 1972 p. 45).
Dabrowski goes on to write about mass murders of thousands of children in Poland during
the war. After the war there was discussion about how to honor the children who died. It was
decided that a children’s health center would be built so that their deaths could be forgotten.
Moreover, in this center there would be no mention of death, only health and treatment.
Dabrowski acknowledged that the center was good, and that it provided care for others but he
challenged the decision by stating that there needed to be more than that. It was his belief that it
was essential to not forget the dead. Moreover, it was of utmost importance to incorporate their
lives and death into the fabric of the center. He felt strongly that death research should be done.
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He also challenged us to examine our attitudes about the dead. And to look at the apathy and
indifference that may be connected to our attitudes (Cienin, 1972).
Another example of Dabrowski’s work found in Existential Thoughts and Aphorisms
written in his shadow name, Paul Cienin, deals with a hospital of the Future (Cienin, 1972, p.32).
It is a beautiful description of what ought to be in caring for our mentally ill.
First the mentally ill were unchained from irons and later humane conditions of care
and treatment were created for them. They began to be treated as were other sick
people. But this isn’t enough, no it is still less than enough,
We have a vision of a hospital of the future for the so-called
mentally ill. It would be a center of great universal human knowledge, above
all, psychological and moral, and of wise love. The candidates to be treated
would be those who because of needs and aims of development “can't go
through life”, can’t cope with themselves or their environment. There would be
those who are filled with overexcitability, sensitivity, phobias, sadness,
breakdowns, dissatisfaction with themselves. Those who have lost faith in
themselves and in the meaning of life. Those for whom love is a basic need,
and who cannot find, their ideal object of love and those who are distracted and
maladjusted because they see a higher level of reality
“things not of this world”; those who experience incomplete vision, who are
emotionally immature, and full of fear and trembling for others.
What about those who will administer the treatment? They will have
three foci of vision -inward, beyond, and toward others. They will have
knowledge completed by wisdom, they will be protective because of their own
experience of abandonment and loneliness, they will be immunized against
despair by having conquered their own despair; they will be open-hearted
because of love felt in their “nights of the soul”; they will have visions of others
evolution through experiencing their own,
In such a place will be treated those who are searching for greater
strength than they now possess, for visions more concrete than their own,
prospections of that which they should be stronger and clearer than their own
prospection. There will be those searching for affirmation of some of their
ways, for the injection of goodness which can do much more than any other
infections. And one more thing: such a hospital will be an honor for those who
come. It will be a testimony that those coming to if in need are on the
proper, “royal” way of development (Cienin, 1972, pp. 32,34).
In contrast I will refer to an article that I found recently that describes the exact opposite of
the ideal. The article can be found in its entirety at www.sunsentinel.com/opinionssflforum27mensbj27,076233,story [see appendix 1]. It is a sad commentary on our healthcare

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

149

system as it relates to the mentally ill, especially for those who are poor, and have limited
resources at their disposal. There is example of a woman who was in dire need of treatment. She
waited in the emergency room of a hospital for over 24 hours, with “severe anxiety and
psychosis” virtually ignored by medical and security staff. The woman ultimately fell from her
chair, and one hour later she was dead. She still went unnoticed until a medical staff person
nudged her, and realized that she was not responsive. What a tragedy! Sad to say this is not the
only incident. There are many other inhumane accounts, some of which are noted in this article.
Unfortunately, we still live in the dark ages when it comes to mental health issues.
Dabrowski personally experienced the best and the worst in humans. And I believe that
because of his sensitivity, and high level of empathy he responded in a very heightened way. It
hurt him deeply. He strove for the highest ideals in all that he did. I don’t think that he would
have accomplished what he has without those tragic gifts that are described as over-excitabilities,
the most important being emotional. However, I think that it goes beyond the Overexcitabilities
as well. He has left a legacy for us, and invites us to take part in it. However, to enter is to pay a
price. The price is suffering. Suffering for, and feeling the injustices in the world. Suffering for,
and feeling the lack of authenticity. And with the suffering striving to make right that which is
demeaning and hurtful to the human spirit. This is the tragic gift. And this gift like no other has
the transforming power to change the world.
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[The link provided by Jean details an editorial pertaining to a story about a woman ignored in an
emergency room. The link leads to an inactive archive, therefore I have provided a summary of
the details of the case taken from Associated Press -- editor ]
(AP) A woman who died unnoticed on a hospital floor in a scene recorded by security cameras
was killed by blood clots caused by a long period of physical inactivity, according to the city's
medical examiner.
Esmin Green, 49, had been sitting in a waiting room at the city-owned Kings County Hospital
Center for nearly 24 hours when she collapsed from her chair and slowly died on June 19.
She lay on the floor at the Brooklyn hospital for an hour before a nurse finally checked her pulse.
After an autopsy and weeks of tests, the medical examiner's office concluded Friday that Green
was killed by pulmonary thromboemboli, blood clots that form in the legs and travel through the
bloodstream to the lungs.
The medical examiner said the clots were due to “deep venous thrombosis of lower extremities
due to physical inactivity,” complicating an underlying psychological illness: chronic paranoid
schizophrenia.
An attorney for Green's family, Sanford Rubenstein, said the finding suggested that the hours she
sat in the hospital played a role in her death.
“The length of time that she spent in the emergency room ... very well may have contributed to
her death,” he said. “Physical inactivity was obviously a significant contributing factor.”
The city Health and Hospitals Corp., which owns the hospital, had no immediate comment
Friday.
HHC officials have previously expressed outrage at the way Green was treated. Six employees
lost their jobs over the incident, even before it became public.
Green died while awaiting care in the hospital's psychiatric emergency room. EMS workers had
brought her to the center on the morning of June 18. The hospital said she was suffering from
agitation and psychosis and was involuntarily admitted after refusing medical review.
The emergency room is chronically overcrowded, and Green waited overnight for further care.
A recording of her death prompted national outrage when it became public last week.
After she collapsed, neither fellow patients nor the hospital's staff moved to help her, even as she
thrashed her legs on the floor and tried to get up.
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Two security guards and a member of the hospital's medical staff can be seen on the video,
stopping to look at Green briefly before walking away. She stopped moving about 30 minutes
after falling and was dead when a nurse finally examined her another 30 minutes after that.
HHC immediately reported the death to the state and voluntarily turned over the security records
to lawyers already suing the city over alleged patient neglect at the hospital.
Rubenstein said that had Green been carefully attended to when she arrived at the emergency
room, doctors might have noticed swelling in her legs and taken action.
People known to be at risk from deep vein thrombosis are often given anticoagulation drugs or
compression stockings, which can keep clots from forming, and advised not to sit for hours at a
time.
The condition, however, is not always easy to detect. The National Heart Lung and Blood
Institute said about half of the people with deep vein thrombosis have no symptoms at all.
Airlines often advise passengers on very long flights to stroll the aisle, periodically, to prevent
blood clots.
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Paper 7). Michele Kane, Gifted Education Program Coordinator; Northeastern Illinois
University
From Theory to Practice: Dabrowski’s Theory Enters the Classroom
Abstract
Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration has been introduced in many gifted
education teacher preparation undergraduate and graduate courses. Just as there is often
an immediate resonance for many parents of gifted children there is also often an
immediate connection or “aha” that takes place with teachers of gifted children. Of
interest is the question of how teachers of gifted students use this new information when
working with gifted learners. How does even a cursory understanding of Dabrowski’s
Theory change the teaching and learning experience for both teachers of gifted and gifted
students?
This qualitative study shares the experiences of several teachers of the gifted and
documents their journey as they moved from theoretical understanding to classroom
application. Interview results present the common threads and themes that emerged as
well as individual gifted educator differences in designing classroom environments and
experiences that incorporate aspects of Dabrowski’s Theory.
Please see attached PowerPoint presentation
Paper 8). Alena Treat, Assistant Professor, Eastern Michigan Univeristy
Overexcitabilities of Sexually Diverse Students and Implications for Gifted Education
Abstract
This presentation will summarize the results of a recent dissertation study in which the
researcher investigated overexcitability characteristics of heterosexual, gay, lesbian, and
bisexual students. The participants, recruited via listservs and e-mail invitations to Mensa
members and students at universities of various sizes scattered throughout the United
States, completed an online survey containing the Overexcitability II Questionnaire and
Bem Sex Role Inventory. Also included were questions regarding the inclusion of
sexually diverse themes and individuals in both the gifted and general education
curriculum while they were in elementary and secondary school.
Snips and Snails and Puppy Dog Tails?
This study replicated the Bouchet and Falk (2001) overexcitability study that had been
analyzed by gender alone, and it even had similar gender main effect results. However, it
went one step further by asking the sexual orientation of participants. When analyzed by
sexual orientation within gender, significant differences emerged. Those results will be
revealed during this presentation, as well as the gifted main effects, gifted by sexual
orientation interaction, and three-way interaction of gifted by gender by sexual
orientation. This study points to the distinct possibility that other studies that analyzed by
gender alone could be open for question.
Nature or Nurture?
Since this study investigated relatively unexplored territory, it was necessary to pull from
various disciplines while conducting the literature review. Included in this presentation will be a
brief synopsis of scientific research about physical and performative differences between
heterosexual and non-heterosexual populations. In addition to academic studies, these studies
helped form rationale for the hypotheses about expecting differences between heterosexuals and
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non-heterosexuals. The Bem Sex Role Inventory was utilized to determine if the results were
mediated by gender role.
Has the Curriculum Been Silenced?
Also included will be a brief analysis of how inclusive and/or silenced the high school general
education and the gifted education curricula were for the participants in regards to sexual
orientation issues and the representation of sexually diverse individuals.
Now What?
The presenter will suggest some avenues for future research that could reconceptualize current
constructs of gender.
Please see attached PowerPoint presentation
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Paper 9). Ray Wolfe

World Wide Web and Home Town Web: Challenges for the Gifted

Ray Wolfe

What is the will? It is the effort of attention, says James:
The essential achievement of the will . . .is to attend to a difficult object and hold it fast
before the mind. Every reader must know by his own experience that this is so, for every
reader must have felt some fiery passion’s grasp. It is, in one word, an idea to which our
will applies itself, an idea which if we let it go would slip away, but which we will not let
go. Consent to an idea’s undivided presence, this is effort’s sole achievement . . . the idea
must be kept from flickering and going out (1892, pp. 450-451, italics in original).
Willed acts may follow, of course, but they are separate and secondary. “The willing
terminates with the prevalence of the idea . . .” (1892, p. 149). When our will prevails, we
experience deep pleasure and self-satisfaction, and our average tone of self-feeling is improved.
The hedonic consequences are stronger if the idea is a particularly difficult or elusive one
(James, 1888).
James’s description of the will evokes Descartes, whose Rules for the guidance of our
native powers repeatedly emphasize a continuous and uninterrupted movement of thought. The
same is true of Wundt’s apperception and Polanyi’s indwelling. All presume singleminded
attention in the absence of distractors. Exerting the will generates a heuristic tension that is easily
disrupted. With even a slight distraction, the effort is likely to come undone. What then? The
consequences of frustration are powerful: when the idea escapes us, we experience primitive
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pain, rage, and self-abasement (James, 1888, p. 244; Markus, 1990, p. 192; see also Eccleston &
Crombez, 1999).
Computer users encounter numerous interruptions which amount to thwartings of the
will. That this is a price users must pay has long been recognized (Mowshowitz, 1976), yet users
continue to express surprise and dismay at its capacity to interfere with reflective thought (e. g.,
Carr, 2008b). The computer at once empowers and controls its user. An unavoidable cost to the
will (or what Baumeister, 2000, has called the executive function of the self) arises from the fact
that whereas we are biologically geared to a probabilistic functionalism, a world of sometimes
and perhaps, the computer presents us with binary logic, a world of certitude and all-or-none
distinctions. It is an unsettling disparity. Commenting on Kraut et al.’s 1998 longitudinal data
which showed a causal relationship between internet use and social maladjustment, Kiesler and
Kraut wrote “We were shocked that a technology we and others had expected to be positive or at
worst benign would instead predict negative impact on psychological and social well-being
(1999, p. 783). A 3-year follow-up by Kraut et al. (2002) showed that some of the negative
effects had dissipated. It is probably noteworthy that funds for both the original study and the 3year follow-up were provided by Apple Computer, Inc., Hewlett-Packard Corp., and a dozen
other technopoly mainstays. Carr’s (2008a) comment is apposite:
As the older generations die, they take with them their knowledge of what was lost when
the new technology arrived, and only the sense of what was gained remains. It’s in this
way that progress covers its tracks, perpetually refreshing the illusion that where we are
is where we were meant to be (p. 233).
Dabrowski and others have noted that technopoly’s leveling effects tend to reduce the
diversity and richness of human society (Rankel, 2008). But what is it that makes the Internet a
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special challenge for the gifted? My belief is that the challenge of maintaining society’s diversity
falls disproportionately on the gifted. To erode their wills, to homogenize them so to speak, is
therefore not only directly harmful to them, reducing the chances they’ll be able to realize their
potential, but indirectly harmful to society as well.
To make optimal use of one’s gifts, one has to resist a variety of pressures toward being
dumbed down (Washburn & Thornton, 1996). In trying to explicate this construct, I found
Mendaglio’s (2008) reminder of Maddi’s personality models helpful.
Figure 1. Maddi’s Models of Personality Applied to Dumbing Down
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Conflict Model. Experiments based on James’s theory demonstrate that disruption of high
level thinking (the task being to speak or write down one’s thoughts and feelings about such
topics as religion, international affairs, etc.) is costly in terms of its immediate effects:
interruptions tend to derail the thought process, to produce subjective stress, and to lead to a
lowered level of thinking which persists for several minutes (Pennebaker, Czajka, Cropanzano,
& Richards, 1990). Accumulation of these effects over a long period may be responsible for
some of the social maladjustment described by Kraut and his colleagues (see also Mowshowitz,
1976). Whatever its short- and long-term effects, their consequences probably pose a greater
hazard for the gifted than for anyone else; to the extent that the gifted are more capable than
others of high level thought, they are more at risk to have their thinking impaired by
interruptions.
Studies of the frontal cortex (e. g., Koechlin & Hyafil, 2007) similarly show maximum
efficiency of function when the person is engaged in a single task and single behavioral plan, and
pronounced decrements when another task or behavioral requirement is added. Such findings
help to explain why the computer is not hospitable to contemplative thought (Carr, 2008b) or
reflective autonomy (Koestner & Losier, 1996), and suggest that effective multitasking is more a
dream than a reality (Bull, Phillips, & Conway, 2008; Rosen, 2008). Even one task can be a
challenge - - musical performance, for example.
Where smooth execution of complex sequences of intention, thought, and action are
required, stability of the environment’s enabling features is all-important (Oeullette & Wood,
1998; see Ericssson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romer for documentation of how expert performers
strive not only to maintain crucial enabling features but to arrange their lives around them).
Environmental instability - - interruptions, distracting events - - presents threats to Motivation
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Control (the internal gyroscope that keeps us on task) and Emotion Control (“keeping negative
emotions at bay;” Kanfer, Ackerman, & Heggestad, 1996).
In the Conflict Model then, the worst-case scenario for negative consequences of
dumbing down would be giving up on the task and/or losing emotional control. After
experiencing enough thwartings large and small, I suppose, the person becomes frustrated,
bewildered, and addled enough to just quit. Because agentic motives tend to operate more
strongly among men than among women (Bruch, 2002; Helgeson, 1994; Stein, Newcomb, &
Bentler, 1990), this model may apply better to men than to women.
Fulfillment Model. After visiting the United States, deTocqueville wrote:
“Above this race of men stands an immense and tutelary power, which
takes upon itself alone to secure their gratifications and to watch over
their fate. That power is absolute, minute, regular, provident, and mild.
It would be like the authority of a parent if, like that authority, its object;
was to prepare men for manhood, but it seeks, on the contrary, to keep
them in perpetual childhood . . . thus it every day renders the free agency
of man less useful and less frequent; it circumscribes the will within a
narrower range . . . It covers the surface of society with a network of
small complicated rules, minute and uniform, through which the most
original minds and energetic characters cannot penetrate . . . Such a power
does not destroy, but it prevents existence, it does not tyrannize, but it
compresses, enervates, extinguishes, and stupefies a people, until each
nation is reduced to nothing better than a flock of timid and industrious
animals, of which the government is the shepherd” (1840/1945, pp. 318-319).
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Though he dearly would have liked to disagree with deTocqueville, Lord Acton, who
completed a similar visit about 20 years later, could not. Instead, he called attention to the
tyranny of the majority which, together with governmental red tape, effectively constrained
individuals’ actions and modes of thought (Clausen, 2000).
Postmodernism teaches the impossibility of fulfillment (Firat & Venkatesh, 1995; Flax,
1990; Gergen & Thatchenkery, 2004; Stivers, 1994). Whereas modernist epistemology promised
self-realization through passionate belief and diligent effort (see Polanyi, 1958, for example),
postmodernism fosters a skeptical or cynical outlook, and an attitude of ironic detachment.
Quotations from recent writers help to illustrate the postmodernist view
“. . . the triumph of irony has never been as complete as it is today. We
have reached a point where it is not only specific objects of belief that have
been discredited but the very capacity to believe” (DelBanco, 1995, p. 210).

“A society dedicated to the constant upending of norms and rules in the
name of expanding individual freedom of choice will find itself increasingly
. disorganized, atomized, isolated, and incapable of carrying out common
goals and tasks. The same society that wants no limits on technological
innovation also sees no limits on many forms of personal behavior, and the
consequence is a rise in crime, broken families, parents’ failures to fulfill
obligations to children, neighbors’ refusal to take responsibility for one
another, and citizens opting out of public life” (Fukuyama, 1999, p. 60).

“What ‘might be’ becomes as strong a category as what is, or even a stronger
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one. What used to be becomes nothing. All that now exists is studied with
the knowledge that it might not be much longer . . . everything that is now
fully real becomes potentially unreal because it is or might be threatened by
some new scheme of things in which it would disappear or become merely
decorative . . . What does not exist, but might someday, takes on a half-real,
half-unreal quality long before it exists. But all that now exists is equally
half-real, half-unreal because it exists under the threat that it might soon
become obsolete or be discarded” (Fisher, 1999, pp. 12-13).
Apathy and passivity logically follow. If what I do doesn’t matter, why exert myself?
Passivity is further encouraged by technopoly’s appeals to speed, ease, efficiency, and accuracy;
all of which are real, sometimes huge, advantages. “Let the program do it for you” is, however,
exactly opposite to the Cartesian dictum “You must do it all yourself.” There is a place for
calculators, but we have to ask to what extent is using a calculator the equivalent of doing
arithmetic yourself? At some point the teacher is doing a disservice by allowing the pupil to rely
on a calculator. Sitting and watching a screen almost becomes a viable substitute for action. In
2006, Texas marshals set up webcams along the Mexican border and streamed the video feeds
over the Internet. People all over the world were asked to click a button to alert police to illegal
immigrants (Carr, 2008a, p. 138). Big Brother is you, watching! And doing something by just
sitting there! The message for the gifted is to not be beguiled into passivity. Or, as I suppose
Stanovich (1993) would say, Don’t lapse into dysrationalia. Whereas anyone with a computer
can be a guard, the gifted are beholden to develop fully their mental and physical and artistic
talents, then take action and do something to the best of their ability. In order to take meaningful
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steps in this direction, however, they must act contrary to a pervasive set of social forces
designed to produce enervation and stupefaction.
Consistency Model. The computer in all its applications embodies a philosophy of
knowledge at odds with the probabilistic functionalism rooted in our biological memory. As
Mowshowitz (1976, pp. 248-251) pointed out, the computer tends to encroach on its users’
identities by undermining the knowledge structures they use to give meaning to their lives. This
makes it difficult for users to achieve a coherent sense of self, i. e., to develop the values, beliefs,
and convictions that guide long sequences of purposeful, effortful activity (Sampson, 1985;
Schwartz, 1994). Typical consistency models such as Sheldon and Elliot’s (1999) focus on the
congruence between values and actions. In the limiting case, Cushman’s 1990 description of the
empty self, congruence is not at issue: as Gertrude Stein said, “There’s no there there.” When
one lacks all conviction, one’s behaviors cannot be anchored in a stable self-structure.
“. . . the modern nation state must currently regulate its economy and
control its populace: not through direct physical coercion, but rather
through the construction of the empty self and the manipulation of its
needs to consume and ingest. Three beneficiaries of this narcissistic
dynamic are the modern state, the advertising industry, and the selfimprovement industries (including psychotherapy). All these perpetuate
the ideology of the empty self, and all three profit from it” (1990, p. 608).
The individual suffers accordingly. The title character of Nancy Barr’s 1993 drama Mrs.
Cage is a good case in point: shopping is one of the most important activities in her life.
Unlike the Conflict and Fulfillment models, where dumbing down eventually leads to
passivity if not paralysis, the Consistency Model applies to people more or less dumbed down to
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begin with, and who, preoccupied in their quest to fill up the empty self, remain active as
consumers at least. Much of their activity, however, is likely to be in the service of narcissism
(Barber, 2007; Lasch, 1978, 1984; Twenge, 2006). So it appears that the conjectures of
deTocqueville and Lord Acton are applicable here as well as in the context of the Fulfillment
Model. Endless shifting of styles, fads, and fashions all but guarantees that the empty self won’t
be satisfactorily filled by things purchased. When a majority of the citizenry is in thrall to the
latest style, we have a polity that is easy to govern and ripe for exploitation by laissez-faire
capitalists. Prose summed up the situation with two pointed questions at the end of the 20th
Century:

“And is it really in the best interests of our consumer society to create a
well-educated, smart, highly literate society of fervent readers? Doesn’t
our epidemic dumbing-down have undeniable advantages for those
institutions (the media, the advertising industry, the government) whose
interests are better served by a population not trained to read too closely
or ask too many questions” (1999, p. 83)?
Other challenges associated with the World Wide Web
We prefer the company of those who agree with us, and are selectively attentive to
information supporting what we already believe. The tendency to seek out and befriend people
who share our views is one way we exhibit confirmation bias, and can effectively narrow the
range of opinions we are exposed to, thus “Balkanizing” our attitudes. Another aspect of
confirmation bias is that interacting with like-minded people leads us to hold the shared attitudes
more strongly, and tends to make them more extreme (Schkade, Sunstein, & Hastie, 2007).
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These tendencies are pervasive enough to guide our cognitive processes and social behavior in
predictable ways, and have been shown to narrow our view of things, serving as a set of blinders
or filters of information. They tend to constrain our approaches to learning, problem-solving, and
creativity tasks. For everyone then, but especially for those capable of considering a variety of
alternative viewpoints, polarization of belief can be counterproductive. The problem is
accentuated by search engines that now continually tailor themselves to the user’s preferences - what is called ‘transparent personalization’ - - and by chat rooms in which one interacts more or
less exclusively with others sharing the same interests and beliefs. Many years ago, it was
probably true that much of our knowledge was acquired on the way to trying to find out
something else; in the future, this will become increasingly less likely. One of Google’s biggest
priorities is to anticipate each user’s needs and inquiries (Carr, 2008a).
Getting along versus getting ahead
Assuming the gifted manage somehow to avoid these and other pitfalls of technopoly and
fulfill their potential, they are likely to encounter another challenge, one highlighted by
socioanalytic theory (Hogan, Jones, & Cheek, 1986), which seeks to address problems posed by
standing out among one’s fellows.
According to socioanalytic theory, we have evolved to live in groups, and every group
has a status hierarchy. Our deepest biosocial needs, then, are for belongingness (“getting along”)
and status (“getting ahead”). The two needs are presumed to be separate and independent, but
more or less omnipresent and capable of conflicting with one another. Getting along with others
satisfies the belongingness need, and getting ahead of others satisfies the status need. In many
situations, a passive, protective style of self-presentation, i. e., compliance with written and
unwritten rules with an eye toward avoidance of disapproval, will suffice for getting along.
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Getting ahead usually demands more boldness - - an active, individuating style of selfpresentation that may lead to status enhancement via successful performance in rituals,
competitions, leadership roles, etc. The important point is that the two require different kinds of
instrumental acts, which makes it difficult for one to get along and get ahead at the same time.
Given their biosocial basis, it seems safe to assume that the two self-presentation styles
exist in everyone’s behavioral repertoire. But the two styles are not equally strong in everyone;
there are consistent patterns of individual differences in people’s tendencies to rely on each. The
Concern for Appropriateness Scale measures one’s predisposition toward getting along; its
subscales are Protective Social Comparison and Protective Variability. The Revised SelfMonitoring Scale measures one’s predisposition toward getting ahead; its subscales are Ability to
Modify Self-Presentation and Sensitivity to the Expressive Behavior of Others (Wolfe, Lennox,
& Cutler, 1986). Both scales appear to be psychometrically adequate and have yielded many sets
of findings consistent with socioanalytic theory. There is a small but persistent sex difference in
each scale, with women scoring slightly higher on Concern for Appropriateness and its subscales
and men scoring slightly higher on Revised Self-Monitoring and its subscales. These differences
do not appear to exert any systematic effect on the scales’ reliability or validity, and do not
compromise the all-important orthogonal factor structure within or between the scales.
Prospective users, however, should be aware of the possible confound with sex.
With a minimum of constructs and assumptions, then, socioanalytic theory helps to
explain fundamental conflicts within and between individuals, and to answer the question of why
it is so difficult to resolve these conflicts once and for all. It is an alluring theory partly because it
tells us why interpersonal relationships are endlessly problematic, but also because, by
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specifying relevant characteristics of the person and the situation, it invites empirical tests (e. g.,
Celuch & Slama, 1995).
Outperforming others, perhaps the commonest way of getting ahead, often has
troublesome consequences. An instructive review by Exline and Lobel (1999) itemizes
the “perils” confronting both outperformers and those outperformed. Exline and Lobel define
their subject matter broadly: one can outperform others by defeating them in direct competition,
by turning out more work, or by being promoted above them, but also “by being happier or
healthier, by having more satisfying relationships, or by being spared some tragedy or failure (p.
308).” Any of these can lead to perception of oneself as target of a threatening upward
comparison; the threat may be to oneself and/or to theoutperformed person and/or to the
relationship between them. The closer the relationship, the higher the stakes. Various forms of
distress or negative affect are then experienced, and psychological effort marshalled to minimize
the threat or reduce the negative affect.
Individual differences come into play not only in determining who will outperform
whom, but also, from the outperformer’s standpoint, in determining source and magnitude of
perceived threat, and in guiding decisions regarding how best to reduce it. General ability has
much to do with performance although it is not the whole story. Three other classes of
outperformer characteristics influence judgment of threat and efforts to minimize it: gender,
interpersonal orientation, and culture. Although these categories are fuzzy - - gender overlaps
with interpersonal orientation (e. g., concern for the well-being of the outperformed person is
stronger among women than among men) and with culture (e.g., modesty norms for each sex
vary appreciably from culture to culture), and interpersonal orientation overlaps with culture
(e.g., striving for autonomy and independence is more highly valued in Europe and North
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America, whereas conformity and interdependence are more highly valued in Asian societies) - the pattern of evidence for the variables examined is not. One may quibble with the
classification, arguing that modesty, for example, ought to be considered a culture variable rather
than a gender variable, but one cannot doubt that modesty looms large among women’s selfpresentation tactics following outperformance (Daubman, Heatherington, & Ahn, 1992;
Heatherington, Daubman, Bates, Ahn, Brown, & Preston, 1993). Modesty is also a central
feature of shyness and protective self-presentation, as noted by Arkin, lake, and Baumgardner
(1986):
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It is probably noteworthy that women’s reactions to outperformance are congruent with
the persistent sex differences found in the scales described by Wolfe et al. (1986). Getting ahead
really does appear to be more fraught with perils for women than for men; women are not only
higher in Concern for Appropriateness, they are higher in concern for the feelings and well-being
of others. For these reasons, gifted women may be likely candidates for procrastination and other
forms of self-handicapping (Steel, 2007). Inordinate modesty may even be another avenue to
dumbing down. Was it John Dewey who gave us the famous line “Choose carefully what you
pretend to be, because that’s what you will end up being?” Exline and Lobel note that those who
strongly value conformity and equality tend to resent high achievers and regard them as deviant.
It may be a short step from such a view to the labeling and stigmatizing of talented students.
Envy, even malicious envy, may follow. There is now an accumulation of evidence documenting
gifted students’ efforts to avoid being stigmatized (e. g., Cross, Coleman, & Stewart, 1993).
Much of this research is “writ small,” focusing on particular individuals and circumstances, and
hence useful to counselors of the gifted. Counselors should also be mindful of the extensive
social machinery devoted to keeping the talented in their place, so to speak. Principles described
in Garfinkel’s classic “Conditions of successful degradation ceremonies” apply not only to the
wretched but to other deviants as well: they are at the center of tabloid fare, gossip columns,
celebrity roasts, and impeachment proceedings.
Each of us lives in a web of social indebtedness. Getting ahead damages the web; there
are repercussions for everyone involved. To get ahead one must get ahead of others, and those
others probably won’t like it. Having gotten ahead, one must from time to time go back and try
to mend the web by restoring interpersonal relationships to some semblance of what they were.
There are many ways to attempt to heal the breach - - being modest seems to be one of the most
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dependable. Variations include disowning one’s achievements, belittling them, and simply
disregarding them and trying to renew old friendships.
Conclusions
All technology levels, and it is difficult for anyone to get along and get ahead at the same
time. These challenges apply to everyone, but are particularly salient for the gifted. The gifted
are more likely than others to think at a high level; for them, the leveling is likely to be most
costly. The gifted are also more likely to outperform others, and thus to find themselves
confronted with the getting along vs. getting ahead dilemma.
Effects of technology are viewed in terms of Maddi’s personality models, one of which,
the Conflict Model, may describe men’s reactions better than women’s. Present and future
emphases in technological systems promise new hazards to all users’ intellectual functioning due
to exaggeration of confirmation bias: users’ attitudes are likely to become more extreme, more
strongly held, and more Balkanized.
The problems raised by trying to get along while getting ahead appear to be more severe
for women than for men, partly due to enculturation emphasizing modesty as a virtue. An
individual differences approach based on Socioanalytic theory suggests these problems will be
greatest for women high in Concern for Appropriateness and minimal for men who are low in
Concern for Appropriateness.
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e-mail raymondwolfe@hotmail.com or phone 866-526-8085 (an interactive relay) or use AIM
(screenname: raymondnwolfe}
Or write to Ray Wolfe
148 Lima Road
Geneseo, NY
U.S.A. 14454
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Quotations from luminaries:

Originality and a feeling of one’s own dignity are achieved only through work and sruggle.
- - F. Dostoevsky

. . . quoting from the Talmud: If you make an effort and find what you are looking for, this is
believable. If you find it without making an effort, this is unbelievable.
- - I. B. Singer

Woman is ready enough to play at working, but she does not work; believing in the magic virtues
of passivity, she confuses incantations and acts, symbolic gestures and effective behavior.
- - S. de Beauvoir

Excerpts from interviews with arguably gifted celebrities
Interviewer: Why retire when you’re at the top of your profession?
Peter Falk: I don’t feel like I’m at the top of anything. I have a master’s degree, but I don’t know
how to make a call from a pay phone.
Interviewer: Did you have any easy roles?
Ann Bancroft: Well, one I remember, Mrs. Cage. It’s easy to play yourself.
Interviewer: What is it about your music that your fans love so?
Mick Jagger: It’s nice of you to call it music. What we do is make noise, really.
Please see attached PowerPoint presentation for Wolfe figures
Appendix added by the editor:
Is Google Making Us Stupid?
http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/200807/google
July/August 2008 Atlantic
What the Internet is doing to our brains by Nicholas Carr
“Dave, stop. Stop, will you? Stop, Dave. Will you stop, Dave?” So the supercomputer
HAL pleads with the implacable astronaut Dave Bowman in a famous and weirdly poignant
scene toward the end of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey. Bowman, having nearly
been sent to a deep-space death by the malfunctioning machine, is calmly, coldly disconnecting
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the memory circuits that control its artificial “ brain.” “Dave, my mind is going,” HAL says,
forlornly. “I can feel it. I can feel it.”
I can feel it, too. Over the past few years I’ve had an uncomfortable sense that someone,
or something, has been tinkering with my brain, remapping the neural circuitry, reprogramming
the memory. My mind isn’t going--so far as I can tell--but it’s changing. I’m not thinking the
way I used to think. I can feel it most strongly when I’m reading. Immersing myself in a book or
a lengthy article used to be easy. My mind would get caught up in the narrative or the turns of
the argument, and I’d spend hours strolling through long stretches of prose. That’s rarely the case
anymore. Now my concentration often starts to drift after two or three pages. I get fidgety, lose
the thread, begin looking for something else to do. I feel as if I’m always dragging my wayward
brain back to the text. The deep reading that used to come naturally has become a struggle.
I think I know what’s going on. For more than a decade now, I’ve been spending a lot of
time online, searching and surfing and sometimes adding to the great databases of the Internet.
The Web has been a godsend to me as a writer. Research that once required days in the stacks or
periodical rooms of libraries can now be done in minutes. A few Google searches, some quick
clicks on hyperlinks, and I’ve got the telltale fact or pithy quote I was after. Even when I’m not
working, I’m as likely as not to be foraging in the Web’s info-thickets’ reading and writing emails, scanning headlines and blog posts, watching videos and listening to podcasts, or just
tripping from link to link to link. (Unlike footnotes, to which they’re sometimes likened,
hyperlinks don’t merely point to related works; they propel you toward them.)
For me, as for others, the Net is becoming a universal medium, the conduit for most of
the information that flows through my eyes and ears and into my mind. The advantages of
having immediate access to such an incredibly rich store of information are many, and they’ve
been widely described and duly applauded. “The perfect recall of silicon memory,” Wired’s
Clive Thompson has written, “can be an enormous boon to thinking.” But that boon comes at a
price. As the media theorist Marshall McLuhan pointed out in the 1960s, media are not just
passive channels of information. They supply the stuff of thought, but they also shape the
process of thought. And what the Net seems to be doing is chipping away my capacity for
concentration and contemplation. My mind now expects to take in information the way the Net
distributes it: in a swiftly moving stream of particles.
Once I was a scuba diver in the sea of words. Now I zip along the surface like a guy on a
Jet Ski. I’m not the only one. When I mention my troubles with reading to friends and
acquaintances--literary types, most of them--many say they’re having similar experiences. The
more they use the Web, the more they have to fight to stay focused on long pieces of writing.
Some of the bloggers I follow have also begun mentioning the phenomenon. Scott Karp,
who writes a blog about online media, recently confessed that he has stopped reading books
altogether. “I was a lit major in college, and used to be [a] voracious book reader,” he wrote.
“What happened?” He speculates on the answer:
“What if I do all my reading on the web not so much because the way I read has changed,
i.e. I’m just seeking convenience, but because the way I THINK has changed?”
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Bruce Friedman, who blogs regularly about the use of computers in medicine, also has
described how the Internet has altered his mental habits. “I now have almost totally lost the
ability to read and absorb a longish article on the web or in print,” he wrote earlier this year. A
pathologist who has long been on the faculty of the University of Michigan Medical School,
Friedman elaborated on his comment in a telephone conversation with me. His thinking, he said,
has taken on a “staccato” quality, reflecting the way he quickly scans short passages of text from
many sources online. “I can’t read War and Peace anymore,” he admitted. “I’ve lost the ability
to do that. Even a blog post of more than three or four paragraphs is too much to absorb. I skim
it.”
Anecdotes alone don’t prove much. And we still await the long-term neurological and
psychological experiments that will provide a definitive picture of how Internet use affects
cognition. But a recently published study of online research habits , conducted by scholars from
University College London, suggests that we may well be in the midst of a sea change in the way
we read and think. As part of the five-year research program, the scholars examined computer
logs documenting the behavior of visitors to two popular research sites, one operated by the
British Library and one by a U.K. educational consortium, that provide access to journal articles,
e-books, and other sources of written information. They found that people using the sites
exhibited “a form of skimming activity,” hopping from one source to another and rarely
returning to any source they’d already visited. They typically read no more than one or two
pages of an article or book before they would “bounce” out to another site. Sometimes they’d
save a long article, but there’s no evidence that they ever went back and actually read it. The
authors of the study report:
It is clear that users are not reading online in the traditional
sense; indeed there are signs that new forms of “reading” are
emerging as users “power browse” horizontally through titles,
contents pages and abstracts going for quick wins. It almost
seems that they go online to avoid reading in the traditional
sense.
Thanks to the ubiquity of text on the Internet, not to mention the popularity of textmessaging on cell phones, we may well be reading more today than we did in the 1970s or
1980s, when television was our medium of choice. But it’s a different kind of reading, and
behind it lies a different kind of thinking--perhaps even a new sense of the self. “We are not only
what we read,” says Maryanne Wolf, a developmental psychologist at Tufts University and the
author of Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain. “We are how we
read.” Wolf worries that the style of reading promoted by the Net, a style that puts “efficiency”
and “immediacy” above all else, may be weakening our capacity for the kind of deep reading
that emerged when an earlier technology, the printing press, made long and complex works of
prose commonplace. When we read online, she says, we tend to become “mere decoders of
information.”
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Our ability to interpret text, to make the rich mental connections that form when we read
deeply and without distraction, remains largely disengaged.
Reading, explains Wolf, is not an instinctive skill for human beings. It’s not etched into
our genes the way speech is. We have to teach our minds how to translate the symbolic
characters we see into the language we understand. And the media or other technologies we use
in learning and practicing the craft of reading play an important part in shaping the neural
circuits inside our brains.
Experiments demonstrate that readers of ideograms, such as the Chinese, develop a
mental circuitry for reading that is very different from the circuitry found in those of us whose
written language employs an alphabet. The variations extend across many regions of the brain,
including those that govern such essential cognitive functions as memory and the interpretation
of visual and auditory stimuli. We can expect as well that the circuits woven by our use of the
Net will be different from those woven by our reading of books and other printed works.
Sometime in 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche bought a typewriter--a Malling-Hansen Writing
Ball, to be precise. His vision was failing, and keeping his eyes focused on a page had become
exhausting and painful, often bringing on crushing headaches. He had been forced to curtail his
writing, and he feared that he would soon have to give it up. The typewriter rescued him, at least
for a time. Once he had mastered touch-typing, he was able to write with his eyes closed, using
only the tips of his fingers. Words could once again flow from his mind to the page.
But the machine had a subtler effect on his work. One of Nietzsche’s friends, a composer,
noticed a change in the style of his writing.
His already terse prose had become even tighter, more telegraphic.
“Perhaps you will through this instrument even take to a new idiom,”
the friend wrote in a letter, noting that, in his own work, his “‘thoughts’ in music and
language often depend on the quality of pen and paper.”
“You are right,” Nietzsche replied, “our writing equipment takes part in the forming of
our thoughts.” Under the sway of the machine, writes the German media scholar Friedrich A.
Kittler , Nietzsche’s prose “changed from arguments to aphorisms, from thoughts to puns, from
rhetoric to telegram style.”
The human brain is almost infinitely malleable. People used to think that our mental
meshwork, the dense connections formed among the 100 billion or so neurons inside our skulls,
was largely fixed by the time we reached adulthood. But brain researchers have discovered that
that’s not the case. James Olds, a professor of neuroscience who directs the Krasnow Institute for
Advanced Study at George Mason University, says that even the adult mind “is very plastic.”
Nerve cells routinely break old connections and form new ones. “The brain,” according to Olds,
“has the ability to reprogram itself on the fly, altering the way it functions.”
As we use what the sociologist Daniel Bell has called our “intellectual technologies”--the
tools that extend our mental rather than our physical capacities--we inevitably begin to take on
the qualities of those technologies. The mechanical clock, which came into common use in the
14th century, provides a compelling example.
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In Technics and Civilization, the historian and cultural critic Lewis Mumford described
how the clock “disassociated time from human events and helped create the belief in an
independent world of mathematically measurable sequences.” The “abstract framework of
divided time” became “the point of reference for both action and thought.”
The clock’s methodical ticking helped bring into being the scientific mind and the
scientific man. But it also took something away. As the late MIT computer scientist Joseph
Weizenbaum observed in his 1976 book, Computer Power and Human Reason: From Judgment
to Calculation, the conception of the world that emerged from the widespread use of timekeeping
instruments “remains an impoverished version of the older one, for it rests on a rejection of those
direct experiences that formed the basis for, and indeed constituted, the old reality.” In deciding
when to eat, to work, to sleep, to rise, we stopped listening to our senses and started obeying the
clock.
The process of adapting to new intellectual technologies is reflected in the changing
metaphors we use to explain ourselves to ourselves. When the mechanical clock arrived, people
began thinking of their brains as operating “like clockwork.” Today, in the age of software, we
have come to think of them as operating “like computers.” But the changes, neuroscience tells
us, go much deeper than metaphor. Thanks to our brain’s plasticity, the adaptation occurs also at
a biological level.
The Internet promises to have particularly far-reaching effects on cognition. In a paper
published in 1936, the British mathematician Alan Turing proved that a digital computer, which
at the time existed only as a theoretical machine, could be programmed to perform the function
of any other information-processing device. And that’s what we’re seeing today. The Internet, an
immeasurably powerful computing system, is subsuming most of our other intellectual
technologies. It’s becoming our map and our clock, our printing press and our typewriter, our
calculator and our telephone, and our radio and TV.
When the Net absorbs a medium, that medium is re-created in the Net’s image. It injects
the medium’s content with hyperlinks, blinking ads, and other digital gewgaws, and it surrounds
the content with the content of all the other media it has absorbed. A new e-mail message, for
instance, may announce its arrival as we’re glancing over the latest headlines at a newspaper’s
site. The result is to scatter our attention and diffuse our concentration.
The Net’s influence doesn’t end at the edges of a computer screen, either. As people’s
minds become attuned to the crazy quilt of Internet media, traditional media have to adapt to the
audience’s new expectations. Television programs add text crawls and pop-up ads, and
magazines and newspapers shorten their articles, introduce capsule summaries, and crowd their
pages with easy-to-browse info-snippets. When, in March of this year, TheNew York Times
decided to devote the second and third pages of every edition to article abstracts , its design
director, Tom Bodkin, explained that the “shortcuts” would give harried readers a quick “taste”
of the day’s news, sparing them the “less efficient” method of actually turning the pages and
reading the articles. Old media have little choice but to play by the new-media rules.
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Never has a communications system played so many roles in our lives--or exerted such
broad influence over our thoughts--as the Internet does today. Yet, for all that’s been written
about the Net, there’s been little consideration of how, exactly, it’s reprogramming us. The Net’s
intellectual ethic remains obscure.
About the same time that Nietzsche started using his typewriter, an earnest young man
named Frederick Winslow Taylor carried a stopwatch into the Midvale Steel plant in
Philadelphia and began a historic series of experiments aimed at improving the efficiency of the
plant’s machinists. With the approval of Midvale’s owners, he recruited a group of factory
hands, set them to work on various metalworking machines, and recorded and timed their every
movement as well as the operations of the machines. By breaking down every job into a
sequence of small, discrete steps and then testing different ways of performing each one, Taylor
created a set of precise instructions--an “algorithm,” we might say today--for how each worker
should work. Midvale’s employees grumbled about the strict new regime, claiming that it turned
them into little more than automatons, but the factory’s productivity soared.
More than a hundred years after the invention of the steam engine, the Industrial
Revolution had at last found its philosophy and its philosopher. Taylor’s tight industrial
choreography--his “system,”
as he liked to call it--was embraced by manufacturers throughout the country and, in
time, around the world. Seeking maximum speed, maximum efficiency, and maximum output,
factory owners used time-and-motion studies to organize their work and configure the jobs of
their workers. The goal, as Taylor defined it in his celebrated 1911 treatise, The Principles of
Scientific Management, was to identify and adopt, for every job, the “one best method” of work
and thereby to effect “the gradual substitution of science for rule of thumb throughout the
mechanic arts.” Once his system was applied to all acts of manual labor, Taylor assured his
followers, it would bring about a restructuring not only of industry but of society, creating a
utopia of perfect efficiency. “In the past the man has been first,” he declared; “in the future the
system must be first.”
Taylor’s system is still very much with us; it remains the ethic of industrial
manufacturing. And now, thanks to the growing power that computer engineers and software
coders wield over our intellectual lives, Taylor’s ethic is beginning to govern the realm of the
mind as well. The Internet is a machine designed for the efficient and automated collection,
transmission, and manipulation of information, and its legions of programmers are intent on
finding the “one best method”--the perfect algorithm--to carry out every mental movement of
what we’ve come to describe as “knowledge work.”
Google’s headquarters, in Mountain View, California--the Googleplex--is the Internet’s
high church, and the religion practiced inside its walls is Taylorism. Google, says its chief
executive, Eric Schmidt, is “a company that’s founded around the science of measurement,” and
it is striving to “systematize everything” it does. Drawing on the terabytes of behavioral data it
collects through its search engine and other sites, it carries out thousands of experiments a day,
according to the Harvard Business Review, and it uses the results to refine the algorithms that
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increasingly control how people find information and extract meaning from it. What Taylor did
for the work of the hand, Google is doing for the work of the mind.
The company has declared that its mission is “to organize the world’s information and
make it universally accessible and useful.”
It seeks to develop “the perfect search engine,” which it defines as something that
“understands exactly what you mean and gives you back exactly what you want.” In Google’s
view, information is a kind of commodity, a utilitarian resource that can be mined and processed
with industrial efficiency. The more pieces of information we can “access” and the faster we can
extract their gist, the more productive we become as thinkers.
Where does it end? Sergey Brin and Larry Page, the gifted young men who founded
Google while pursuing doctoral degrees in computer science at Stanford, speak frequently of
their desire to turn their search engine into an artificial intelligence, a HAL-like machine that
might be connected directly to our brains. “The ultimate search engine is something as smart as
people--or smarter,” Page said in a speech a few years back. “For us, working on search is a way
to work on artificial intelligence.” In a 2004 interview with Newsweek, Brin said, “Certainly if
you had all the world’s information directly attached to your brain, or an artificial brain that was
smarter than your brain, you’d be better off.” Last year, Page told a convention of scientists that
Google is “really trying to build artificial intelligence and to do it on a large scale.”
Such an ambition is a natural one, even an admirable one, for a pair of math whizzes with
vast quantities of cash at their disposal and a small army of computer scientists in their employ.
A fundamentally scientific enterprise, Google is motivated by a desire to use technology, in Eric
Schmidt’s words, “to solve problems that have never been solved before,” and artificial
intelligence is the hardest problem out there. Why wouldn’t Brin and Page want to be the ones to
crack it?
Still, their easy assumption that we’d all “be better off” if our brains were supplemented,
or even replaced, by an artificial intelligence is unsettling. It suggests a belief that intelligence is
the output of a mechanical process, a series of discrete steps that can be isolated, measured, and
optimized. In Google’s world, the world we enter when we go online, there’s little place for the
fuzziness of contemplation. Ambiguity is not an opening for insight but a bug to be fixed. The
human brain is just an outdated computer that needs a faster processor and a bigger hard drive.
The idea that our minds should operate as high-speed data-processing machines is not
only built into the workings of the Internet, it is the network’s reigning business model as well.
The faster we surf across the Web--the more links we click and pages we view--the more
opportunities Google and other companies gain to collect information about us and to feed us
advertisements. Most of the proprietors of the commercial Internet have a financial stake in
collecting the crumbs of data we leave behind as we flit from link to link--the more crumbs, the
better. The last thing these companies want is to encourage leisurely reading or slow,
concentrated thought. It’s in their economic interest to drive us to distraction.
Maybe I’m just a worrywart. Just as there’s a tendency to glorify technological progress,
there’s a countertendency to expect the worst of every new tool or machine. In Plato’s Phaedrus,
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Socrates bemoaned the development of writing. He feared that, as people came to rely on the
written word as a substitute for the knowledge they used to carry inside their heads, they would,
in the words of one of the dialogue’s characters, “cease to exercise their memory and become
forgetful.” And because they would be able to “receive a quantity of information without proper
instruction,” they would “be thought very knowledgeable when they are for the most part quite
ignorant.” They would be “filled with the conceit of wisdom instead of real wisdom.” Socrates
wasn’t wrong--the new technology did often have the effects he feared--but he was shortsighted.
He couldn’t foresee the many ways that writing and reading would serve to spread information,
spur fresh ideas, and expand human knowledge (if not wisdom).
The arrival of Gutenberg’s printing press, in the 15th century, set off another round of
teeth gnashing. The Italian humanist Hieronimo Squarciafico worried that the easy availability of
books would lead to intellectual laziness, making men “less studious” and weakening their
minds. Others argued that cheaply printed books and broadsheets would undermine religious
authority, demean the work of scholars and scribes, and spread sedition and debauchery. As New
York University professor Clay Shirky notes, “Most of the arguments made against the printing
press were correct, even prescient.” But, again, the doomsayers were unable to imagine the
myriad blessings that the printed word would deliver.
So, yes, you should be skeptical of my skepticism. Perhaps those who dismiss critics of
the Internet as Luddites or nostalgists will be proved correct, and from our hyperactive, datastoked minds will spring a golden age of intellectual discovery and universal wisdom.
Then again, the Net isn’t the alphabet, and although it may replace the printing press, it
produces something altogether different. The kind of deep reading that a sequence of printed
pages promotes is valuable not just for the knowledge we acquire from the author’s words but for
the intellectual vibrations those words set off within our own minds. In the quiet spaces opened
up by the sustained, undistracted reading of a book, or by any other act of contemplation, for that
matter, we make our own associations, draw our own inferences and analogies, foster our own
ideas. Deep reading, as Maryanne Wolf argues, is indistinguishable from deep thinking.
If we lose those quiet spaces, or fill them up with “content,” we will sacrifice something
important not only in our selves but in our culture. In a recent essay, the playwright Richard
Foreman eloquently described what’s at stake:
I come from a tradition of Western culture, in which the ideal
(my ideal) was the complex, dense and “cathedral-like” structure
of the highly educated and articulate personality--a man or woman
who carried inside themselves a personally constructed and unique
version of the entire heritage of the West. [But now] I see
within us all (myself included) the replacement of complex inner
density with a new kind of self--evolving under the pressure of
information overload and the technology of the “instantly
available.”
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As we are drained of our “inner repertory of dense cultural inheritance,” Foreman
concluded, we risk turning into “‘pancake people’--spread wide and thin as we connect with that
vast network of information accessed by the mere touch of a button.”
I’m haunted by that scene in 2001. What makes it so poignant, and so weird, is the
computer’s emotional response to the disassembly of its mind: its despair as one circuit after
another goes dark, its childlike pleading with the astronaut--”I can feel it. I can feel it. I’m
afraid”--and its final reversion to what can only be called a state of innocence. HAL’s outpouring
of feeling contrasts with the emotionlessness that characterizes the human figures in the film,
who go about their business with an almost robotic efficiency. Their thoughts and actions feel
scripted, as if they’re following the steps of an algorithm. In the world of 2001, people have
become so machinelike that the most human character turns out to be a machine.
That’s the essence of Kubrick’s dark prophecy: as we come to rely on computers to
mediate our understanding of the world, it is our own intelligence that flattens into artificial
intelligence.
Nicholas Carr’s most recent book, The Big Switch: Rewiring the World, From Edison to
Google, was published earlier this year.
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Paper 10). Holly Doramus, Eastern Washington University, (Counseling, Educational &
Developmental Psychology), Spokane Falls Community College, (Intern: Clinical
Psychology)
Dabrowski & Disclosure: A non-tradition view of personality development or Aging and
Giftedness within a social context
Abstract
This paper addresses some of the issues that older gifted adults face within a
social context as they reach the final stages of life. I have purposed that the benefits of
personal disclosure make this tool an ethical and compassionate tool for studying this
sub-group of the population. I believe further study of this sub-group is necessary in the
study of giftedness. Such studies can be generalized to the population and benefit elderly,
gifted, and non-gifted age groups not included in this treatise. I approached this subject
with the intent of promoting extensive discussion.

How “It” Hits Me
My dear esteemed teacher, mentor and, friend, Dexter Amend, Ph.D., is known for
summing up introspection in four words, “how it hits you!”
Dexter Amend first introduced me to Dabrowski’s theory of Positive Disintegration last
April. Dexter was my first psychology instructor in college. I cannot tell you rather it was my
first impression of Dexter, or rather it was the level of openness that comes with youth to be
impressed upon, however, and his approach to psychology enthralled me.
I was seventeen the first time I heard him lecture. I had skipped my Chemistry class to
wander aimlessly around random hallways. When I am intellectually restless, and in need for
novelty, I wander until I find a lecture more interesting than the one I am suppose to be in.
I was walking down the hallway hoping to catch our Anthropology professor, Dr. Jerry
O’Niel lecturing on the English perspective of the Scottish again when, I overheard profanity
coming out of the large auditorium. I peaked into the immense classroom. I gathered within the
first two minutes that the professor was trying to teach psychology to sixty or more students.

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

186

These students appeared to want nothing more than to understand what their instructor was on
about. Most of the students in that room could be described using the colloquialism “deer in the
headlight look”. So, I quietly sneaked into his classroom and sat down to listen to the remaining
thirty minute lecture on how profanity reflects taboo.
This was the beginning of many sub-par Chemistry assignments in the making. I began
skipping those classes so regularly that my Chemistry instructor asked me what was more
important than her class. I told her what I had been doing. She made an agreement with me that I
would “grace” her with my presence when she presented new material and the review material I
could ignore if, I put more time into my lab work. For the following six weeks of the quarter, this
system worked well. In fact, I passed Chemistry with a decent grade.
The days that I skipped, I would sit in Dexter’s classroom taking notes like the rest of his
students. His classroom was so large and so full of students that he paid little attention to the fact
that I was not registered for psychology. In fact, I had skipped three quarters straight of nine
thirty classes to sit in his introduction to psychology course before; I finally got to register for his
class. His classes are frequently full the first day of registration. It took me three quarters to get
into his class. When I needed academic advising a year latter, Dexter told me to take whatever
interested me.
That was the beginning of a fifteen-year friendship between us. I took his advice and it
has taken fifteen years to finish up with all the classes that interested me and some which, did
not.
Like most psychology students, I was asked to take a field-study course. In our
department, we are required to find a place and a mentor to work with. This was a relatively easy
choice! I have spent the last two quarters working as Dexter’s intern. I have viewed this time as a
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great blessing in my life. I have also viewed it with all the wonder and excitement that childhood
holds. I really love my internship.
During the last six months, he has talked often about Dabrowski. He has related his
experiences as Dabrowski’s student and with Positive Disintegration. As I sit and listen to Dexter
talk about Dabrowski, I have come to realize that Dexter was blessed to have a close relationship
with his teacher and mentor. In a cyclical world, Dexter has returned the favour to me.
I feel that it is important to acknowledge my experiences with Dexter because; it is
through Dexter that I have begun to learn and know Dabrowski’s work not only through my own
eyes but also through his. For this experience, there is no level of gratitude that can be put into
adequate words. I thought of Dexter often as I wrote this paper.

The Meeting Place
“Natural death is suicide of nature- in other words, the annihilation of the most
rational being through the most irrational element that is attached thereto.”
–Nietzsche
The first time I read Dabrowski’s theory of Positive Disintegration, I did so wrapped in a
fetal position crying. Dabrowski is not simply an exercise in academic discussion in my psyche.
Dabrowski is raw and real to my life and my inner universe. Dabrowski’s theory gave to me a
vocabulary to describe myself and my malfunction with the world at large. I felt vindicated for
the first time in my life for rejecting the “norm” and creating my own path.
I could not read his work and feel removed from it. For the very first time in my life, I
had the answers I had been looking for. I had a concrete explanation for why the world hits me
the way it does. I had been handed the Holy Grail to self-awareness.
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I have been told my entire life that I was “gifted”. I really dislike this term on multiple
levels. First, this implies to me that I am “more” special than the general population. Second, this
implies an inherent responsibility to humanity that I am in no position to take on. As I recently
told Dexter, when he described me to his entire class as highly gifted, “I do not want to go home
feeling like I need to cure cancer or something. I am lucky most days if I get the laundry done!”
We both laughed at the ridiculous nature of the perfectionism behind this comment.

Interdependence & Intimacy
From the standpoint of everyday life…there is one thing you do know; that man is here
for the sake of other men-above all, for those upon whose smile and well-being your own
happiness depends, and also for the countless unknown souls whose fate you are
connected by a bond of sympathy. Many times a day I realize how much my own outer
and inner life is built upon the labours of my fellow men, both living and dead, and how
earnestly I must exert myself in order to give in return as much as I have received.
-Albert Einstein
The relationships that we form with others sets the stage for all other aspects in this play
that we call life. Our relationships are dependent upon our interpersonal skills to succeed.
Without relationships, we die. We cannot survive our childhood, we cannot adapt to our
environment in adolescence into adulthood and, we cannot procreate without contact from
others. To be human is to be social.
It is through contact with others that we learn about ourselves. We learn through
modelling, conditioning and, consequence. Learning is in of itself is a social activity. We learn
what area are talents are in, how talented we are, we learn new skills that allow us to reach our
goals through communication with others (Johnson 2006).
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As we age, we use disclosure to share skills and pass on our knowledge to future
generations. For elderly populations who are faced with the last stages of their lives, this is
especially important to know that their life had some special meaning, that some portion of
whom they are and the things they have learned will live on through others.
In Western society, we have an entire field of educational psychology devoted to the
study of the gifted. Unfortunately, even in the realms of education and psychology – we have
ignored one of our most valuable assets- the aging population. Somehow in our need to know,
we forgot to ask the very people who have “been there, done that”. Each day, we are loosing
valuable resources in our understanding of giftedness. I find a terrible sadness in this.
Our elderly populations gifted or not, have an immense amount of experience and
knowledge to teach us. Too often, we neglect them. Many of these individuals are alone with
little or no family contact, few friends, and a need to connect to others. Few of us romantize
dying alone. The epitome of existential depression is having no one to share and pass on your life
with.
I have worked for many years in the field of Hospice work as a caregiver. I have held the
dying in my arms. I have lost many dear friends over the years because, I refuse to live the
Hospice mantra of do not get attached. You cannot give compassionately and not come to a place
of love even for the most insufferable human being in those moments. As many dear old friends
have lied on their death beds, I have too often been their sounding board, sole friend, and
adopted family member. Too many of them died without contact from the people they care most
about. Too many of them passed without their stories being told or their wisdom passed on. I
find a terrible sadness and injustice in that. We are as interdependent upon our past as we are to
our present to understand who we might become.
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Dabrowski’s theory of Positive Disintegration is laden with inherent but subtle
implications. I noticed that the key to my personal understanding of his theory is
interdependence. The move from Unilevel to Multiple Level Disintegration is the move from
being self-serving to being an interdependent part of humanity. To be interpedently driven, an
individual not only has to be self-aware but also, other-aware. That is to say – socially driven
with compassion, empathy, responsiveness, cooperation and, kindness.
Dabrowski in his work, The Dynamics of Concepts, states “the higher the level of
functions in psychoneuroses, the higher is mental tension, the higher the
components of self-education and autopsychotherapy.” (149) He continues to
say, “In the majority of psychoneurotic states we observe creative tension
connected with the development of reflectiveness and empathy.””...between that
which is sincere and creative and that which is artificial and falsified. Above all,
in the process of nervousness and psychoneuroses, we have favourable conditions
for the development of creative ideas, for mental development and attitudes of
self-perfection”(Dabrowski 1973).
Inherent in interdependency is intimacy. So, I questioned the foundation of intimacy in
Dabrowski’s theory – disclosure. To clarify the specific way, in which I am using this concept, I
created an operational definition of disclosure that is by no means perfect but is a starting place.
You may also notice I used Dabrowski’s, The Dynamics of Concepts, as my inspiration.
Definition: The act of transparently revealing emotional and/or thought processes to self
or other which, maybe threatening to one’s perception of present or ideal self. This can be
understood in the context of introspection whereby, intra-disclosure is self-acknowledgement or
in the context of extroversion whereby, the self-disclosure is a dynamic of social interaction not
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bound by conventional norms. It consists of selective choice with regards to inherited
temperament, character formation and, the social environment.
Why is disclosure so important? Healthy relationships are built upon self-disclosure. Selfdisclosure roots us in the present. We may reflect upon our past with a friend or family member
however, it is the present self that we share with others that creates intimacy. Through disclosure
we share thoughts, feelings and, perceptions of the world. Disclosure allows us to “reality check”
(validation) ; see self in other and other in self, form a perception of an idealized self, increase
awareness of present self, manage stress, fulfil the social need for acceptance, build and receive
trust, and is a part of autopsychotherapy (Johnson 2006).
Disclosure can also provide a means to study what paths development can lead us down
if; we use this as a research tool and compassionate gift to the aging populations. Many of these
highly gifted adults want to share their experiences with us which, places us at an advantage as a
larger portion of our population is now approaching or already over sixty years of age.
In my “Adult Development” class, we extensively discussed the effects that a
generational “gap” can have in understanding the perspectives and emotional expressions of our
aging population. These perceived “gaps” between generations can tell us a lot regarding social
movements and changes within a population over time. They also can provide us with a greater
understanding of different aspects of existential anxiety or depression over time.
What one generation maybe anxious over, The Great Depression, for example, another
generation may ignore this issue to focus on a more pressing environmental or social pressure
such as, my generation’s anxiety over Global Warming. I believe that these generational social
developmental anxieties and depressions can reflect many of the attitudes and belief systems that
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not only the culture held but also, the individual currently holds as they approach death with
questions related to meaning and their contribution to society.
Dabrowski, and many others who have studied and worked with the gifted, have pointed
out that the gifted population is very sensitive to environmental shifts. They are also focused on
social change in one capacity or another. At some point, I question how this impacts a gifted
individual who carried the responsibility for the entire world on their shoulders as they let go of
the life they have worked so hard to develop.
I am a gifted adult who avoided many serious self-imposed developmental disasters
because, I had many seventy, eighty, and ninety year old teachers that offered me knowledge and
choices that I had not considered. They shared stories with me that were poignant to what I was
experiencing that caused tears and laughter. I cherished those moments because, within the
mutual sharing, I found connection. An end to the isolation I was feeling. I learned to laugh at
myself. I learned to prioritize my life at eighteen based on what would impact my life in five or
ten years. I learned to stop dwelling on small frustrations. I learned to value my own
grandparents on the level of people not, just the roles they fulfil within my family. I also learned
that love means letting go with forgiveness and compassion. I learned these life lessons within
the social context of self-disclosure, and it forever changed who I am.

Levels of Disclosure
Appropriate levels of self-disclosure have three elements of concern – breadth, depth and
formality of social context. Most of us would not discuss the problems we are having with our
partner at a funeral or with a complete stranger, for example. In the early stages of forming a
relationship, self-disclosure needs to be reciprocal and match the level of intimacy being offering
in the social encounter. Most of us have encountered situations where an individual without
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invitation has come up to us disclosing very intimate details of their lives and, we have felt very
uncomfortable. I call this phenomenon, “being slimed.”
Using the theoretical model of Zur (2008), disclosure comes in four flavours: deliberate,
unavoidable, accidental and behavioural (which he calls client initiated). Zur’s research relates to
disclosure within the context of psychotherapy however, I find it helpful to generalize this model
to society at large because we now live in the instant information age.
Deliberate disclosure, refers to verbal and non-verbal disclosure of personal identity. This
includes modes of self-expression such as clothing style or a family photo displayed. This form
of disclosure also includes verbal communication and non-verbal body language.
Unavoidable disclosure has infinite possibility. This form of disclosure is social and
environmental in context. This includes race, ethnic and cultural ties, sexual orientation or
marital status, educational level, disability, and self-expression, for example.
Accidental disclosure is placed in the context of incidental encounters with others or
spontaneous verbal/non-verbal expressions.
Behavioural disclosure is placed in the context of the actions of others. This is an
example of disclosure as a result of invasion of privacy, web search, or the American Freedom of
Information Act.
Much of what we “know” as human beings, we either learn on an experiential or
theoretical level. The study of psychology is rooted in both.
While there is great value in analysis of the past, objective cognitive discourse or,
psychopathological research – there is also a tendency to overlook the viewpoint of the
individuals that are being studied. I choose to pull apart disclosure using Dabrowski’s theoretical
viewpoint because, so much of the literature on the “gifted” utilizes an interview process to gain
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insight into the world of being “gifted”. There is a danger in approaching a group of individuals
in this way. There is more variance amongst the “gifted” than, there is amongst the “normal”
population. Much of the research that has been done on the “gifted” has ignored a large portion
of the population that is over sixty and, there is yet a greater variance amongst this population.
Dabrowski speaks extensively to the instinct of self-perfection and self-awareness within
the development instinct. He also speaks specifically to the concept of empathy.
There exist…a special kind of syntony (empathy) which views men in their
psychological types and levels of development and their creative potential; this
kind of empathy implies understanding others, although not necessarily
condoning; it involves an attitude of responsibility, protection, and
encouragement of everything which promises mental development without the
approval of or participation in those activities which arise from low, inauthentic
or destructive drives (Dabrowski 1973).
Self-awareness is reflected in self-knowledge, understanding, and disclosure. Being open,
authentic, and sharing empathy with another person begins with being open and authentic with
self. The more self-aware you are, the easier it is to adapt to a changing event or environment.
Self-awareness also increases your social sensitivity. As we learn about whom we are, we also
seek out to learn about others. As we actively learn about self and others, we form boundaries
and a concept of self-responsibility. It is through self-responsibility that we come to understand
our idealized self. The danger in this, as Dabrowski clearly indicates, is that we may become
depressed or anxious over not living up to own expectations. If we become too occupied with
self-awareness then we risk becoming narcissistic (Dabrowski 1973). This puts the individual at
very high risk for substance abuse or dependency (Johnson 2006).
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Self-disclosure can provide us with realistic feedback especially, if we choose to disclose
to individuals that have different perspectives of self than we might have of our inner selves.
Constructive feedback can assist us in developing or modifying behaviours that are more in
alignment with the ideal self without getting us stuck in self-abasement. Self-disclosure is the act
of trust.
When you trust someone, you are willing to accept the risk that is inherent in making
yourself vulnerable to another person. Most of us have heard the platitude, “if you want a friend,
be a friend.” Trust implies faith in another person not to abuse your vulnerability. People who
exhibit a high degree of trust are more likely to disclose relevant, accurate, and complete
information regarding problems than individuals who are guarded. People high in trust are also
more likely to respect the rights of others, be liked and sought out as friends, and are more likely
to forgive others (Johnson 2006).
Disclosure and trust are both concepts founded upon communication. Communication for
our species is not just chemicals, sound, movement but also, language. It is through language that
culture is developed. Through the development of language we come to understand semantic
meaning. We can develop a vocabulary to describe emotional states or personal characteristics.
When Dabrowski discusses the multilevelness of sadness and joy, creative instinct,
empathy, astonishment with oneself – we understand the semantic meaning behind the words
printed on the page. At least, we hope we do. Through semantic meaning and symbolic
reasoning, individuals use disclosure in the Arts’ to interact with the world. Dabrowski did this
in his works of poetry.

Disclosure in the Arts
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As a student with four college majors (Fine Art, Comparative World Religion, Art
History, and Psychology), I find the juxtaposition between the inner universe of self and the
outer projected self fascinating. There is an element of inter/intra-disclosure as well as, an
element of presentation and impression management. It is a reflection of the dichotomy between
the self we are and the self we present. This is clearly illustrated in Dabrowski’s poem, “I shall
gather strength”. This poem was published in 1972, under his pseudonym, Pawel Cienin.
Pawel translate into English as Paul. Paul is Latin in origin and means small. Cien means
shade or shadow. The “in” is a polish suffix which, can denote marital status or gender but, it
rarely used for either. So, Dabrowski’s pseudonym means “small shadow.” The pseudonym is in
of itself a disclosure of personal identification.
At the beginning of his poem, “I shall gather strength,” he states:
I shall gather strength,
I shall be attentive,
I shall be in myself, terrified
To distinguish from another,
This stanza of the poem is reflective of introspection and self-disclosure. Towards the
end of this poem he goes on to say:
Quite- do not tell others,
Do not tell, do not tell anyone
Because it is the way home,
To the home of the secret
Hanging over the abyss.
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In this stanza, he presents introspection as a personal confidence in the reader. He wants
us to believe he trusts us with the ultimate secret of the universe. He is conveying that we do not
share this confidence with others because, he wishes to escape home. He does not tell us who or
what might prevent this however, in the stanza before we are told about a castle, town, and
graveyard where those who were “caught by fear,” “surrounded by anxiety,” “whose souls were
in gloom, (and) the shadows of uncertainty crept in” still reside. As the reader, we are free to
interrupt this work in any way that it “hits us.”
Within the Arts’ there is little risk in disclosing self to the world because, the work can be
denounced as fiction. It is the beauty in poetry, dance, fine art, plays, film, photography, ect. In
those venues, many of us (me included) find the authentic self without risking social judgment
being placed upon us rather, it is placed on the work.
All in all, the creative act is not performed by the artist alone; the spectator
brings the work in contact with the external world by deciphering and
interpreting its inner qualification and thus adds his contribution to the creative
act. This becomes even more obvious when posterity gives a final verdict and
sometimes rehabilitates forgotten artist.
-Marcel Duchamp
This brings me back to the subject of “giftedness.” Self-disclosure assists the individual
in social adjustment and staying grounded in reality. Social or psychological maladjustment –
leads directly to anxiety, depression, addiction, delusion, and a host of other problems. This is
clearly illustrated in Dave Eggers autobiography, A heartbreaking work of extraordinary genius,
and in Daniel B. Smiths book, Muses, Madmen, and Prophets: hearing voices and the borders of
sanity.
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In both of these extraordinarily gifted men’s lives, there was an individual who was
maladjusted. In both cases, these men wrote about their experiences with these individuals, and
with their own self perception in light of these people in their everyday environment as a form of
autopsychotherapy. In Eggers case, the maladjusted individual was first, his brother then, it
became himself. In Smiths case, the maladjusted persons are his father and grandfather.
The experiences these men describe are outlined thoroughly in literature dealing with the
psychology of the “gifted” or “genius.” Both of these men describe self-esteem issues, over
extending self to others, unrealistic perfectionism, anxiety, depression, control issues, unrealistic
expectations of others (which they are painfully sensitive too), impatience, new forming identity,
dependence upon others, high degrees of autonomy (will not seek social support when
appropriate), self- reliance, substance abuse, denial, emotional manipulation, and high degrees of
confusion in self and those around them (Andreasen, 2006; Groberman, 2006; Mueser &
Gingerich, 1994). These issues are not isolated to the gifted. They are commonly found amongst
the elderly and Hospice populations that are facing the immediacy of certain death. In fact, the
famous Grandma Moses became a well known artist in her eighties as she approached some of
these issues.

Social Orientation
Also included as traits of “giftedness” are: creativity, divergent thinking, multipotentiality, complex abstract thought, low frustration level, over-excitabilities in all five
categories, non-conforming, open to new experience, questions authority, compassionate, ability
to see multiple viewpoints or emotional states of self and other, isolation, the search for absolute
“ Truth” and loneliness (Andreasen, 2006; Groberman, 2006; Mueser & Gingerich, 1994).
Notice how many of the above listed traits are social in context?
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Some of the stereotypes our culture has can separate the “gifted” from not just from
society but also from each other. This is also true in aging population where the stereotypes of
assisted living centres are the place you go to die, elderly people are not active and most are
cranky, and perhaps my favourite – elderly people cease to have romantic lives after sixty! Many
elderly people assume that these stereotypes define social expectation of their behaviour. If, an
individual is gifted and over sixty then, they are socially battling many fronts at the same time
without the benefit of experience from those that have gone before them.
This is especially true for the profoundly “gifted.” Not only do the gifted need to be
taught how to relate to others but, parents, teachers, caregivers, children, spouses and significant
others need to be taught how to relate to them. (Andreasen, 2006; Mueser & Gingerich, 1994).
Most of the individuals that “gifted” people relate too in their everyday world are not
“gifted.” They are on the Primary Integration or Unilevel Disintegration levels of development.
This creates at best, a superficial or falsified social context for development.
This is especially true for the aging population. Many of their family members and
friends have passed away. The current stereotypes of aging prevail, and many of these
individuals learn to suffer fools gladly. It is not uncommon to see a caregiver, nurse, or family
member talking down (suggestive of deficiency in mental capacity) or, yelling at (because they
think they are deaf) elderly people. Aging and Long-term Care, in Spokane, Washington, now
offers classes on the psychology of aging for this reason. You are taking your own life in your
hands when you vex an eighty year old with a cane!
Many elderly are facing the prospect of death alone because, Western society shuns away
from mortality. We live in a culture that fears death. Anyone that reminds us that we are indeed
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going to become frail and die, we avoid. This leaves the elderly without even the smallest
healing comfort of touch.
The experience of being touched or held sooths us. Countless studies have been done on
the physiological effects of touch on animals as well as, people. Pet therapy is based on this very
idea. Human beings need contact with others. Being held or hugged can lessen the effect of
emotional or environmental stress on our system. Lack of physical contact with others can create
mental illness (Webb, 2007).
Dabrowski points out that many “gifted” or psychoneurotic individuals find respite with
the mentally ill.
Intuition is a special ability for multidimensional and multileveled synthesis. The
so-called realists do not believe in this ability and distrust it. …People grasping
intuitively this emanation know, or rather feel, and are orientated toward the
human group where they can feel safe, where they can rest psychically. Here a
strange phenomenon occurs: many people gifted with the sixth sense can rest with
the mentally disturbed. They feel better in their company than in that of normal’s
whose heads are filled with everyday “interest,” concrete plans and instinctive
tensions….(there) is a certain calm which is created by the sick, who are very
often devoid of tensions evoked by the present (Dabrowski, 1972).
While, mentally ill individuals do not have “social filters” installed, “gifted” individuals
do. Mentally ill individuals have a tendency to disclose on a socially inappropriate level – either
too little or too much. They are often not aware of where the socially appropriate level is. They
lack sensitivity to everyday “interest” and are devoid of tensions evoked by present reality as
Dabrowski describes, so they often lack social awareness.
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I have witnessed this phenomena working as a caregiver for over a decade. Many of the
clients I have been blessed to work with are mentally ill or have physical ailments which, at best
makes them appear to others to be mentally ill. Often times, in group home settings or in assisted
living facilities – I have noticed individuals who are very sensitive and very gifted sitting quietly
with a friend who has obvious signs of mental disturbance.
One client I had, used to sit with her friend who was diagnosed with dementia everyday.
They would not talk much – they just sat together. When I asked my client what was it about her
friend she enjoyed, she replied “she just tells like it is. If that woman has a thought in her head, it
is out there. There is honesty in that. As we age, we become more ourselves. When we loose our
mental facilities we become as we truly are again – without all the niceties and flowery
pretence.” Her remark stuck with me because I was eighteen suffering from the “why’s?” of the
world. A year latter I was caring for her while a brain tumour took out her flowery pretences, and
I began to understand what she meant. As we age – we stop caring so much what other people
think of us and we learn to “just be” as we are.
Contrast the mentally ill to “gifted” individuals who are highly sensitive to social
expectation. “Gifted” individuals know where the appropriate level of disclosure is. Many of
these individuals either choose to ignore social boundaries or emotionally manipulate these
boundaries (Andreasen, 2006).
When you grow up with people who lie to self and others, sometimes without being
aware they are doing it, you become pessimistic regarding the capacity for others to be honest
with you. Most of us have learned quickly that the ability to trust others does not come easily.
Trust is difficult to establish but it takes one mistake to destroy it.
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As these individuals gain in experience, they soon become very aware that trusting in
self is sometimes more difficult than trusting others. The drive for self perfection and critical
perceptions of others becomes internalized. Often, a simple mistake shakes the self-efficacy of a
“gifted” individual to the core (Cameron, 2007). If this is compounded by a sense of isolation
and lack of social support – suicide or substance abuse become viable options to escape the
tormented psyche (Andreasen, 2006).
To avoid feelings of social isolation or deep loneliness, “psychoneurotic” or profoundly
“gifted” individuals find respite in the company of the mentally ill. Society fears the mentally ill.
Being viewed as mentally ill allows an individual a great deal of privacy and space. No one
expects a mentally ill person to function in society on the level of a “normal” person (Andreasen,
2006).
The mentally ill person and many “psychoneurotics” seek out a sanctuary from their
society which, they deem to be dangerous and unhealthy. There is also authenticity amongst both
groups that does not exist in the “normal” population. Social boundaries in both groups are
different from the “normal” population. Both groups relate on the level of “come as you really
are not, as others expect you to be” (Cameron, 2007).
There is an amazing amount of liberation in surrounding yourself with people who are
ignorant or completely indifferent to the expectations of others. The possibility for novel
behaviour or beliefs is limitless. So is the level of inspiration this creates as the variance amongst
those being treated for mental illness is as great if not greater than amongst even the “gifted.” Put
simply, “crazy” people are much more interesting than “normys” (Cameron, 2007).
Some of the most creative and brilliant minds in history have choose to surround his or
herself with the mentally ill. This could be the reason why genius and insanity have been
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traditionally viewed as going hand in hand. “Misery loves company.” Examples of this
phenomenon are found in abundance within the French Impressionist, Expressionist, Dada,
Surrealism, Modernist, Post-Modern movements of art and literature. Paul Gauguin and Vincent
Van Gogh’s friendship is just one famous example (Andreasen, 2006; Cameron, 2007).
Also inherent to both groups is shared experiences with anxiety, depression, divergent
thinking, and social awkwardness when relating to “normal’s.” In fact, “psychoneurotic” or
“gifted’ individuals can hide their “giftedness” amongst the mentally ill. In the midst of creative
drive, the “gifted” individual can neglect their basic needs such as food, shelter, or shower. This
is not uncommon amongst mentally ill populations, where this form of self-neglect is not deemed
socially unacceptable (Andreasen, 2006; Mueser & Gingerich, 1994).
There are also similar adversarial relationships with self, society, and others within both
groups. The family members of the “gifted” and the “mentally ill” have similar complaints and
concerns in relating to their loved ones that fall in one, other, or both groups. I would argue like
many educators and psychologist that have studied and worked with both groups, that these are
not synonymous terms even though, both terms are subjective and socially determined (Mueser
& Gingerich, 1994).
Because emotionally intimacy assists in social adjustment, I believe that focusing on selfdisclosure is an important aspect to consider in Dabrowski’s theory. It is my hope that my
thoughts on this subject will promote further discussion.

It is my hope to promote a discussion on the following questions:
•

What would disclosure look like in Dabrowski’s theory during each stage of development?

•

What role does disclosure has on creativity?

•

What role does it play in authentic personality development?
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How is personal disclosure different in Multilevel Disintegration from Unilevel Integration?

• What are the advantages and disadvantages disclosure when an individual reaches
spontaneous multilevel disintegration? And beyond?

• What other aspects of Positive Disintegration could personal disclosure apply too?
• How could understanding disclosure in this theory assist us in the education and development
of all populations?

• How could our understanding of disclosure assist the elderly?
• How can we use personal disclosure to study gifted elderly development?
• What measures could be used to study disclosure levels?
• Does this relate to any other topic or bring up any other suggestions, revisions, or reflections
for you?
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Paper 11). Cheryl M. Ackerman and Quinhua Nian
Preliminary theoretical, methodological, and disciplinary analyses of literature on Dabrowski’s
theory.
Abstract
The beauty of a complex developmental personality theory such as Dabrowski’s is its applicability to a wide
range of disciplines. Since Dabrowski began writing on personality development, literature incorporating his
theory has focused on various constructs from his theory, including levels of development, overexcitabilities,
dynamisms, and developmental potential, and been examined and applied to diverse disciplines including
philosophy, psychology, literature, religion, and education. However, to date, there has been no extensive
inter-disciplinary review of the theoretical, research, and applied literature featuring aspects of Dabrowski’s
work. While an extensive bibliography is available, no analysis has been performed to describe the existing
literature. Such an analysis would identify themes within and across disciplines, as well as, identify areas in
need of further exploration. The first purpose of this presentation is to describe the literature featuring
Dabrowski’s theory from various perspectives including conceptual, methodological, and disciplinary angles.
Descriptive analyses will be used here. The literature in this review includes journal articles, book chapters,
dissertations, theses, conference proceedings, newsletters, and any accessible publication in which some aspect
of TPD is a major component. Every attempt has been made to include publications of various forms across
disciplines, as well as material published in languages other than English (e.g. Polish, French). The process of
insuring as complete a review as possible includes multiple procedures: searches in relevant databases
(EBSCoH, PsychINFO, etc.), examination of reference lists of selected publications, and checks with critical
figures publishing material featuring Dabrowski’s work.
The second purpose, more exploratory in nature, is to look for themes that cut across disciplines as well as
consider the essential elements from each major area identified in the literature review. The presenters will
engage participants in an open discussion of these themes and elements providing some initial ideas, with the
hope for meaningful dialogue that can lead to furthering the theory, research, and practice related to TPD.

Paper 13). David Holland
David’s Dabrowskian Dilemma
Abstract
In a theory as complex as Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration, there are bound
to be stumbling blocks on the path to understanding. This session is an invitation to
participate in a consultancy protocol, where you can share your thoughts and expertise on
questions that David Holland has about the concept of developmental instinct. If time
allows, we could explore an audience generated dilemma as well.
The consultancy protocol was developed by Gene Thompson-Grove as a process for
encouraging focused, professional conversations among educators. It has gained
recognition as a valuable tool for encouraging the growth of professional learning
communities.
Presentation to the 2008 Dabrowski Congress
August 9, 2008: Canmore Alberta
David’s Dabrowskian Dilemma: Revised Aug. 9th 2008
This is not what I’d originally planned for this session because I felt that I had to be
responsive to what the conference has given me already. As Dexter mentioned in his
presentation, Dabrowski’s theory is about process and change. How could I not respect this in
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my own presentation! Please note that the original documents prepared for the presentation will
still be made available as appendices to this revised presentation, but have to be used differently
than originally envisioned.
Though I am just beginning my journey with Dabrowski, I already love this theory. It
resonated with me from get go. (As an aside, I want to express thanks to Michele Kane, whose
presentation introduced me to the term “intuitive inquiry.” I have always trusted my gut feelings
and it was affirming to hear that this have been acknowledged as a valued part of academic
research.) The resonance I felt with Dabrowski’s ideas came on a number of fronts. Partly, it was
because it made so much sense at a personal level; looking at my own life through a
Dabrowskian lens clarifies so many things. Partly, it is because the theory of positive
disintegration embraces the complexity of human experience of the world we live in. Far too
often oversimplification distorts our understanding of that world. And on a very practical level,
TPD gives me a vocabulary and conceptual framework for discussing some of the internal
experiences that my gifted students were sharing with me at school.
Early on, it became obvious that I had to make changes to my plans for this session.
When I put in my original proposal, designed around concurrent sessions, the number of
participants I expected was small. The consultancy protocol works best with six to 10 people. I
felt that I could even make it work with a dozen. If numbers got up to 20, I planned to draft
Janneke Frank into sharing a dilemma of her own. When things changed so that there would be
over 50 participants, I knew the changes had to be significant.
But, what to do? I struggled with different possibilities, and even asked others to make
suggestions, without finding a satisfactory solution. Then, yesterday at the banquet, it came to
me. What I was looking for was a sense of unity between my session and the rest of the

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

208

conference. And, the theme that was drawing everything together for me was the importance of
the words we were using.
There were the academic words of the theory and in the work that has developed from it.
Not only were there the words of the formal presentations, but also the words of the rich
conversations that resulted from them. There were the biographical words of all those stories
about Dabrowski, his students, academic contemporaries, and the case studies that have informed
the academic work. For me, these were the words that bring the theory to life and make it real.
There were the words of my internal dialogue as I tried to process what I was seeing and hearing
in each of the sessions, and then trying to integrate that into my existing understandings. Then
there were the words I chose as I tried to share yesterday’s experiences and insights with my
wife Rosanne. It was so clear that words were the glue for this community. It was also clear how
fragile those connections can be.
It is not just that there are fleeting thoughts that barely become conscious and are then
lost in the rush and bustle that characterize our interactions. If you bear with me, I’ll tell you a bit
of a story from last night about misspeaking myself.
At the banquet, over dessert, Janneke turned to me and asked what I’d said about
perfectionism during one of our interviews in the process of her research. I was put on the spot.
The specific words I’d said were not particularly important to me. However, they were to her.
She had shared them with her sister, who also said they were quotable. Janneke frequently does
this to me, asking “How did you say that?” It really does complicate communication when we try
to remember the “others” in everything that we say.
Anyway, back to the story…After a couple of hints led me to remember part of the
phrasing, I threw the words into the general conversation. It led to an interesting discussion, led
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by Sal, about the clinical meaning of perfectionism. Then, another comment by Janneke brought
back the context of my original statement. Aghast, I realized how badly I had misrepresented my
own thinking. How embarrassing!
So, this session gives me a chance to set things right by explaining what I meant to say
last night and to put the quote into an appropriate context. I am a sculptor. During one of our
interviews, we were discussing perfectionism and Janneke asked what would happen if I ever
created what I thought was a perfect sculpture. What a great question! One of the joys in working
with Janneke on her dissertation was how her questions led me into examining my own ideas and
experiences from new perspectives. There is real power in a question that reframes things, and so
often, it is only from another person that this kind of question emerges. In a sense, this is the core
of good teaching and learning.
My answer to her question was as follows, and in retrospect, there are interesting
parallels between this discussion about art and Dabrowski’s discussions about the process of
personal development. I do not think that I would ever believe that I had completed the perfect
sculpture. There are always parts that I like and other parts that I’d change and yet other ways of
interpreting or representing the subject of the sculpture. If I ever did come to think that a piece
was perfect, I’d probably stop sculpting because there would be nowhere else to go. The quote
that came out of all this was that I understand perfection as a failure of my imagination to see
other possibilities. It is actually the complete opposite to what I’d said at the banquet table! Just a
little shift from talking about perfectionism instead of perfection led to significant confusion.
This little story actually connects to my original plans for this session. Conversations come in
different flavours. There are the spontaneous discussions such as the ones around the banquet
table last night. They are like lived experience – chaotic flowing streams of consciousness,
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fraught with possibilities for insights as well as for misunderstandings. There are also more
structured conversations like interviews, presentations, panel discussions, and protocols. The
structure may place limits on the discussion, but it also is like having a theoretical or mental
construct to organize your ideas and interactions.
The consultancy protocol is an invitation for others to become part of your internal
dialogue, especially one where the wheels in your mind are spinning deeper and deeper ruts
without going anywhere. Hence the idea that you need help with a dilemma. I have come to
realize how important it is to understand the ways that Dabrowski uses specific words in his
theory and one concept that I am really struggling with is the idea of developmental instinct. So,
at this point, what I’d like to do is to tell you how the consultancy protocol works. Then I’d like
to give you a quick overview of what my dilemma is and invite you to share your thoughts and
observations on it.
We will not be able to use the protocol as designed. However, I think there are real
possibilities that this protocol could be used by teachers in classrooms with gifted students as a
tool for helping them to make their own processes of disintegration positive ones.
Appendix 1: Consultancy Protocol
In the job I am currently doing for the Calgary Board of Education, I am being asked to
serve as a catalyst for change in the culture of teaching at the high school level. There are
interesting parallels between the work that I am doing and the descriptions that Dabrowski’s
theory provides about the process of positive disintegration, except as applied to a group as
opposed to the individual level. Experiences in the position have affirmed the importance of
focused conversation in the process of transformation. Protocols are useful tools in shaping these
conversations. Different protocols are geared to different purposes. The consultancy protocol,
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which was originally developed by Gene Thompson-Grove, is designed to help people wrestle
with dilemmas - puzzles or issues that they just cannot figure out on their own.
It develops in the following way:
1. Framing the dilemma: Assuming that you are the person with the dilemma, you need to
spend some time thinking about why it is bothering you and why it is important. This
protocol works best if it is not something that is already well on its way to being resolved.
a. Do some reflective writing about the dilemma, examining it from a variety of
perspectives.
b. Create an open-ended focus question for the group that captures the essence of the
dilemma/issue and that asks what you really want to know.
2. Preparing to present the dilemma to the consultancy group: Come to the session with a
description of the dilemma/issue, providing as much context as is needed for them to
understand the problem clearly. End the description with the focus question which was
previously developed.
3. The Group Session:
(Note that it helps to have a facilitator who helps to keep the protocol on track – procedure-wise
and time-wise)
a. Step 1 (5-10 minutes): The presenter gives an overview of the dilemma and asks
the group the question they will focus their attention on.
b. Step 2 (5 minutes): members of the group ask the presenter clarifying questions
which have brief, factual answers.
c. Step 3 (10 minutes): Members of the group ask probing questions worded to help
the presenter to clarify and to expand his or her thinking about the dilemma.
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i. The goal is to help the presenter to learn more about the framing question
and/or to do some analysis of the dilemma.
ii. The presenter may respond to the group’s questions.
iii. The group does not discuss the presenter’s answers.
iv. At the end of ten minutes, the presenter restates the question, which may
have been revised as a result of the group’s questions.

d. Step 4 (15 minutes): The group talks with each other about the dilemma
presented, as if the presenter is not there. The presenter only listens and takes
notes. The group might discuss things like…
i. What did we hear, or what didn’t we hear that might be relevant?
ii. What assumptions do we perceive?
iii. What questions has this dilemma raised for us?
iv. What do we think about the dilemma?
v. Have we dealt with similar issues?
vi. Can we clarify the dilemma further, or in a different way?
vii. Do we have possible solutions to the dilemma? Note however, that it is not
necessary to do this. The main job of the group is to clarify the issues
thoroughly and objectively.
e. Step 5 (5 minutes): The presenter (you) reflects on the consultancy and what you
are now thinking, sharing with the group anything that particularly stood out for
you.

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

213

f. Step 6 (5 minutes): The whole group has a brief discussion about its observations
of the consultancy process.
A final thought – it would be interesting to address the nature of the internal dialogues
that individuals undergoing disintegration are having and see what kinds of roles structured
conversations like the consultancy protocol might have in the process.
David Holland ( davidholland@shaw.ca )
August 2008
Suggested Resource:
Protocols for Professional Learning Conversations available from Connections Publishing
https://www.connect2learning.com/cp/product.php?xProd=24&xSec=4
Appendix 2: David’s Original Dilemma
One aspect of Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration that I am struggling with is
the concept of developmental instinct and its implications. The definitions I have found seem to
be variations of the ones that can be found on Bill Tillier’s website, which are quoted below:
(retrieved June 5, 2008 http://members.shaw.ca/positivedisintegration/glos.htm#d-f )
DEVELOPMENTAL INSTINCT, instinct of a most general and basic nature, a "mother instinct"
in relation to all other instincts; the source (in nucleus) of all developmental forces of an
individual. It finds its expression particularly in such dynamisms as dissatisfaction with oneself,
feelings of inferiority towards oneself, the third factor, inner psychic transformation, disposing
and directing center at a higher level, autonomy and authentism, personality ideal. It acts
differently at different stages of development, pushing the individual towards higher and higher
developmental levels. It operates with variable intensity in most human individuals; among those
with the ability for accelerated development it takes the form of education-of-oneself and
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autopsychotherapy. Some individuals, e.g oligophrenics, imbeciles, idiots, do not have the
developmental instinct. (1970)
DEVELOPMENTAL INSTINCT. The source of all mental developmental forces of the individual.
It is absent in mental retardation and psychopathy. (1972)
At first, I accepted the concept as presented. It emphasizes the importance of inherited
traits as a component of individual development, which makes a great deal of sense to me and
matches with what I have seen throughout my teaching career. Genetics is also at the core of the
overexcitabilities that are so important to developmental potential, and my reading in the field of
gifted education shows how rich that is in helping us to understand the nature of the development
of gifted individuals.
However, as I read more about the theory of positive disintegration, I began to struggle
with the idea of developmental instinct. Its major purposes in the theory seem to be to help
explain why people would choose to go through the significant struggles they face going through
disintegration and why people with similar levels of developmental potential actually achieve
different levels of development. Part of the answer would be that they would have inherited
different levels of developmental instinct. It provides the impetus for that potential to be
expressed. However, this answer is problematic for me:
1. The evidence that developmental instinct exists is that individuals develop to different
levels. However, the concept itself is being used to explain why those differences exist. A
tautological relationship exists between the concept and evidence of its existence,
undermining the persuasiveness of the argument.
2. It seems to be a “black box” explanation of the interaction between the instinct and the
potential. How instinct acts upon overexcitabilities to drive development forward in any

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

215

particular environment has not been clearly explained in my exposure to the theory,
except to proclaim its existence. Yet, as the mother instinct that is the source of all
developmental forces, it would have to take a primary causal role in the process.
a. While cause and effect relationships are amenable to statistical analysis, I was
taught that interaction effects between variables are well nigh impossible to do
anything more than identify. If developmental instinct is simply being identified
and not analyzed, is it suggesting that it might be an interaction effect? If so, what
is it an interaction between? Could it be that what has been identified as instinct is
actually an interaction between the genetic elements of overexcitabilities and the
complexities of the environment the individual finds him or herself within?
b. Does it make the theory more elegant to simplify the number of categories of
factors that need to be taken into account in order to explain a person’s
development?
3. One of the implications of having instinct as a driving force is that development really
wouldn’t be so much a matter of choice as it is a biological imperative. When we look to
biology for discussions of the role that environment plays in the development of innate
traits, it serves as an inhibiting factor on development. A favorable environment allows
the genetic potential to be achieved. This suggests the importance of the individual
struggles to make meaning and to re-assess his or her place in the world would be
reduced because the relative importance of the constitutional elements would be that
much greater. This would also be at odds with the idea that individuals with a great deal
of potential can and do overcome environments that are not conducive to development.
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a. Do the overexciteabilities associated with developmental potential provide
enough genetic “ballast” to allow the theory to sail without adding instinct?
4. Do the characteristics attributed to developmental instinct reflect those normally
associated with instincts? Usually, instinct is defined as an innate ability or aptitude, or an
inborn pattern of behavior characteristic of a species. I am not sure that developmental
instinct would appropriately qualify on the behavioral level. Much of the distinction
between levels of development is about the interpretations of and the intent behind those
behaviors. The significance of the behavior is revealed by the explanations of the people
expressing those behaviors. The same apparent behavior could be understood in very
different ways from a Dabrowskian perspective, depending on the nature of the
explanations given by the individual demonstrating that behavior.
The idea of developmental instinct being an innate ability is a better fit, but it is still
problematic. Developmental instinct changes its expressed form and the way it operates
depending on the level of the individual. These changes are on such a fundamental level that it is
almost as if you would have to claim people come from different species, depending on the level
of development they reach. How predictable can development be without taking into account the
story of the individual? If it isn’t, can it be defined as “instinct”? Consider these quotes from the
Marler article (first one listed in 4a below):
Even Hebb (1949), ever cautious about its limited explanatory value, regarded the term
‘instinctive’ as heuristically useful: ‘‘This is behavior in which the motor pattern is variable but
with an end result that is predictable from acknowledgment of the species, without knowing the
history of the individual animal. This class of behavior must be recognized’’ (Hebb 1949, p.
166).
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…he pointed out that “we are involved here in the difficulties of the constitutional-experiential,
but there is presumably no mammalian (or avian) behavior that is uninfluenced either by
learning, or by the constitution that makes some learning easy or inevitable.” (Hebb 1949 p.
166)
We also should remember that a single genotype can generate more than one phenotype,
but that this is in response to the environment the organism experiences. The genetic code
however influences which aspects of the environment are likely to have the most impact on the
kinds of changes the organism develops. This suggests again that developmental instinct may be
an expression of the interaction between the two other factors in Dabrowski’s theory.
a. These articles helped me to frame my thoughts about point #4:
i. http://www.neurogene.ru/content2006/september14bateson/innateness%20
and%20the%20instinct%20to%20learn.pdf
ii. http://www.isss.org/2000meet/papers/20027.pdf

The Question I Would Like Help Answering:
Does Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration need the concept
of “developmental instinct” for it to work, or can the roles that
concept plays in the theory be explained in terms of the interactions
between overexcitabilities and environmental factors?
Thank you.
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Paper 14). Richard Michelle-Pentelbury, Teacher/Resident Director/MA (Gifted
Education)
An Autonomous and Unique Personality, a la Dabrowski; Beware ‘The Paradigm Phallacy’
Abstract
The expression of one’s “unique and autonomous personality,” from a Dabrowski
perspective, is not only the result of Level V achievement, but the route through Levels I,
II, III, and IV. It is subservience to paradigms, as well as the seeking of new
paradigms that at once withholds as well as invigorates an intentional person. The route
of integration is both a map of progress and a mine-field of cauterization, and an
individual’s proclivity to dwell in a ‘Paradigm Phallacy’ (hereby coining the phrase, as
spelt), is but to subsist on a lily-pad over a pond in the road of a lifetime. Through
unilevel First Phase living, disintegrative and psychoneurotic Second Phase
Overexciteability, or Third Phase multilevel and integrative experimentation, the
dynamics of personality, potentiality, and paradigmatic proclivities perpetually propel a
person, or not. It is in the ‘or not’ that Dabrowski’s greatest challenge to mankind remains. As
such, amongst the very many other models for, of, and about mankind (such as
Psychogeometrics, Spiral Dynamics, Holland’s Theory, Kohlberg’s Theory, or
Anneagram Theory) it is one’s given proclivity for a paradigm that may inhibit the route of
oneself through Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration, and may affect one’s stumbling
“through ever higher levels of universal development” (1972, p.4). It is in our
intentional awareness and integration of Dabrowski’s Levels I through IV, as teachers, as
participators, and indeed as humans in the very evolution of mankind that we each may more
readily find our “autonomous and unique personality.” To be, or not to be? The paradox is that in
our very ‘being’ Dabrowski himself (1964, p.112) may find us “mentally healthy,” or not!
Please also see the attached PowerPoint presentation
One Step at a Time:
(Dabrowski, Dynamics, Ole Buck, the Bear, the Bowie, and my Wheelchair)
By Richard M-Pentelbury
Thursday, August 21st, 2008:
The bear print haunts me. Embedded the length of two fists with ominous fingers of sharp
claws in the clay of the pathway, it has me unlatching the sheath-clip around my old Bowie
knife, and then carefully looking around. Do I give up my ascent? This trail up Ole Buck takes
one to the top of the smaller of many mountains in the Kananaskis Ranges of Alberta, Canada,
and I’ve chosen it with purpose and intention. I study the threat. Instinct that goes back more
than five years since I last was able to hike, to a time before the accident that had me conscripted
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into a three-year wheelchair dependency until just eight week ago, now re-assures me that the
bear was here probably a day or even two ago. I smile. I’ve past the chaotic bifurcation point of
fear, but one is best to be cautious with bears. Had to shoot one once. Had once to use this same
knife on another kind of bear too, I remember. And given that my legs are still rubbery from
three years of essential immobility, despite the last eight weeks of increasing my steps with
transcending determination, I’m still in no shape to run. As it is, this inaugural sojourn into the
wilds is being done with the distinct sense of one step at a time; and I’ve yet several thousand
steps to make if I’m to complete the three kilometre circuit of today’s challenge. So, I continue
the ascent.
Having just come across the Sibbald Creek hiking bridge, about half a kilometre from
where I left my car, the slope up the left flank of Ole Buck now begins in earnest. Above me the
dwarfed birch trees bristle against the darkening sweep of clouds, and down to my left alongside
the sparkling creek the sudden great leaping of two startled brown deer keeps me on edge. Is it
the bear they smell, or me? But I’ve come a long way to do this hike, metaphorically much
farther than the 80 or so kilometres from my Calgary home, and in honour of the memory of
what I once was able to do, and am determined now to do again, I keep going.
My old boots go back as much as ten years ago; they soon loosen up. The small gray
pack on my back also has an old familiar feel. My spirit soars. I’m doing it! I’m back in the flow
of things, heading up and down and around and up again, alone, independent, self-reliant, and
free to think and feel beyond the confines of immediate attachment to another’s step, pace,
wants, needs, solicitations, or noise; a rare privilege for any of us, such moments of sojourn. Of
incessant pain and overcoming limitations of endurance I refuse to pay too much mind; I have a
degenerative disc condition that necessitated the base of my spine being removed when I was
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twelve, that at twenty-five required bone-chips from my hips to fuse the lower vertebrae, and that
at fifty something, a short five years ago, required rods and screws surgery. Or has it been a long
five years? It took a year and some months after surgery before I was able to re-apply to teach,
three academic years ago. And as I entered classes I was dependent on my power-chair,
incapable of walking, the pain levels of my burning nerves and degenerating neck disabling me
from even pushing my own wheel-chair. But now? Hiking here with the brown soil and broken
shale and the bared roots of life lifting me step by step toward the heavens, I’m mobile! Ha!
When was I last on this trail? Nine, ten years ago? Yet I recall the pathway’s spiral. Still, its
slippery steepness takes me somewhat by surprise. I trudge on.
Then a blurry bursting from the underbrush right at my feet startles me as a sparrow
shrieks alarm and flutters up in zigzags through the sun-dappled leaves of Trembling Aspen. I
look first around for some cause other than myself, insecure now. If that bear is still here and has
me in its sights I do not see it, yet my scared senses make it out to be very close. Still, the overexcited bird now sits at a distance, twit-twitting at me. Ha! What was it in the poem by Earl
Birney about climbing in these mountains that I’d quoted when presenting at the Dabrowski
International Congress just the weekend before last in Canmore, not an hour’s drive from here?
Ah yes, “And David found a robin gyrating in grass, wing-broken; I caught it up to tame, but
David took and killed it, and said, can you teach it to fly?” Well, that bird over there is safe. But
am I? Then again, just before David had his accident and wanted rather to die than face a
wheelchair he too came across, “great prints, by the lowest snow, of a grizzly.” Ha! Multi-level
thinking says it does not matter, I remind myself; everything is important, and nothing really
matters; isn’t that what I often say at these conventions? Besides, I’ve already been in a chair!

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

221

After the fourth switchback I halt up for breath and to still my pounding heart, and stare
out over the valley, marvel at the glistening ribbon of the creek way down below, note the
broiling of the darkening clouds advancing from behind the upthrust peaks of the Rockies that
shred at the amassing sky. And I dig in my pack for perhaps a band-aid with which to stop the
blister chafing at my left ankle. I have no medication. For years now I’ve refused to accept even
an aspirin unless the pain unendurably became too much, usually at night, but then each time the
aspirin wore out the anguish would surmount with a vengeance, so I learned to accept, minimize,
and flow with pain, sans tablets. No stops. Like the momentum of going here; keep up the flow.
And then my fingers pluck out the second of my old knives, a small red Swiss-army pen-knife
that my friend Ian Dallas gave me more than twenty-five years ago, when I first set off to hike in
these mountains over the July through November months of 1982. I smile. I’d hiked from Jasper
in the north along the skyline trail and over Nigel’s Peak past the Columbia Icefields, and along
the Sawback ranges all the way to giant Assiniboine. And much of the gear I then carried with
me I have here now, twenty five years later, even my old rain-jacket. Good! Given the sudden
drop in temperature and the stalking sky, it’ll probably pour on this parade of mine. I swig from
my water bottle. The blister will have to broil. I keep going. But I keep checking for the bear.
Oh well, at least if I have to bury the Bowie in the belly of the bear I’ll have the pen-knife
as a back-up. Ha! Fanciful thinking. But that’s precisely what prepares one, I remember. I’d got
the Lee Enfield 303 back in 1976, within a month of landing in Canada, since around the lone
cabins of Cordingly Lake in Northern Ontario where I was holed up working for Klimack
Construction “the bears were bad.” And then the bear scratched at my window just as the sun
was rising. “It’ll come in through a window, go out through a wall,” the game warden had
warned. And since it was the bear’s second visit, and my mid-night shots in the ground near it
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when it first had rattled at the garbage cans still had not scared it off, I felt compelled to stop the
danger, and I went with the rifle to the door, and ended its life. Still have the skin. Ate some of
the meat. Gave the rest to old Anne Liman, the half-Indian hunter-trapper who came and
collected the hideous carcass in her creaking pick-up. But I’ve always felt bad about it; surely
there were other options? And now? Well, I have only the Bowie, my slightly wobbly legs, and
some degree of pluck. But I will not back down. I will never give up.
“Never give up!” That’s what Darrel Janz, our stellar TV anchorman had said at the
students’ convocation at the University just this last June. I sat in my power-chair in the very
front row and listened to his key-note address. He did an excellent imitation of Churchill, even
looks a lot like Churchill. And at his invocation, nay, his very exhortation to overcome all
obstacles, tears began to spill from me. I felt compelled to walk again, to commence the
marathon. If endurance is really a matter of mind over matter, then it mattered that I begin using
my mind to matter, ha! And so, classes over with, I began to increase the time up out of my
chair, and the distances I walked every day, and I did not speak of it, and I did not even dare
think much of it; I just did it. Nor did I accept the temptation of tablets, those temporary flatlands
in the spikes of reality. Forty plus years of constant pain has me now managing the burning and
stabbing like a malformed backpack grafted into me, zipped to an icon in the mindscape. But in
the dark when I awake in sweat and can but barely move for the knives and saws that have
unpacked from my conscious clamp, and with no one awake to see me, I know pain to be
visceral chains rattling against the ethereal yearning for freedom of the soul. But all that is then,
this is now! Now the pain is diminished with the vigour of my movement that does not relent,
will not give up, and pushes past the boundaries of self-imposed limitation. And that’s why I’m
not about to turn back and head down to the safety of my parked car, despite the gathering storm
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and the vibrating sense of being watched by the bear. One step at a time, I’m going to keep going
up this mountain. Ha! For the past three years of being in my power-chair I’ve had on my lap my
academic binder with its quote on the cover by de Saint-Exupery, “What saves a man is to take a
step. Then another step. It is always the same step, but you have to take it.” Never give up!
And then I almost step on the offal. It’s a bear-scat alright; like a flattened blue-berry pie.
I give it but a glance, my eyes and ears alive to what’s around. But only the aspens bristle as they
gather themselves up for the threatening rain, and the wind pads brusquely among the pines,
bruiting about the looming underskirts of the lowering clouds swirling above, and the birds are
silent. But then there is a great thud, and a loud snort, and a bashing crashing amongst the trees
to my left, and I swing with the Bowie knife immediately at the ready, only to point at nothing
but the bush to see. And then I hear my heart hammering. And I take in deep breaths of air to still
it, for I need to stay alert to what’s out there, not just to what’s inside of me. But there is no more
sound. The moment plays back. A big buck would have alarmed at my presence. A big buck
would have snorted and sprang and crashed away through the thickets. And a big buck would not
find me edible. Ha! Nor for that matter, would the bear! I look down at the dark plop, and bend
cautiously to pick at it with the tip of my knife. The skin is hardening, perhaps ten to fourteen
hours old, the inside oozes slightly, but already is drying; this bear dropped by perhaps only
yesterday. I’ve nothing to fear. Still, I keep the Bowie in my hand, and am ready for the slightest
of sounds as I stalk my way silently up the rocky incline. The knife is an old friend. It saved me
from a severe thrashing once before. I was in the Edinburgh hotel, applying for jobs on the North
Sea oil rigs and no sooner had cockily stepped up ahead of a whole line of men and brazenly
thrust open an office door when a great bear of a man grabbed me from behind, his arm around
my throat. I tried to throw him off but he was too strong and too heavy, and just before the room
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grew black before me I desperately yanked out the Bowie from its hidden sheath at the left of my
chest and sliced up into the crook of the man’s arm. He yelled as blood spurted and I dashed out
of there! But all that’s another story, of a time back in 1975 when I was a political refugee from
the South African army and had gone AWOL, jumped a ship to Britain, and was biking my way
up to the Orkney Islands. That’s when I’d first got the old Bowie and the second hand tent and
kit from the Salvation Army store in London. The three-speed push-bike I’d got from a contact
I’d made, Martin Rumens, but, well... right now I still have more than two kilometres to hike,
and the path grows steeper. Still, I wish I’d chosen some other way to deal with the belligerent
man and his bear-hug; and no, I’ve not forgotten about the present bear!
At the top of Ole Buck is a makeshift bench of big logs. I sit and watch the clouds gather
for their final assault. Across the valley the road from the parking lot spirals through the trees
into a horizon of tooth-edged silhouettes. To my left the hiking path descends. To my right the
path winds up still further. There is a small white triangle affixed by the wardens to demarcate
the route. From some ten years before I recall some Inuit-like rock formations further up and
decide to revisit them. The rain will come anyway. I may as well enjoy the very top of the
mountain. So I head on up. After about five minutes I come out on the crag, and true to memory,
like rough rock scarecrows there are now three man-made piles of stone. So to each I add a small
one of my own, but not to the top lest I overbalance a configuration and cause it to fall. Already
useless to one side, one of these Inuksuks lies discarded as a handicapped man, and I debate
perhaps re-assembling it, but know that even now the slightest wrong twist of my body and I’d
maybe pinch my nerve and not be able to put weight on my foot. After all, that’s what happened
just two weeks ago, just before the Dabrowski Conference. I’d gone on my bicycle beside Linda,
my wife, at her brisk walking pace for daily exercise and at one point had to stop quite suddenly;

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

225

the jar as my foot came down set off a nerve pinch that had me unable to walk much at all. So I
had to be driven to do the presentation from my wheelchair. But only for the first five minutes,
for I then had the participants moving to demonstrate discomfort with their perhaps
predominating psycho-geometric proclivities and rose myself, and served notice that for the first
time in five years that I intended to manage the 45 minute presentation on my feet, and did so!
Ha! I then used the analogy of unilevel versus multilevel awareness inherent in Birney’s poem,
as is most applicable to Dabrowski: When David fell to the rock, and the blood oozed from his
back, and he’d argued against Bobby bringing men up from the camp for the almost impossible
rescue, “for what, a wheelchair, Bob?” I pointed back to my own chair. That David would rather
die if not free to continue to climb these mountains was rather limited of him, yes? Even if he’d
been paralyzed and confined, he’d still have his mind! He could still create, teach, give to others.
And is that not what Dabrowski would call overcoming the disintegration to make of things
something positive and to transcend the immediacy of the moment to become a fully autonomous
human being? Ha! But now, looking back on the dismembered formation of the fallen Inuksuk, I
wonder how it continues to serve humanity in its disintegrated state, other than perhaps to have
its rocks, its very atoms rejoin the purpose of others ~ and in a moment of inspiration I pick up a
small piece of it and place it with care on the standing stones of another; a positive reintegration!
Ha! Then I head for the small red triangle amongst the trees signalling the path of descent.
Almost immediately I am aware of the bear again. The trees rustle, the path slides away,
and the rain begins to splat at the closeness of the leaves. Am I being followed? I take off my
pack, shrug into my rain-jacket, adjust my hat so as not to cover my ears, and settle the backpack
into place. My sheath-knife’s handle pokes reassuringly through the side-slit of my rain-jacket.
As I walk I’ll need now to watch every step even more carefully. The drops turn to a steady
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drizzle and the pathway is soon slippery mud and the bare rocks glisten and the trees droop and
the wild flowers bob and there is no sound but the plastic swish of my rain-jacket. And as I
descend I’m aware that my body is not fit, that my legs are now even more wobbly, and that each
step needs careful calibrating for balance and lightness to absorb the impact that my own body
weight would otherwise be putting on my discs, lean for my age as I am. Ha! Is that why the
black bear I’d had to shoot so long ago was hungry? He became too lean? But it’s been a good
summer for bear-berries here. Around me are many, many of whose names I’d once learned as I
foraged with a guide book on that hike of mine back in the 80’s. But even then, as many months
as I’d been out in the backcountry, and alone as I was for some thirteen to seventeen days at a
time, I’d had no encounter with a bear. Despite seeing prints.
And then the path disappears. I’ve arrived into a heavily weeded gully that licks up at the
mountain like an extended tongue, its surface rasping with tall yarrow and valerian, its sides
steeply canted toward the blackly bristling pines. There appears no break. The rain brushes at the
plants, interlinking the leaves, and beyond it all the trees lean indifferently. But I won’t go back.
I scan about for a marker, a hiker’s blaze, a triangle of tin, but there is nothing. And the soil
beneath me is turning softer and more slippery in the gathering water, so I push through into the
field of the wet weeds and slog downwards, hoping that somehow I can connect with the
pathway again, and then I hear it! Straight ahead! A loud groan of anticipation, or of anguish, or
of frustration! It repeats. My knife out, I squat, hidden, and wait. Then the dreadful noise comes
again, just as the wind picks up and shakes at the trees, then subsides. I watch. For a moment I
am back there, in the jungle of my young manhood on an African border, my rifle at the ready,
my mission to observe and if necessary to eliminate all insurgents; the army had, paradoxically,
prepared me for this; I am trained always to be able to respond beyond my own sense of
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limitations. Ha! Ironic, isn’t it? That old training is almost exactly what brings me to be here
now, waiting amongst the wet-weeds, awaiting the rush of a bear. And then I hear the sound
again, and focus for movement, and see two old trunks, at about fifty paces, rubbing up against
each other and groaning at their suddenly disturbed slumber in the harrying of the wind. Ha!
I stand up. And to the right, some twenty paces away, lies the path. I’m so glad I didn’t
go back!
The way now becomes rutted, and there are massive cow-paddies that glisten up wetly
underfoot as I tread through the weeds and the wildflowers. The beasts may have been here
yesterday, but the blistering rain makes it too difficult for me to tell. There are other hoof prints
too, deer prints for a certainty, and maybe even a horse, but all are being washed away. And I
realize I’ve emerged onto what might have once been a farmer’s field, for the long flatness of it
is overgrown with familial clusters of purple asters punctuated by stands of red Indian paintbrush
and over-ranked with officious milkweed. And in the steady drizzle of rain it is like walking
through a field of hundreds of individuals, all bowed to the succour of the manna-like rain, each
colourful and unique. Like the five hundred or more supplicants before Mother Meera at the
Darshan I managed to attend, just last night. And psychologist Rita Irwin, and grandmother Ruth
Deschner, and professor Janneke Frank were there too, each amongst so many other flowers of
rainbow halos wearing coral crowns. For over 3 hours of absolutely silent energy there we all
were, enwrapped in the University Theatre. Some thirty of us at a time literally crawled toward
her on a strip of white carpet that made an inverted L toward her chair from either side of the
stage. Ushers ensured an order, and each group stepped shoeless as bid from the rake of the
audience down to the stage, squatted on our heels, then again and again crawled on all fours to
almost touch the back of the person before us, as we each waited our turn to be blessed by
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Mother Meera, who took head after head into her palms, then raised it to peer into the eyes,
before releasing the self to rejoin the congregation. And now, so too do each of the flowers I pass
tend to congregate, like huddled with like, as indeed does all of nature in individual form raise
itself from the various soils to find vigour in the light - despite the now seemingly insufferable
constancy of the rain; ha! The path is a slippery slog, sucking at my steps. My legs, my pain, my
fatigue is now at the limits of my tolerance; but then again, one step, and another step and
another step, and... ah; as the Buddha says, pain is inevitable, suffering is optional. So one
trudges on. Blithely, or not. Bear, or not. To be, or not. One step at a time.
And then there is the re-entering of the tree line, and the slope falls away and the trees
quickly thin out and suddenly I emerge back where I’d started the circuit, the little wooden
bridge before me, and that first fear-filled print of the bear barely thirty feet away. I glance
around. My caution had been unfounded, or was it? Had the bear attacked me I perhaps would
not have come full circle to this ending of my journey; my story would have had some other
ending. And that, as the Robert Frost poem goes, “has made all the difference.” But then again,
had I stopped up at the first obstacle and gone back I’d also, no doubt, have some other story to
tell. One step at a time.
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Paper 15). Susan Daniels, Ph.D. California State University, San Bernardino
Living With Intensity: Applications of TPD for Parents, Counselors, Teachers and Gifted Adults
Abstract
Living With Intensity (2009) a new work that addresses applications of TPD for parenting,
teaching and counseling gifted children and adolescents and for living as a gifted adult will be
presented. Chapters to be discussed, include:
(1) Embracing Intensity: Overexcitability, Sensitivity, and the Developmental Potential of the
Gifted, (2) Nurturing the Sensitivity and Intensity of Young Gifted Children, (3) Dabrowski’s
Theory: Possibilities and Implications of Misdiagnosis, Missed Diagnosis, and Dual Diagnosis in
Gifted Individuals,(4) What We May Be: What Dabrowski’s Work Can Do for Gifted Adults, (5)
Building Firm Foundations: Research on Overexcitability and the Developmental Potential of the
Gifted.
Please see the attached PowerPoint presentation

Paper 16). Josh Shane, Educational Studies Program, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology
Teaching TPD to motivated High School Students

Abstract
Teaching the Theory of Positive Disintegration to motivated adolescents presents its own
particular joys and challenges. I presented TPD to students in a small alternative high school, an
enrichment program for self-selected secondary students at a major research university, and in a
collaborative program for home schooling students. While there were more similarities across
the environments than not, the differences were striking. This presentation will discuss both
instructional issues and short term consequences of the courses. Discussion is preferred.
Paper 17). Dexter Amend

"The Developmental Choice:" Suffering and Sacrifice in TPD
Abstract
This presentation will expand on an earlier one (Amend, 2008) to discuss the role of instinctual
and emotional functions in development. Specifically, the role of suffering and psychological
tension will be discussed in the context of the developmental choice. Following Bergson,
Dabrowski suggested that the creative instinct is associated with nervousness and psychological
tension. Individuals’ tendencies often go against one’s type and create tension. By making the
developmental choice an individual can consciously counteract these tendencies and move in the
direction of one’s self. This is a very difficult task, as Dabrowski quoted the Polish poet
Mickiewicz, “it is more difficult to be truly good throughout one single day, than to build a
tower.” To move towards the creative expression of one’s self is a monumental achievement
from moment to moment.
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Papers submitted for proceedings, speaker could not attend:
Paper 18). Tadeusz Kobierzycki, Dr hab., Professor of Philosophy at the Frederic Chopin
Academy of Music in Warsaw, Professor of Psychology at the Trnavska Univerzita in
Bratislava.
Stress and Creativity /Instinct, Disintegration and Stress as Components of Creativity
Abstract:
A necessary component of creative stress is relaxation which permits the loosening of emotions
to have some rest, to equalize the energy, physically and mentally taking place on a high or low
level of creative processes, filled with high indicators of psychophysical tension. Creative stress,
however, also refers to higher dynamisms constituting and developing man, it is a necessary
condition of his biological, psychological, social and spiritual existence.
1. Stress as a Problem of Research on Creative Processes
2. The Creative Instinct as an Evolutionary Equivalent of the Creative Potential
3. Stress as the Cause of Negative and Positive Disintegration
4. Occurrences of Biopsychical Aggregation and Disaggregation
5. Stress as an Impulse to Internal and Creative Transformation
6. The Creative Instinct – Play, Relaxation and Transgression
7. Self-Mutilation as the Effect of the Auto-regulation of Stress
8. Creative Instinct as a Stress-like Axis of Psychical Organization
9. The Creative Instinct, Creative Stress, Creative Personality
10. Stress as a Component of the Individual Creative Process

STRESS AND CREATIVITY
Instinct, Disintegration and Stress as Components of Creativity
Dr. Tadeusz Kobierzycki, Warsaw 2008/
“Evolution is a creation unceasingly renewed” /H. Bergson/
Introduction
Creativity is sometimes defined as the product of: 1/ abilities and interests, giftedness or
talents, 2/ genes and impulses, reactions or activities, 3/ needs and aspiration, behaviour or
postures, 4/ temperaments and characters, personality or genius, 5/ unconsciousness and
consciousness, passivity or activeness, 6/ animalism and mediocrity, exceptionality or
divineness. Neurophysiological analyses have uncovered some secrets of creativity, which
occurs thanks to the extreme states of man’s organism – relaxation and stress.
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In his own theory, Hans Seyle described stress in the context of relaxation, as a kind of
tension which can be realized in three dimensions: as a positive /eustress/, negative /distress/ and
dynamical /natural /psychophysiological stress/ tension. In the first case, stress strengthens man’s
life by the enhancement of excitement. In the second one, it breaks up the state of primary
numbness. In the third one, it upholds life processes on a standard level. A structural supplement
of stress is relaxation, as a necessary factor regulating various formations of stress /cf. H. Seyle,
1950, 1956, 1974.
Creativity is the effect of excitement and the expression of unconscious and conscious,
individual and collective experiences /cf. C.G. Jung, 1981/; it can be the result of integration and
disintegration, aggregation and disaggregation /cf. K. Dąbrowski, 1929, 1934. The phenomena of
creativity assume the form of reactions, and also extreme behaviour. That what is creational and
that what is evolutional meet and clash in man’s life, they create, express and modify his
personality.
1. Stress as a Problem of Research on Creative Processes
What decides about the affirmative influences of traumata /vs stressors and stresses/ on
creativity is not easy to determine. Some hints are given by psychoanalysis/ cf. S. Freud, 1995.
Theories of a psycho-physiological orientation mention a psychic „disaggregation” that could be
favourable for creativity. On the cross of these two theories, Dąbrowski built his own theory of
“positive disintegration.” in which he found a place for the description of the phenomenon of
creativity. He comprised it in a five-level model development of the personality.
The attempt to positively evaluate psychic “disaggregation.” as a positive phenomenon
was undertaken by K. Dąbrowski in his doctoral thesis, in which to the description of the
development of the personality of creators, he included such categories as: self-mutilation,

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

232

suicide, mental illness, accelerated psychic excitability etc. Similar phenomena or the same ones
can be observed in difficult situations, described also in Hans Seyle’s theory of stress and
relaxation.
The operational schema of creativity is in a way similar to the operational schema sheet
of stress and relaxation. They are components of every situation which has its own positive and
negative developmental effects. Their positive or negative character is determined by the way the
subject interprets them and how it will evaluate his own creative possibilities. The positive
utilization of stress as a set “of factors of creative growth” /E. Nęcka, 2000, p.146/ transforms its
alarm signalling functions into creational or recreational functions.
Evolutionarily oriented scholars define creativity as an expression of purposefulness and
as the effect of tension resulting from the excess or shortage, from the incomplete form of human
nature. What is interesting is the indication of the significance of the „informational metabolism”
/ cf. Anthony Kępiński, 1972/ as a system of balancing the “energy metabolism.” The energy
metabolism and the informational metabolism models human behaviour and lifestyle. In this
perspective stress can be a metaphor of the dynamism which modernizes the informational
potentials and the creative possibilities of man.
Contemporarily, the following are distinguished: 1/ the level of flowing “creativity” /the
effect “of curiosity”/, 2/ the level of “crystallized creativity” /the effect “steering emotions”/, 3/
the level “of mature creativity” the effect “of changes in the mood.” e.g. depression/ and 4/ the
level of exceptional “creativity” – without psychological correlates / E. Nęcka, 2000, p. 219. A
question however arises: Is cognitive “curiosity” not also a steering emotion in the same way as
mood or even emotional deficit which can mean the lack of a concrete emotion?

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

233

2. The Creative Instinct as an Evolutionary Equivalent of the Creative Potential
The Latin word instinct comes from the Greek word horme, signifying movement, a
blow, attack, storm, rape, outrage, internal impulse, zeal, lust, decision and resolution /cf. Z.
Węclewski, 1884, p. 491. The notion of the instinct embraces many terms belonging to the
notion of stress, with which is connected the Latin understanding of the word instinct: in
(upon)+stinguere (prick). The Greek word meaning horme (Aristotle, Stoics) was used by
Charles Darwin in his theory.
William James defined the instinct as the impulse and the power to act and achieve aims
without its earlier prediction. “The human instinct” differs from the “animal instinct” in the fact
that thanks to consciousness, it is reflected upon and stops being “blind.” Man possesses many
instincts /eg. sucking, biting, grasping, pointing, crying, turning the head, holding its head
straight etc./ The instincts of construction, play, curiosity, fear of rivalry make not only
development, but also creativity possible for him.
Popular before 1939, William McDougall, differentiated seven main instincts, between
them one important for creative dynamics - “the instinct of curiosity” joined with “the feeling of
astonishment.” To the idea of the creative instinct one can add his – instinct of construction /cf.
F. Maj, 2003, p. 27/ whereby he arrives at constructing buildings, creating metaphysical systems
or legal codes. Curiosity and astonishment can be components “of creative stress.”
Jan Mazurkiewicz /under whose supervision K. Dąbrowski studied for a short time at the
University of Warsaw- psychiatry/ named the dynamism stimulating the reactions of the
organism – “the instinctive impulse.” It is in his concept, an emotional tie between the body and
the psyche. The instinctive impulse creates the bridge between pleasure and displeasure. The
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creative instinct would be a formation situated between the self-preservation instinct and the
cognitive instinct. /cf. J. Mazurkiewicz, 1901, 1950, 1958.
3. Stress as the Cause of Negative and Positive Disintegration
In many concepts of creativity, many speak generally about psychical “tension.”
“anxiety.” “fear” as psychophysical reactions called out by external or internal events. The result
is such that some evolutionarily positive occurrences are treated negatively, as wastecomponents of human evolution which should not appear at all. These type of opinions connect
disintegration with degradation or destruction, forgetting about creativity and construction. The
mechanism of disintegration gives not only negative results, but also positive, favourable ones to
the loosening or breaking up of excessively stiff and too coherent psychical or psychophysical
structures. Without this function of disintegration, at least one group of creative processes would
not be possible, the one based on relaxation, dreaming, sleeping, active imagination etc.
According to the eminent Polish neurophysiologist and psychiatrist Jan Mazurkiewicz the
following instinctive impulses exist: 1) practical impulses, 2) cognitive impulses, 3) motoric
impulses, 4) gnostic impulses and 5) sexual impulses emerging at puberty . The instinct consists
of three phylogenetic memory /mnemic/ attitudes: 1) gnostic that is to say cognitive, which
makes possible the recognition of the quality of the vital to life impulse and its choice, 2)
hereditary /own activity/ of an emotional tinge, characteristic for all species, 3) preferential,
responsible for positive or negative endeavours and attitudes.
The instinct conceived this way /as an “instinctive impulse”/ is characterised by: 1) the
disappearance of gnosia and motoric abilities and 2) the maintenance of the central element of
the instinctive attitudes, which in man have the character of emotional dynamisms. Such an
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approach brings Mazurkiewicz’s and Dąbrowski’s theories closer to each other, who in reality
were theoretical /as well as practical/ competitors.
On account of the lack of a full elaboration /positive and negative/ of the process of
disintegration, psychologists, and especially psychiatrists have difficulties in describing the
instinct as a homogeneous force which acts in both, the ontogenetic and the phylogenetic phase.
Instead of this, they create two instinctive orders: the “lower” and the “higher” or the “specific”
and the “individual” /“ontogenetical.” They assume that from that what is “lower” cannot come
into being that what is “higher.” and from that what is “specific.” cannot come into being that
what is “individual.” though on the grounds Bergson’s theory of creative “evolution.” such an
explanation is possible.
4. Occurrences of Biopsychical Aggregation and Disaggregation
The assembling and dispersing of the impulses, the biological and the psychical
functions, as well as the theory of integration and disintegration and that of the psychophysical
reintegration can be reinterpreted again on the grounds of the theory of stress. One has to,
however, accept Dąbrowski’s definition of the creative instinct: “It comes into being ... and
develops there where we are dealing with dynamisms of astonishment in relation to the
environment and to ourselves, concern for yourself and the environment, sensual and emotional
sensibility and most of all imagination and fantasy, and also usually – with the accelerated
intellectual excitability” /K. Dąbrowski 1971, p. 40. There is no doubt that the creative instinct is
related structurally and energetically with the occurrence of the stress.
One can add to the structure of stress states of disaggregation and psychical,
psychophysical or psychosocial disintegration. Such a possibility is given by the following
sentence of K. Dąbrowski: “According to the author, the creative instinct is connected as a rule
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with nervousness, unrest, depression, anxiety-states, that is to say with those dynamisms which
consist of the “grasping of reality” in every respect, experiencing it, seeing it more
overwhelmingly, in a “distorted mirror.” in an existential way”/ K. Dąbrowski, 1971, p. 40.
Stressful components of life which favour the formation of reactions and negative states can, in
certain circumstances, transform them into reactions and positive states.
The creative instinct understood as the basis of executive creative acts, is individually
diverse: “The creative instinct belongs to the instincts which come into being in ontogenesis and
which are not the general property of the human species, unless we speak about its faint sparks.
It forms and develops in some individuals on the level of multi-level spontaneous disintegration,
so in the first phase of the creation of multilevel dynamisms, and even on the level of the
unilevel disintegration” K. Dąbrowski, 1971, p. 39. Ontogenetical bases of the creative “instinct”
can be analysed as components of the stress of life.
5. Stress as an Impulse to Internal and Creative Transformation
K. Dąbrowski came up with the idea depatologizing the phenomenon of psychical
disaggregation as a student of the Univerisity of Poznań /psychology /, and later at the University
of Geneve /medicine/ when he prepared two doctorial theses - one on the subject self-mutilation,
and the second on the subject of suicides /cf. Dąbrowski Kazimierz, 1929, 1934. He noticed then
that some eminent creators torment themselves to obtain better results in their activities. The
description of self-mutilation could be today transcribed into a description of creative auto-stress.
Both confessors as well as critics of the crises, disintegrative and traumatic theories of
creativity can not establish where the final border passes between that what is positive and that
what is negative. Thus they are inclined to describe the negative phenomena of stress and
creativity by means of terms derived from the dictionary of psychopathology. The creative
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process which begins with emotional or cognitive stress increases the endeavour to exit from
psychical tensions, to liberation, a loosening, relaxation, physical or psychical, practical or
virtual calmness.
The creative process based on the mechanics of relaxation refers to the so called folk,
wild, Sunday or a happening type of creativity. “As I mentioned it – /the creative instinct/ is the
possession of only some individuals or groups. However, many of the so called ordinary people,
not representing any outstanding features of personality, show sparks or in their development a
usually narrow or average level of creative skills. We have many such talented not taught people
(eg. in Poland in the Tatra Highlands and Podkarpacie)” / K. Dąbrowski, 1971, p.39-40. After a
creative ecstasy, the creator has a need of internal calmness which is often obtained thanks to
erotic and aesthetical fantasies or energy-discharges /e.g. alcoholic or narcotic intoxication/
K. Dąbrowski’s observations harmonize with those of Sigmund Freud and Wilhelm
Stekel from Vienna, where K. Dąbrowski underwent a short psychoanalysis. Stekel more than
Freud pointed to the fact that the psychical tension, thus stress, can be used by creators to
maintain a suitable life drive /cf. W. Stekel, 1909, 1912.
Stekel and Freud’s views have their roots in the opinions of the German philosopher F.
Nietzsche who had an elite vision of man: ‘You higher men here, have you not all failed?Be of
good cheer; what does it matter? How much is still possible! Learn to laugh at yourselves as one
must laugh!’ /F. Nietzsche 1958, p. 404. People who are satisfied only with the repetition and
intensification of the thrilling creative “trauma” have the same the problem.
6. The Creative Instinct – Play, Relaxation and Transgression
According to Dąbrowski, the creative “instinct” has its levels, from the
psychopathological to the transcendental. Creativity differentiates people whose activity is
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exceeded by talent, giftedness and interests, from those who passively submit themselves to it /as
eg. Folk artists/, creating in the state of relaxation or for relaxation, for fun or public holidays.
Creativity is both an expression of sleep, unconscious fantasies, as it is of unconscious thoughts,
which create conglomerations and present themselves as intriguing images.
Creativity based on impulses flowing from the unconscious has its sources in states of
relaxation, looseness, rest, day-dreaming, excitement, pain and pleasure etc. In people who have
a stronger creative “instinct.” transgressive phenomena occur which assume the form of
autostress. Many creators whose ability and necessity to explore the world is greater, surrender to
greater stimulation which brings not only pleasure but also displeasure. Such an approach to
oneself changes sometimes into a form of “self-mutilation” /K. Dąbrowski, 1929, 1934.
The occurrence of self-oppression /self-mutilation/ on a low level has its aggressive or
regressive, constructive and destructive versions. It is a way of coping with the strong separation
of the self-preservation and cognitive instinct. This stratification produces a high level psychical
tension which can be used negatively or favourably. The creative phenomenon is in this case
connected with reintegrating that what is disintegrating on a lower level into a formation which
gives appreciation on a higher level of psychical organization.
Attaining higher levels of psychical organization has a composite character and embraces
all the negative psychoneurological occurrences subjected to stress, to attain higher evolutional
and of developmental aims. They include processes of creation which direct the current states of
mind onto the tracks of projection, regress or retrospection. Experiences and creative acts are
ways of integrating and reintegrating negative and positive occurrences in one’s own body and
psyche.
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If the creative “instinct” is really a mediator between the cognitive instinct and the selfpreservation instinct, then there is no wonder that the stress that steers him produces reactions
which are painful, wounding, tearing the hitherto existing networks of psychophysical
integration. It can not be otherwise in this case. To the main difficulties in explaining this
occurrence belongs the occurrence of ambivalence and ambitendence which always occur in
processes of creation.
7. Self-Mutilation as the Effect of the Auto-regulation of Stress
To the main manifestations of the formation of the ambivalent relation between negative
stress /distress/ and positive stress /eustresem/ is self-mutilation or self-satisfaction.
As K. Dąbrowski writes- “In most cases we are inclined to accept the identicalness of the sources
of both kinds of self-mutilation, occurring in a particular individual, e.g. psychomotor
overexcitability can be in the one case a reason for the formation and development of
inclinations to bite nails, damage their base, scratch the head, in another - to call out the selfaccusations and self-mutilation in the background of tactless behaviour, inadequate to the
situation.
Penitential self-mutilation can manifest itself with flagellation, exposing oneself to
physical discomfort; whereas on the psychical grounds it can manifest itself by the acceptance of
duties, morally humiliating etc.. The disorders of surficial feeling, which have been more or less
clearly located, often cause the constriction and scratching of these places.
Disorders of an indistinct, variable location or disorders of the internal feeling can call out states
of strong psychical tension, which are difficult to the discharge; this difficulty enlarges the
tension and the state of irritation, what in the long run can cause suicidal impulses and the
realization of suicide.
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“Infantilism, underdevelopment of the sexual organs, homosexualism can be on the one
hand a basis of physical self-mutilation (scratching the nipple, hurting sexual organs), as well as
hatred to themselves and self-humiliation. Masochism also appears frequently in both areas”/ K.
Dąbrowski, 1934, p. 6-7.
The author of the theory of disintegration describes self-mutilation (self-oppression): in
states of psychomotor overexcitability in psychoneuroses of an acute course; in the background
of the neuropathic actor’s craft and hysteria; on the basis of the feeling of inferiority and guilt
and the need to mark oneself; in states of emotional overexcitability and the lack of psychical
equilibrium (instabilite); asceticism; suicide in connection with self-mutilation /Michelangelo, F.
Dostoevsky, O. Weininger. Other problems are self-mutilation and hetero-mutilation, sadism and
masochism in relation to self-mutilation and heteromutilation, educational-curative conclusions
and cultural values connected with self-mutilation.
These are analogous occurrences to stress and autostress, and the idea of self-mutilation
can be “a precursor” or an “analogue” to the stress theory of Hans Seyle. Similar opinions were
expressed by K. Dąbrowski in conversations with me in the seventies on the subject of the
suicide of the great Polish poet Jan Lechoń.
Reactions caused by external stress and internal stress connect themselves into one,
though they act as divergent behaviours. The creative process is an attempt to synthesize these
divergent feelings, impressions, reactions and behaviours into a whole which reflects, confirms
and stabilizes the human “self.”

8. Creative Instinct as a Stress-like Axis of Psychical Organization
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The creative instinct is always “relatively limited, if it is not supported by the cooperation of
higher dynamisms, so to say the third factor, the dynamism of subject-object in oneself, the inner
psychic transformation, identification and empathy, and even autonomy and authenticity” / K.
Dąbrowski, 1971, p. 40.
Since the creative instinct synthesizes the stratified psychical sphere and the psychicalphysical sphere in man, thus a question arises - What favourably relaxes it, loosens it and
disintegrates it?
The acceptance of a pluralistic concept of human /ontogenetic/ instincts induces the
acceptance an extended concept of an inter and intra-instinctive stress. Stress as a dynamism of
the instinct exchanges energy and emotional reactions- into processes formatting
/individualizing/ human behaviour.
The creative instinct, according to K. Dąbrowski, does not contain in itself elements
which hierarchize, valorize. It does not also bind all the internal potentials of the development .
Otherwise, it would be necessary to suppose that it is “a personality instinct.” Consistently
accepting the concept of stress as a force disintegrating the instinct, makes such an assumption
possible. Thus the self-preservation instinct, found in a conflict with the cognitive instinct can
change in ontogenesis, as it can for Dąbrowski into a “personality instinct” / K. Dąbrowski,
1961, p. 39.
The creative instinct is an important component of the personality, but it does not fill it
entirely. “Only the connection of this instinct with higher-level dynamisms gives a unification
with the needs of realizing the personality and its ideal. Under these circumstances the creative
instinct becomes ‘introvertized,’ ‘less self-confident,’ less dramatizing outside, less appearing
‘for show,’ instead appearing as a more hidden, more dependent, more ‘modest,’ more
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subordinate to forces of the developing personality and its ideals, to the forces of the instinct of
self-perfection”/ K. Dąbrowski, 1961, p. 41. The personality is a stress-like formation whose
core /substance/ are creative dynamisms, granting it possibilities to form as a subject,
distinguishing itself in the process of evolution from other living beings.
The creative personality is “less certain of itself.” it is open to stressful impulses from
outside and from the inside, and thanks to this it is more sensitive to emotional stress, creative
stress or existential stress. Such stress can be a basic motive of all creativity. Especially in the
case that the creativity becomes an answer to the wish of spiritual survival /L. Lavelle, 1955.
This case is accurately synthesized by the Romantic Polish poet and mystic Adam Mickiewicz
who describes such stress in his poem “Word and Act”: “In words I see only wishes, in activity
power; it is more difficult to live a day well than to write a book”/ Adam Mickiewicz, 1949, p.
275.
Connecting the theory of the creative instinct /and other theories of creativity/ with the
theory of stress perhaps can depathologize and neutralize the description of creative processes, if
we suppose that dynamisms of the creative instinct are functions of the stress which is a natural
component in the process of species as well as individual evolution. If it is the creative instinct
that reintegrates that what it previously stratifies or disintegrates on the level of its evolutional
and individual dynamics, then one must acknowledge that it is an epiphenomenon of stress.
Creative stress can be described as the condition of internal / and external/ development
of man which is not only lineal in character, but also abrupt, a leap, diffused or spontaneous.
Such stress acts on different levels of creativity - not only on a conscious level, but an
unconscious one too, not only on a relaxed level but also on a fixated, regressive and aggressive

Dabrowski and Gifted Education: Beyond Overexcitabilities. August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada

Dabrowski Proceedings 2008

243

one. Creative energy appears then as the formation assembling, aggregating and integrating
innumerable impulses into one activating all the impulses, defined here as creative stress.
Strong stressful impulses reduce or increase man’s psychical and physical reactions. They
are subjected to structuralization, as the so called complexes / Jung/ which are painful for the
individual. They form neurotic or psychotic structures, granting them degraded, broken forms,
disturbing perceptions. But they can also favour the creation of new formations, which thanks to
creative stress undergo exteriorization and allow many individuals to recover the energy, taste
and sense of life.
9. The Creative Instinct, Creative Stress, Creative Personality
Stress as a psychoneurological dynamism does not limit itself only to the physical,
psychophysical or psychical sphere, but it enters into the sphere of the personality. It embraces
the whole of man and is one of the dynamisms of its formation /cf. V. Van Gogh, 1964, p.366/ It
favours the formation of the so called creative personality which is alternative or correlative to
the “basic personality” M. Gołaszewska, 1984, p. 154-207. This is apparent in the works that
“surpass” the artist.
A representative of the Polish school of phenomenological aesthetics writes: ‘The
structure of the creative process is therefore not uniform. It is difficult to speak here about a
cohesive structure, always the same; certain moments repeat themselves in every creative
process, but in such a huge entanglement of factors totally different every time, they are often
almost undistinguishable and it seems as though there is nothing stable in the creative process
(regardless of the differences given on the plane of experiences, consciousness, the manner of the
feeling of the creative process by the artist himself, as well as external manifestations, ways of
executing the work etc.)’ M. Gołaszewska, 1984, p.180.
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The man steered by the forces of stress and the instinct does not always attain the full
satisfaction from the realization of his possibilities. He often abandons the objects which he
created, reaching to other sources of satisfaction. As K. Dąbrowski writes: “It is quite
characteristic that great artists who combine a strong creative instinct with the instinct of selfperfection, often expressed a reluctance to the fruits of their creativity, compared to the
exploration of more ‘important matters’ in their own life, like transcendental matters, matters
concerning human essence, the lapse of all the values, deaths, etc.”/ K. Dąbrowski, 1971, p. 41.
The ecstatic reluctance of creators to the products of their own creativity is derived from
the stress which does not correlate sufficiently enough with the products of their great internal
conflict . I myself observed artists who in different phases of their lives improved compositions
from the time of their youth, actually, ruining them. They were experiencing their creative stress
again and tried to find a new answer to the intensely growing with age existential stress.
The creative stress does not give a sense of permanent pleasure from the acquired
cognitive emotional or aesthetical effect etc. So it must be supplemented or corrected by ecstatic
forms of relaxation /sleep, alcohol, drugs, sex, etc./ The creative personality is a centre of
incessant conflicts, it is “stress-dynamic.” even when the artist’s instinct has been already
satisfied. After it, the control over the artist’s personality is taken by the intensified with an
energy-deficit - need of relaxation.
The creative dynamics has a returning or circular character / hermeneutical. The ‘creative
personality’ is shaped as a result of the performance of creational acts. This is not however a
one-way- influence; on the other hand the personality shapes those acts. The sources of the
effectivity of the creative process – regardless of the fact whether it will be completed to the end,
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or abandoned, before the work comes into being – should be searched for in the end in the basic
plan of man’s personality”/ M. Gołaszewska, 1984 p. 183. Stress is a component of the creative
process, on level of the basic personality, where we deal also with creativity as a form of
relaxation or on the level of automatic creativity, for example the surrealists /cf. Andre Breton,
1928, 1930.
10. Stress as a Component of the Individual Creative Process
The creative process on the level of the basic personality /where the creative instinct
works/ is different from the creative process on level of the creative “personality” /where
creative stress works. ‘The creative process at a certain moment obtains its own autonomy
independent of the basic personality /the artist acts differently than it would appear from his
personality/; the work gains its independence from the creative process /it adopts a different
shape than it promised at first in the realization stadium/; sometimes the final shape of the work
is decided by chance. Manifold, unusually complicated relations and dependences occur e.g. the
dependence of the creative process on the success of the work, on the motives to take up the
creative work, on the material, social pressures etc.’ /M. Gołaszewska, 1984 p.182/ Creative
stress resulting from a conflict on different levels of the creative process, increases the creative
man’s dissatisfaction.
Creative activity lasting throughout man’s life, at the top of the artist’s possibilities, falls
into a conflict with his “self.” “It is the result of excessive absorption “with the most important
matters” which often lead not only to the diminishing of one’s creativity, but even to destructive
tendencies, in relation to created works of art (Michelangelo, father Adam Chmielowski and
others). Michelangelo had tendencies during the last years before his death to destroy his works.
Albert Schweitzer subordinated musical giftedness to the program of his moral mission. Jan
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Władysław David subordinated his likings to the sphere of empirical and experimental
psychology to new forms of the empiria, mystical empiria” K. Dąbrowski, 1971, p. 41. The
creative instinct at the end of life faces extinction, creative stress weakens and existential stress
has its say.
In the process of the neuropsychical evolution, the following informational-energy
/instinct and stress/ modules strengthen or weaken the linking and separating of the dynamisms
of the instincts. When the creative stress weakens, the stress of life increases . His basic
component is axiological and religious /spiritual/ stress. It is finished with the stress of death.
Coping with stress can have an adaptive or creative, developmental or defensive, destructive or
restitutive character.
Conclusion
The category of creative “stress” uniting statements of hormism /the theory of instincts/
and personalism /the theory of individuality/ introduces an element of symmetry to the theory of
the creativity. Conflict and calmness, tension and relaxation appear in cycles between neurosis
and inspiration, construction and deterioration, the expression of life and the expression of
nothingness. ‘Is it any wonder that you failed and only half succeeded, being half broken? Is not
something thronging and pushing in you – man’s future? Man’s greatest distance and depth and
what in him is lofty to the stars, his tremendous strength-are not all these frothing against each
other in you pot?’/F. Nietzsche, 1958, p. 405.
Creative stress introduces a special kind of mediator to the creative process which
permits the expression of one’s own spiritual states, visions, shapes, solids, movements, etc. It
does not happen easily and pleasantly, but makes its way to pleasures through pain. Man is the
“most splendid result of the evolutional swing of life” /Sedlak, 1984, p. 2000. All primitive
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creativity is a form of the integration of the human spirit, but “it is necessary to be aware of the
fact that the next stage in evolution is disintegration, that is to say the phase of the next
differentiation”/ Sedlak, 1984, p.208. Disintegration and psychical reintegration, nor any other
type of creative activity is not possible without stress.
Stress understood as a tension, pressure, fight, conflict, fear, anxiety, aggression, trauma
etc. has its negative connotations. Stress understood as a evolutional-creational force – lends a
positive meaning to such categories such as “instinct.” “effort.” “outburst” or “crisis” as
components “of the creative stress.” Consequently, the creative instinct is “quite a coherent set of
dynamisms, converting old and elaborating new elements or dimensions of reality in a way
which is original, mentally rich and composite, thus it would be a set of dynamisms, discovering
and forming a new human reality in a wider or narrower range, and always a higher or new one”
/K. Dąbrowski, 1971, p. 40/
Stress as a component of the creative instinct gives word about itself through everyday
tensions of the human body and the soul and through great tensions of the spirit which dynamize
and perfect all man’s activities.
A necessary component of creative stress is relaxation which permits the loosening of
emotions, to have some rest, to equalize the energy, physically and mentally taking place on a
high or low level of creative processes, filled with high indicators of psychophysical tension.
Creative stress, however, also refers to higher dynamisms constituting and developing man, it is
a necessary condition of his biological, psychological, social and spiritual existence.
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Paper 19). Filip Maj
On the Method of Analysing Creativity - H. Elzenberg and K. Dąbrowski
Abstract
The paper undertakes an investigation into the methodology underlying philosophical and
psychological approaches towards creativity by two Polish thinkers - Henryk Elzenberg (18871967) – an axiologist and existentialist and Kazimierz Dąbrowski (1902-1980) - a psychiatrist,
existential psychologist and philosopher.
Henryk Elzenberg believed that the phenomenon of creativity concealed the secret of life
and death. Creativity connects many extremities and contradictions, it requires sacrifices,
ascetism, perfectionism, but also yearning, liberty, sensuality and desire. Elzenberg writes about
a world which is dispersed, torn apart, diffused in the artist. His life unravels itself between two
paths: culture and nature.
Elzenberg attempts an extremely precise and analytical method, but at the same time it
includes a metaphorical line of thought. His pursuit also includes his own experiences and
psychological reflections about himself as a philosophising writer. It raises questions, bends,
straightens, denies and doubts in the certainty of facts. Culture is his main area.
Kazimierz Dąbrowski was convinced that creativity can analysed in the same way as
clinical phenomena. In his Theory of Positive Disintegration, he valued the so-called negative
processes occurring in man’s life, especially in his analysis of the creative personality. However,
creativity is possible thanks to the creative instinct, which is the biological basis directing man to
create. Man’s development consists of confronting himself with reality and building his own
world, his own inner mileu.
Dąbrowski’s metod is experimental-reflective. Dąbrowski studies the relations between
the concepts of stability, structure, genetics with dynamicity, relativity, process, acceleration,
disorder. His main domain is the personality. He writes as scholar who has philosophical
reflections. The world can not be reduced to that what exists. An investigation does not only
consist of adding up the phenomena that has been collected, but also of an arrangement of an
individual profile.
On the Method of Analysing Creativity - H. Elzenberg and K. Dąbrowski
Filip Maj - Calgary 2008
Key words: creativity, creative personality, analysis method, cognition, life, madness, axiology,
mysticism
Summary:
Henryk Elzenberg (1887-1967) – a Polish philosopher, axiologist and existentialist who thought
that creativity conceals the secret of life and death. Creativity connects many extremities and
contradictions, it requires sacrifices, ascetism, perfectionism, but also yearning, liberty,
sensuality and desire. Elzenberg writes about a world which is dispersed, torn apart, diffused in
the artist. His life unravels between two paths: culture and nature. A trait of this idea can be
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found in this thought: What is the aim of classical education? Give culture to man? Rather: give
man to culture. (Trouble with Existence 23 II 1910, p. 60).
Kazimierz Dąbrowski (1902-1980) - a Polish psychiatrist, psychotherapist who believed that
creativity can be analysed in the same way as clinical phenomena. In his Theory of Positive
Disintegration, he valued the so-called negative processes occurring in the life of man, especially
in his analysis of the creative personality. However, creativity is possible thanks to the creative
instinct, which is the biological basis directing man to create. Man’s development consists of
confronting himself with reality and building his own world, his own inner mileu.
Introduction
At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, amongst the different domains preoccupied with
creativity analysis there was: genetic medicine and psychiatry (F. Galton, C. Lombroso, E.
Kretschmer), psychoanalysis (S. Freud, W. Stekel, O. Rank, E. Kris, M. Klein, G. Bychowski),
psychology of depth (C. G. Jung, E. Neumann), existential psychology (R. May, J. Guilford, A.
Maslow, K. Dąbrowski), aesthetics (H. Taine, B. Croce, E. Gombrich, S. Witkiewicz, M.
Sobeski, W. Tatarkiewicz), existential philosophy (J. P. Sartre, A. Camus, K. Jaspers, H.
Elzenberg), philosophy of life (F. Nietzsche, H. Bergson) and phenomenology (R. Ingarden, L.
Blaustein), etc.
In Poland at present, there are a number of scholars analysing creativity from different
points of view: psychology – A. Strzałecki (2003) and E. Nęcka (2003), psychoanalysis and
culture – Z. Rosińska (1985), psychoanalysis and literature – D. Danek (1997), aesthetics – M.
Gołaszewska (2005) and medical psychology and philosophy – T. Kobierzycki (1995).
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Many scholars investigating the phenomenon of creativity link the notion with the
analysis of personality or with other categories, e.g. power, evolution, instinct, character, type,
abilities, talent, giftedness, genes, etc.
Henryk Elzenberg’s theory of creativity and creative personality was reviewed by L.
Hostyński (1999) and W. Tyburski (2006). Kazimierz Dąbrowski’s theory of creativity,
giftedness and talents has been investigated by L. K. Silverman (1993), T. Kobierzycki (1993,
1995), M. C. Pyryt and S. Mendaglio (1993), M. M. Piechowski (1997) and W. Tillier (1998)
On the basis of existential aesthetical thought, to which Elzenberg and Dąbrowski belong,
we can find out about the sense and senselessness of life as well as the sense of creativeness. I
exist not only to live or to die, I exist to create. I exist not only to be created, but I exist in order
to discover new dimensions of reality. One of the last statements that Elzenberg wrote in
‘Trouble with Existence’ was that creativity is a battle. If so, it is similar to man’s life, in which
he tries to change the ethical to the aesthetical and vice versa.
Is creativity a trait of the man’s personality and does his internal world develop together
with the external world? Does creativity mark a conflict between the ethical and aesthetical
(axiological or ontic) perspective? Is creativity rather a domain of the activity of feelings or of
thoughts? These questions as well as others impose themselves during the analysis of
Elzeneberg’s and Dąbrowski’s aesthetical axiology.
1. Creativity in H. Elzenberg’s Definitions
Creativity is a notion which refers to a broad scope of meanings and can be equated with
different notions.
In Elzeneberg’s writings, the notion of creativity is connected with the following issues:
death, madness, life, notion, thought, convention, originality, generality, spirit, nothingness,
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content, form, style, cognition, tragic, nature, nothingness, classicalness, mysticism, aesthetical
instinct, beauty, battle as well as other more well-known: aesthetics, literature, poetry, prose,
music, artist, work, architecture, art.
Among Elzenberg’s different statements about creativity, I have distinguished ten which
can shed light on his view of creativity:
1) 1908 - Creativity (writing) is the necessary supplement of thought (Elzenberg 2002, p. 34-35).
2) 1913a - Creating (to be an artist and to have one’s creative world) means “in a sea of
incidents” to carry with oneself one’s harbour (Elzenberg 2002, p. 83).
3) 1913b - Creativity (in its content) is to venture into the unknown (Elzenberg 2002, p.87).
4) 1915 - Creativity means “carving the world” (Elzenberg 2002, p. 94).
5) 1916 Creativity (art) is maximum disinterestedness and at the same time maximum effort from
oneself (in 1919 maximum effort is changed to maximum spiritual content incorporated)
(Elzenberg 2002, p. 107; 2001, p. 146).
6) 1929 - Creativity is a discourse about serious matters, thanks to which they do not lose their
vitality (Elzenberg 2002, p. 181).
7) 1937a - Creating beautiful things is a duty (Elzenberg 1999, p. 194).
8) 1937b – Artistic creativity is widening the sphere of valuable things at the cost of the
worthless pure empiria, it is the imperialism of values, the conquest of lands, till now, lying
fallow, heaving the inanimate and passive half of the world from its axiological nothingness
(Elzenberg 1999, p. 197).
9) 1937c - Creativity (a work of art) is imbuing certain elements of empiria with certain elements
of the individual spirit (Elzenberg 1999, p. 197).
10) 1953 – Creating is fighting (Elzenberg 2002, p. 197).
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Elzenberg’s definitions of creativity can be described as: 1) intuitive-expressive, 2)
liberating-stoical, 3) existential-metaphysical, 4) formal-organizational, 5) ascetic-perfectionist,
6) vitalistic, 7) axiological, 8) mystical, 9) aesthetical-ethical, 10) existential-sceptical.
Life and death are the basic existential categories of man. It seems as though these and
different antinomies and dualisms are responsible for the dynamics of man’s life. The tragic
nature of the man’s fate between the two intensify the creative process in him. Elzenberg in
reference to creativity changed the antinomy of life and death to the antinomy of madness and
death: (25 IX 1913) Death and madness are the best and the sharpest symbols of creativity
(Elzenberg, 2002, p. 87) . Elzenberg equated the notion madness with that of life giving it an
unpredictable direction as well as a higher energy capacity.
Creativity as “venturing into the unknown” renders some questions. If the brave man
enters the world of unknown, is it unknown to him or was he unconscious of its existence? Is it
experienced as well or is it just recognised? Does cognition accompany the creation of something
new? Is cognition a stage of the work of art in which the artist realises himself? Is creativity a
stage of self-cognition?
The relationship of madness and creativity is not analysed by Elzenberg in a broader
sense. One can suppose that this metaphor shows not only the novelty, the unconsciousness of
the world of madness, but also its ‘chaotic’, ‘psychotic’, ‘destroyed’ character and from this
point ‘the compulsion’ or ‘need’ to reconstruct a world or ‘self’ thanks to creativity.
In the arts and literature one can notice the undeniable presence of death and madness
motives from the beginning. Some artists have periods of creating a series of these two subjects
(e.g. Arnold Böcklin, Hieronim Bosch etc.). Elzenberg was not a follower of their dissemination
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in the arts as subjects. They are the symbols of the creative world and not the symbols of the
world of art.
2. H. Elzenberg - In Search of a Research Method for Creativity
With regard to Elzenberg’s varied philosophical interests, it is difficult to find one school
to which he could belong. He joked about the search of an eternal and finished system16. He
himself cites those who had an influence on him and whose thoughts altered the course of his
thinking: Plato, the Stoics, Epictetus, Lucretius, Nietzsche, Goethe, Bergson, etc.. The role of
literature, poetry and art in his life cannot be overlooked for they are visible in his style,
metaphors and in the selection of the notions as well as in his sensitivity to man.
Elzenberg did not become a writer as he had desired. He claimed that writing requires
time and this happens at the cost of thinking, consciousness and reflection. Moreover, writing
requires a sacrifice of thought for the charm of words, notional impression would have to
dominate over the notional image.
The way which Elzenberg wrote was synthetic, and such a style of writing can restrict the
writer. Elzenberg’s character and his life confirm why he did not become an artist-creator, and
chose the path of the philosopher-creator. We above all find out about this in his open and
extensive analyses, his personal choices, desires and sacrifices.
In Elzenberg’s investigations of the notion of creativity and art (which are considered as
equivalent in meaning), he rejected the empirical method (“generalizing, coming from
phenomena and facts.” Elzenberg 1999, p. 194)17. He believed that one should approach the

16

Cf. 15 IX 1937: The artist wants to create his “eternal” work, a lover wants to experience his
“eternal” love, a philosopher want to construct his “eternal” system (…). And time passes by
and the wave “closes over” the love, the work, the system (…) (Elzenberg 2002, p. 273).
17
Cf. also I am not trying to distil general notions from the chaos of empiria (Elzenberg 1999, p.
195).
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problems of art ‘from general and more fundamental concepts’, such as the concept of beauty
and positive aesthetical value. He assumed that the investigation of empirical phenomena does
not permit the cognition of the value of art and its realization (criticism of Neopositivism).
Elzenberg wrote that art is not a way of getting to know reality, as e.g. Croce would like
it to be. It is sensu stricto creativity, transforming reality (cf. Elzenberg 1999, p. 195). This was
Elzenberg’s extreme perspective. His moderate version was that the cognitive element exists in
creativity and art, but its value does not depend on it. Its value does not lie in its relationship with
reality, but in the fact that it is a new world, it is an art for art’s sake, it holds the highest position
in the hierarchy.
One can assume that there exists a world of values, which the creative work can simply
join as a work of art. Elzenberg came to this conclusion by equating the following: the notion of
creativity = the notion of beauty = the notion of positive aesthetical value. One can name this
method - axiological-mystical.
Art receives its value when the fragment of empiria is “infused with spirituality.” it is
imbued by the spirit. It is interesting that the artist (as a liberated spirit) does not achieve a
greater degree of value thanks to his creativity. But he should be able to being a spirit which has
reached its full value when it liberated itself, and is in control of itself and through asceticism
has gained internal freedom (Elzenberg 1999, p. 196).
3. Creativity in K. Dąbrowski’s definitions
Kazimierz Dąbrowski’s approach differs somewhat. His approach goes in the line of
evolutionary - existential investigations. It is linked with the following notions: personality,
disintegration, miltilevelness, multiplanes, developmental dynamisms, development, creative
instinct, self-perfectionist instinct, nervousness, psychoneurosis, psychopathology, accelerated
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development, surpassing one’s psychological type, surpassing one’s biological type, psychical
over-excitability (intellectual, emotional, imaginary, sensory /sensual/, psycho-motoric), positive
maladjustment.
Dąbrowski’s perspectives of creativity are:
1) Creativity is the discovery and formation of a new form of reality (Dąbrowski 1971, p. 41).
2) Creativity is the ability and realisation of new and original approaches in relation to reality
(Dąbrowski 1964, p. 114).
3) Creativity is an impulsive, spontaneous expression of one’s self – level II (Dąbrowski 1996, p.
34)
4) Creativity is the hierarchization of one’s own experience – level III (Dąbrowski 1964, p. 36)
5) Creativity is a way of achieving self-perfection - level IV/V (Dąbrowski 1964, p. 40-43)
Dąbrowski as a psychiatrist, psychologist and philosopher approached the question of
creativity from a biological (genetic and evolutionary), psychological (developmental and
therapeutic) as well as existential (mystical and axiological) perspective. He led investigations on
exceptionally talented youth (amongst others in Warsaw in 1962 and in Edmonton in 1969) as
well as conducted analyses of over 200 personalities of prominent artists on basis of their
biography and works (amongst others Michelangelo, Jack Ferguson, John Władysław David,
Marcel Proust, Blaise Pascal, Miguel de Unamuno, Antonie Marie Roger de Saint - Exupery
etc.). The course of the investigation consisted of different tests, amongst others: a neurological
evaluation, personality inventory, test of verbal stimuli and autobiography.
Dąbrowski’s epistemology of creativity binds a static and dynamic vision of reality and
creativity. The static or structural vision of creativity concerns its multilevelness and
multiplaneness and it refers to the objective sphere. The dynamic vision of works concerns the
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personality and its creative development, and concerns the subjective sphere. These two visions
of creativity enable its complex and non-biased investigation. It is the analytical and axiological
dimension of this conception.
The development of the personality and particularly the so-called creative personality
consists not - according to Dąbrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration, of a monotonous,
arranged, integrational process, as it was believed for a long time in the applied paradigm of
adaptive psychology.
Positive disintegration which favours creativity consists of breaking and loosening the
primitive instinctive and emotional functions and structures in man in order for a higher level of
functions and structures to form. This disintegration is positive in distinction to negative
disintegration, which is marked by the split between integrational properties and the creative
instinct. In the behavioural scheme it signifies losing oneself, stiff adaptation on the lowest
biological level.
4. K. Dąbrowski - In Search of a Research Method for Creativity
The analysis of creativity conducted by Dąbrowski concentrates most of all on the
investigation of its subjective plane. This is where man’s cognitive and creative abilities are
formed.
According to Dąbrowski man’s development depends on ‘de-speciesization’, that is the
exchange of that what is typical (biological) for that what is spiritual in the personality, and
sometimes it takes the form of the ‘creative personality’. The entire process of transformation is
immanent-transcendent. It consists of the disintegration of primitive instincts common to all men
and animals, and their transformation into instincts and feeling functioning on a higher level of
psycho-biological organization of man.
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Hereditary factors take part in this transformation (philogenetical, of the species and
ontogenetical, individual) as well as environmental (cultural, social, educational). Out of this
interaction the personality is born and it is shaped through out the entire life. The creative
personality in the dimension of individual biological, psychological and axiological development
is shaped by dynamisms such as: the creative instinct, inner milieu, feeling of inferiority to
oneself, positive maladjustment, instinct of self-perfection.
The theory of positive disintegration presupposes that the development of the personality
takes place in a five level scale - from primitive integration through multi-level disintegrations to
secondary integration. Development like this is uneven, irregular and leap-like, which indicates
that there is no gentle passage or smooth progress in the crossing of cognitive and creative
functioning from one level to another.
Changes are rather point-like, individual and vastly spread out. Important accelerators of
personality development are – over-excitabilities (psychomotor, imaginary, intellectual, sensory
/sensual/ and emotional), which can undergo changes during the course of life thanks to man’s
ability to surpass himself: surpassing his biological cycle and surpassing his psychological type.
The whole development of the subject can be identified with the creative process. And in the end
this is the dominating model according to which Dąbrowski describes the phenomenon of
creativity.
‘The creative instinct’ - distinguished by Dąbrowski - is the biological - energetic base of
the species and of personal creativity, and it appears next to other instincts e.g. the cognitive
instinct. The creative instinct understood as a force or strong creative potential is not according
to Dąbrowski a trait of all men. This is so even if folk artists are taken into account, in whom it is
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unconscious and spontaneous, and is connected with the instinct of imitation, which
characterizes the species-type creativity.
The creative instinct activates itself at the end of unilevel disintegration, and it actualises
itself fully in multi-level spontaneous disintegration. This is K. Dąbrowski’s definition: The
creative instinct is that instinct which discovers and molds new forms of reality. It does not,
however, reach the broader and highest levels f reality without entering into close relation with
other higher dynamisms, e.g.: self-perfection, authentism, personality ideal (Dąbrowski 1973, p.
27).
The concept of the instinct indicates an internal programme initiating and controlling the
activity of the imagination. It is to a large degree responsible for the products of folk creators,
amateurs and non-professionals, but also for the formation of works of art and science. It is so to
say engraved into man’s biological structure, but it strives to abandon its physicality for the
social, spiritual and absolute sphere.
The development of the creative instinct depends on the transformation of the impulsive
and emotional structure man, which is in constant correlation with the intellect and imagination.
In the creative act, Dąbrowski emphasises in imaginational and intellectual aspect, and in
reference to the personality, the emotional aspect.
5. Disintegration as a Way to Creativity
Positive disintegration of the artistic personality is the basis of the activization of the
creative instinct. A psychical one-level split often precedes the multilayer split. The split permits
‘the drama of objectivity’ depending on the ability to interest oneself with life and the
penetration of it. What is characteristic for the most brilliant dramatists and writers is the ability
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to identify in their imagination, in their experiences, with various levels and kinds of affection,
with various different personalities, with the various types of characters.
Positive disintegration exchanges standard perceptions of the species for non - standard,
individual perceptions. These perceptions are the base to identify various natural and spiritual
phenomena, and they in turn inspire the need to illustrate them in the creative process.
And this is what the relationship between disintegration and creativity consists of: A
great dramatic writer knows how to ingeniously, vividly present the disintegrational dramas of
his characters. Every great drama, every great poetical work is marked by disintegration.
(Dąbrowski 1964, p. 156)
Dąbrowski shows that dramatic and poetical works, marked with a lot of emotionality and
outbursts of instincts (e.g. of death) can not only be satisfactory with a positive value, neither in a
work nor in the author. It covers the value of the essence of that what is learned (uncovered)
which is manifested to man in the act of inspiration, the vein to construct, paint, write, compose.
Their conditions are perceptions that are emotionally charged, that is to say, cognitive
axiological qualities.
Dąbrowski mentions here amongst others ‘astonishment’ as a condition of intellectual
creativity, and ‘disquietude’ as a condition of emotional creativity. Astonishment is the first
degree of an attitude in the search for what is new, different in the discontent with the present
situation; it is the first symptom of intellectual maladjustment to the given reality (Dąbrowski
1964, p. 155). Disquietude plays an analogical role in the field of feelings. They are cognitiveaxiological states that are called out due to the lack of adjustment to the present cognitiveaxiological situation, in which the subject has found himself.
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As an example of such axiological-cognitive bases of creativity, Dąbrowski shows its
appearance in the plots of Greek tragedies, dramas of Shakespeare, Racine, Corneille, Słowacki,
Wyspiański, novels of Balzac, Galsworthy, Proust, Żeromski, the poetical works of Dante,
Shelley, Keats, many masterpieces, etc.
6. Mystical Consciousness as a Way to Creativity
Creative thinking is a way to “heave myself and the world from nonentity.” The method
to do this is the mystical method, which identifies the subject and object of thought, and by doing
this it creates a new existence or value. Creativity is connected with the endeavour to plunge
oneself and the world into indeterminacy. It is a transitory state, where in the place of a definite
world, another definite world is created (cf. 30 XII 1941; Elzenberg 2002, p. 305)
Elzenberg’s ascetic–perfectionist analysis confirms that he joins the analytic method of
‘notional’ investigations with the existential-psychological method of ‘experience’.
Initially, Elzenberg values the place of the artist in culture, after years however, he
recognises their mutual contradiction. On the one hand, he shows the connection between
morality and art (and the artist himself), and substantiates that there can be no creativity without
it. On the other hand he gives way to experienced facts, poetry, Goethe’s works which confirm
something else .
After some time Elzenberg accuses the mystics and spiritualists of a lack of manliness
and selling a comfortably designed vision of the world.
Agreeing with R. Tagore, Elzenberg admits that the source of creativity is the personality:
(15 I 1923) My creativity, my spiritual life have a source in my own personality (Elzenberg 2002,
p. 157). The artist’s independence from the imposed world, the philosopher’s independence from
‘configured thoughts’ is the basis of creative thought and cognition (creative epistemology).
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The mystic and the artist are two contrary ways of perceiving the world. The mystic is
focused on a model of the world which upholds the illusion of eternal existence, whereas the
artist is conscious of his end. Death is the borderline of not only his personal and creative life,
but it is also a mirror and a test for his creativity (cf. 15 II 1910; Elzenberg 2002, p. 43)18.
Culture would not exist without the identification of the spiritual and the physical world,
in favour of the first or the oblivion of the biologicalness and physicality of the world19. But is
there not a dissonance between what culture is, and what creativity is? Man joins these two
worlds in himself, and as a artist is a mediator of the flow of that what is present in the work
outside.
Elzenberg, however, wants to adopt the mystic method in the methodology of the
investigation of creativity. That is why Elzenberg writes that mysticism having influence from a
distance, when the influence is diffused and invisible, creates an indispensable climate for man
want to start being creative20. One of the characteristic traits of mysticism is that it is not only an
identification of the subject with the object, but that it refers to the identification with the divine
creator.
In the end, as it seems, Elzenberg’s artist is someone who turns away from the real world
and life, choosing his internal world. One can say that this way he becomes the discover of the
spiritual world, which he wants to share with others. It is not clear however if it is only a
psychological need or a spiritual one and which factor is the decisive one?

18

Mysticism as a research method does not differentiate notions and reality, it does not analyse,
it adds up and equates notions. Elzenberg wrote that mysticism operating “from up close and
persistently” can kill creativity.
19

This is characteristic for Elzenberg’s method of analysis. He shows two perspectives: 1) psychological and 2)
spiritual-cultural.

20

Elzenberg archives: Religia i mistyka (Religion and Mysticism), Varia, MHE, folder 55 (98).
11 pages from the years 1941-1948, p. 8 (cf. Hostyński 1999b, p. 269).
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7. The Axiological Autonomy of Art and Creativity
Elzenberg’s philosophical thought defends not only the source of value, but the value of
the work in itself. Something is valuable because it comes from man’s interior life and ‘carves’
the exterior world: The work in itself has an aim, and therefore it stands higher in hierarchy: the
artistic work is a type of complete value because it is an essential value incarnated by man
without any mixture. (10 III 1915; Elzenberg 2002, p. 95)
One can draw a conclusion that the artistic element is typological, it is an axiological
model, which exists in that what is ontic21.
Twenty two years later, Elzenberg writes once again: What I mean (…) is what is that
which has been transformed in the movement of a greater value in itself. What is that less
valuable material (matter), which artistically worked on, becomes more valuable (Elzenberg
1999, p. 196). And it something the spirit is not, because it exists as a ‘world of facts’, ‘nature’,
‘le donné’, or ‘empiria’.
In creativity, the human spirit thanks to the spiritualization of the ‘empiria’
(transformation) does not become something better because it has reached its peak of perfection.
So its only the ‘empiria’ that becomes something better. This is Elzenberg’s objective
perspective of the category of creativity.
The subjective perspective of creativity has an axiological character: Among the principle
human duties, there exists a duty to create beautiful external objects in relation to man: I call the
action aiming to create such objects art (Elzenberg 1999, p. 194). Art is the duty of creating
beautiful and external things.

21

I would like to thank Prof. Tadeusz Kobierzycki for drawing my attention to this point in a
discussion we had on this paper.
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Are there not enough beautiful things in nature? And since not everything is beautiful,
one should transform all the possible things into something beautiful. Not everything which
seems beautiful outside is beautiful inside. And vice versa, not all which seems beautiful inside
is beautiful outside. A good artist can reconcile this antinomy.
Elzenberg believes that the notion of beauty is inseparably connected with the function of
art. It is thus the continuation of the classical theory of art which is replaced today by the theory
of personal projections. Why does Elzenberg call art a ‘duty’of man? Is it because it is
disinterested? Is it because culture is a domain of compulsion and favours the social
manipulation of beauty?
The notion of creativity refers to the disinterested. The empirical world is not
axiologically handicapped, but there are spheres in this world which should be transformed into
something beautiful (and good). Thanks to creativity they can be withdrawn from the axiological
nothingness, which also includes evil and ugliness.
A work of art is a result of a special connection of the individual spirit with the
phenomenal sensorial (empiria) world: A work of art is imbuing certain elements of empiria with
certain elements of the individual spirit (Elzenberg 1999, p. 197). This way value equates with
spirituality and creativity, and can simultaneously be a symbol of the connection of the empirical
with the spiritual world.
8. Axiological Forms of Self-perfection - Asceticism, Eroticism and Creativity
Man’s nature has according to Elzenberg three dimensions: 1) ethical (good - evil), 2)
creative (beauty - ugliness) and 3) psychological (senses-mind, self). Depending on what
dimension the creativity concerns - it should be developed or limited.
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To act in favour of art is to oppose the tendency to annihilate one’s personality. The
personality is formed between opposite poles (antinomies), though it does not necessarily have to
be created. It can yield to one pole and it will become a particle of the world. Elzenberg writes
about himself: “I worship the annihilation of the personality.”
According to him, two artist types exist: 1) The first one benefits from life, and starts to
creating later. 2) The second one’s life is linked with his creativity. The creativity of the second
type of artist creates his personality and models his later life. The two opposed poles fight about
the personality: one denies the ‘Self’ (Epictetus) and the other wants the ‘Self’ to blossom in the
personality (Goethe).
According to Epictetus more important than the personality is the thought to which it is
aspiring. According to Goethe the work is more important and it is attainable thanks to a strong
life pulsating personality. According to Elzenberg, writing is a creator’s special medium. In the
world of thought, writing is the supplement of thought (21 XII 1908; cf. Elzenberg 2002, pp.3435). The creator is the one who brings to life the things that are happening in him and he creates
his own world for his experiences, for them to be able to fully develop.
Does creation take place at the cost of life, Does creativity require sacrifices? asks
Elzenberg? Can only the unrealised content of man’s inner life turn into something creative?
Does the artist’s inspiration and enthusiasm feed on sacrifices? (cf. 26 II 1924; Elzenberg 2002,
p. 167)
Elzenberg wants to connect the traits of the ascetic and the artist. But the ascetic artist
will also say that sensual things that the artist loves (colour, line, light, harmony, sound) are
different from those that he denies (sexual pleasure, a soft bed etc.). After a moment he adds that
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the artist has to be a little sensitive for sensual-sexual things, but to a limited degree (e.g.
Venetians, and not Rubens).
The artist’s feeling or experience does not suffice for the construction of a work of art.
According to Elzenberg they are only the material for creativity. And what the artist is
expressing are laws according to which the consciousness rebuilds the world in its own way
(1916: Elzenberg 2002, p. 114).We are thus on the route of the classical theory of art.
Another sphere which induces man to create is not man’s ‘moral purity’ nor his
‘sacredness’. One can call it the erotic–mystical sphere. The tool of this sphere - is according to
Elzenberg - imagination, which permits the expression of the artist’s feelings - exceeding the
cultural and moral schemata which can be restrictive and shift him into a realm of non-diversity.
The power and vitality of creativity is ‘explosiveness’, the ‘element’ of the artist and
thanks to which his work can be dynamic, original and expressive: Yet in this explosiveness, in
the element, in creative power, and not in moral purity – as I think at this moment – lies man’s
highest value for ever. What is man’s essential creative power? Surely, it’s imagination:
Doubtlessly, not sanctissimum, but the vivissimum of our nature (6 X 1918; Elzenberg 2002, p.
130) It is possible to freely express our ideas (imagination) and feelings in poetry, which
Elzenberg read willingly and which he wrote himself.
9. The ‘Emergence’ of the Creative Personality (H. Elzenberg)
The problem of the creative personality was presented by H. Elzenberg in a lecture titled
The Artist’s Creative Personality22. It is a description of the processes involved in the formation
of the artist’s creative personality. It is not an ontological description, but construct how it could

22

The paper was delivered at the Polish Academy of Literature in 1938 (Elzenberg 1999).
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be, of cognitive value. Elzenberg distinguished the ‘basic’ personality as the base of real man,
from which two different types of personality can be derived: 1) practical-social and 2) creative.
According to Elzenberg the practical–social personality cannot develop and due to
adaptation, mechanization and compromises, undergoes deformations and negative
transformations
The processes set in the creative personality ‘emerge’ rather than ‘are deformed’. The
process has 3 stages: selection, transmotivation and mythization. They are also three methods of
investigating the personality from the psychological, transcendent and mystical – axiological
perspective.
‘Selection’ is the first stage of creativity and it consists of a selection of certain mental
states, which are an inspiration to create. The selection is spontaneous and choice of the mental
states takes place independently of the artist’s will and consciousness.
The second stage of creativity is the ‘transformation’ of primitive motives (mental states)
to higher motives. It is not only emotion that encourages work, but an axiological element begins
playing a part in shaping creativity. It concerns not only the personal feeling but the feeling as
such.
The first phase of mythization - consists of organizing the selected mental states,
disconnected from the basic personality into one whole. A new whole is created, in which the
artist creates a kind of myth about himself.
The second phase consists of not only uniting mental elements, but also higher causes or
motives. The artist constructs a suitable surrounding world and puts his ‘Self’ in it. The creative
personality achieves a myth not in the image of itself, but in the image of the world. It is as
though the artist is the mediator of creative expression.
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10. Processes in the Formation of the Creative Personality (K. Dąbrowski)
The developmental process of prominent and brilliant individuals is according to
Dąbrowski different from global personality development. In prominent men it is possible to see
larger scales of nervousness and psychopathology, as if the swing of their life was dispersed as
well as strained on many levels, from the highest to the lowest.
Their life appears in paradoxical constellations, requiring huge constructive forces to
counterweight the disintegrating forces (and vice versa): In brilliant men, the disintegrational
intensification results because of the speed of their evolution, that is the reason for the existence
of a large tension of disequilibrium, which, however, does contain elements of positive
integration, which counteracts the tendencies to involutional disintegration. (Dąbrowski 1964, p.
155)
An example of creative disharmonization between the object and subject is the incompatibility
between the ideal perfection created in the work, and the imperfection experienced in the
personality and personal life. Michelangelo distinguished in himself, a so to say better and worse
part: O flesh! O blood! O cross! O pain extreme! / By you may those foul sins be purified, /
Wherein my fathers were, and I was born! /Lo, Thou alone art good: let Thy supreme / Pity my
state of evil cleanse and hide (transl. by J. A. Symonds)
One of Dostoyevski’s heroes said that when he experienced the most elevated
experiences concerning ideals, it is then that he allowed himself low level sexual impulses of a
violent kind. An important motive is that of the transformation of the creative instinct existing on
the second and third level into the dynamism of self-perfection on the fourth and fifth level.
In some artists analysed according to TPD, one can observe that their developmental
dynamisms are located on the third level, e.g. Dostoyevski, Greek tragedians, Shakespeare.
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However, Dąbrowski believes, that in the personality of Saint -Exupéry, it is possible to notice
diverse dynamism reaching even the fifth level.
What type of personality does the artist have if according to Dąbrowski, it turns out that
the creative instinct is not required on a certain level of global personality development? Is the
artist-creator sentenced to a three level development of personality? Is creativity not important
on higher levels of development and is it only the basis of self-perfection and the personality
ideal? This is not that obvious.
It is possible to give the following answer: creative development is separate from the
global development of the personality. A part of personality development is developing talents
and giftedness as well as the creative instinct, but the personality is the aim and creativity is a
necessary, but not final stage in development. The problem seems to lie in the hierarchic
settlements of this system.
It is also possible to put forward the question: is man’s value equal to his work of art?
From the moral perspective the answer would be negative, from the outlook of the aesthetics of
beauty it would be affirmative.
Personality is a developmental aim of the individual’s entire life and its structure is
submitted to constant reformations from birth until death. The creative personality develops
thanks to transformations of the functions of instincts and feelings to a higher level through splits
of the basic psychical structure - positive disintegration.
The creative instinct comes into being in ontogenesis and in the global personality it
transforms into the personality ideal and the instinct of self-perfection. Positive disintegration is
the main principle that activates man’s creativeness. It manifests itself as - astonishment and
disquietude, maladjustment to reality, and the search for another, own ideal beyond oneself.
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Creativity is the necessary expression of the activity of prominent personalities and
ingenious individuals - it is a component of their personality, transcending their psychopathology
and the impossibility of the realization and reconciliation of that what they express in their
works.
Conclusion
In creativity processes one can see the resistance that the artist encounters in himself, as well
as the resistance that he experiences in culture. The artist struggles mostly with his own nature
(on the one hand, the harsh vision of the world and himself, and on the other, the softening
ethical image), but he is someone who grows out of himself becoming more authentic in his
creativity at the cost of his self-evaluation.
The artist analyses himself, is anxious about his choices, does not retreat when he loses
ground under his feet, nor when he is lonely. This is his life, though full dilemmas, it is an
endeavour to the highest reality and the highest value. Culture uses the artist and it exists
indirectly for him, uniting him with other people.
Elzenberg’s method of analysing creativity is analytical-intuitive (sceptical - mystical or
epistemological - mystical), it raises questions, it approaches issues from different sides, bends,
straightens, denies, doubts in the facts. It is thus a method moving from the detail to the general
idea, but with leaps to the general idea, culture is its main area.
Dąbrowski’s metod is experimental-reflective. Dąbrowski studies the relations of the
stability, structure, genetics with dynamicity, relativity, evolution, acceleration, disorder. His
main domain is the personality. He writes as scholar who has philosophical reflections. The
world can not be reduced to that what exists. An investigation does not only consist of adding up
the phenomena that has been noticed, but is primarily an arrangement of an individual profile.
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The Eighth International Congress of the Institute for Positive
Disintegration in Human Development
Conference Schedule
Thursday, August 7, 2008 – Day 1
6PM-9PM

Reception: Radisson Hotel & Conference Center, Canmore Alberta
Informal Q & A and Discussion Panel, with reminiscences of former students

Friday, August 8, 2008 – Day 2
Time

Presenter

8:45-9:00

Welcome and Opening Remarks: Sal Mendaglio

9:00-10:00

Keynote Speaker: James T. Webb, PH.D., ABPP-CL, Clinical Psychologist,
Scottsdale, AZ
Existential Depression and Positive Disintegration
Abstract
Gifted children are prone to existential depression because of their intensity, sensitivity, and
idealism, and because they can see the inconsistencies in the values and behaviors of others
around them. Gifted children are likely to question traditions, particularly those that seem unfair
or meaningless. But there challenge to traditions prompts others to withdraw from or reject them.
As a result, gifted children feel alone in an absurd, arbitrary, and meaningless world where they
also feel powerless to change that world. Existential depression, though written about by many
others, relates closely to Dabrowski's Theory of Positive Disintegration, and can be best
understood by Dabrowski's Theory, in combination with several other theories in psychology.
The relationship between existential depression and these theories will be discussed, along with
some approaches that can be used to help people ameliorate and manage their existential
depression.

10:00-10:30

B r e a k:

10:30-11:15

Krystyna Laycraft, Center for Chaotic Studies
Empathy as a Dissipative Structure
Abstract
Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration describes patterns and explains mechanisms of
human development and has been successfully applied to understanding of gifted individuals.
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The process of positive disintegration is the mental development described by the process of
transition from lower to higher levels of mental life and is stimulated by tension, inner conflict,
struggle, and anxiety. We introduced a conceptual model of this process as the sequence of
bifurcation points where sensitivity to perturbation increases, and new patterns of organization
(attractors) emerge as developmental potential changes. This sequence is: a point attractor
(primary integration), a cycle attractor (unilevel disintegration), a chaotic attractor (spontaneous
multilevel disintegration), an emerging order (organized multilevel disintegration), and an order
(secondary integration). Actually, we concentrate our study on the transition from the
spontaneous multilevel disintegration (chaos) to the organized multilevel disintegration (an
emerging order). We apply the concept o self-organization to describe this process. The period of
organized multilevel disintegration can be compared to “dissipative structures”, which maintain
their existence by interaction with their inner and outer environment. This is a period, directed
and controlled by highly conscious and autonomous developmental processes. These processes of
complex growth help young people to take the development into their own hands and create
better conditions for protection and prophylaxis against serious mental disorder. The intellectual,
emotional, and imaginational functions interconnect and reciprocally advance the level of the
other functions, producing greater psychic complexity, higher levels of creativity, self-awareness,
empathy, and social responsibility. Next, we analyze in details empathy as a complex process.
We compare three models ofempathy, based on the self-organization process, on the positive
disintegration theory, and on the neurological approach.

11:15-12:00

Bill Tillier, Psychologist, Calgary Alberta
Introduction of the concept of multilevel actualization
Abstract
Maslow’s concept of self-actualization was an important force in psychology and his descriptions
of the self-actualized person influenced perceptions of advanced development. A continuum of
potential spanning from low levels of animal instinct through to higher levels of human values
was described. Maslow believed that all of these potentials must be actualized – both the lower
and higher – and that there was no qualitative distinction between the lower animal-like versus
higher, human levels. One’s nature should be accepted as is and actualized as it exists. Aspiring
to hopes or ideals merely creates anxiety and neuroses that block further development. Dabrowski
did not use Maslow’s concepts, largely because their basic approaches to development differed
substantially. Self-actualization lacked a multilevel perspective and did not allow for the process
of self-examination and self-selection of those factors to be inhibited versus those factors to be
actualized. Piechowski introduced self-actualization into the Dabrowski literature and suggested a
synonymous relationship existed between Maslow’s approach and Dabrowski’s higher levels,
creating an inappropriate and misleading synthesis of the two theories. In this presentation, the
neo-Dabrowskian, neo-Maslowian concept of multilevel actualization (MA) is introduced to
provide a new approach emphasizing a multilevel and discriminating approach to actualization.
Multilevel analysis of the self leads to the development of a personality ideal that subsequently
guides growth. Those elements which are lower and “less-oneself” are inhibited and transformed
or transcended while those elements that are deemed higher and “more-oneself” are actualized or
in some cases, created. Combining Maslow’s important insights with the critical Dabrowskian
notions of multilevelness and positive disintegration creates an important new paradigm to
understand development.

12:00-1:00

Lunch

1:00-1:45

Sal Mendaglio, Division of Teacher Preparation, University of Calgary
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Dabrowski’s concept of adjustment and giftedness
Abstract

Applications of the theory of positive disintegration (TPD) to giftedness have focused largely on
the concept of overexcitability. However, Dabrowski’s theory represents a comprehensive
theoretical framework with an array of concepts. Many of these concepts are useful in furthering
our understanding of gifted individuals. One such concept is Dabrowski’s conception of
adjustment which dovetails with my model of giftedness. One of the core aspects of my affectivecognitive model of giftedness (Mendaglio, 2007) is that giftedness predisposes individuals to
conflict with society. Such conflict may or may not be developmental. In this session, I discuss
this feature of the model and contrast it with Dabrowski’s view of adjustment and maladjustment.

1:45-2:30

Marlene Rankel, Psychologist, Beaumont, Alberta
Norbert & Jean Duda, Psychologists, Plantation, FL
Norbert Duda, Ph.D
“Tragic Gifts: The Man and His Transforming Presence”
Abstract
Poland did not exist when Dr. Dabrowski was born n 1902. It disintegrated and was removed
from the map when three of its neighbors dismantled it in threee steps at three different times.
Because of these partitions of Poland, my ancestors came to the USA and settled in the second
oldest Polish-American parish in Parisville, Michigan in 1875. I was born there in 1933, and
because of a tragedy in my family moved to Ohio, again another tragedy, moved me to Canada.
The study of French and Psychology brought me to Laval University, and good fortune allowed
me to be the only Polish-American student in Dr. Dabrowski’s class. Dr. Dabrowski had been
transformed in his suffering through his life, and the tragic gifts that he brought were a catalyst
for my own development. Moreover it was transforming, and set the stage for my future work as
a psychologist.

Jean Duda
“Tragic Gifts: The Man and His Shadow”
Abstract
The richness that flows from two small books, Existential Thoughts and Aphorisms, and
Fragments from the Diary of a Mad Man are a mirror to the inner conflict that exists for those
who have tragic gifts. These writings deeply touch and challenge those who speak the same soul
language. They strive for that which ought to be in contrast to a world that places value on the
external and narcissistic experience. Dr. Dabrowski using the pen name Paul Cienin captures the
essence of what it means to be authentic by entering into his shadow side. His words are
hauntingly beautiful, challenging, sad, and inviting for the reader to aspire to that which is
essential for the progression of the human spirit.

Marlene Rankel
Tragic Gifts: The Man andHisLlegacy
Abstract
This section of our presentation consists of excerpts from lively discussions between Dr.
Dabrowski and the students who participated in what was, I believe, the final T.P.D. seminar held
at the University of Alberta in Edmonton, Alberta, in the fall of 1977. In this setting, the answers
to the questions asked by various students introduced them to the 'tragic gifts' Dr. Dabrowski had
to offer to education, to psychotherapeutic interventions, and to the call to become more
human. This was Dr. Dabrowski at his best, in a small group of self-selected students asking
challenging questions. As usual, in this setting, his impact on the students was unique and
unforgettable.
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Michele Kane, Gifted Education Program Coordinator; Northeastern
Illinois University
From Theory to Practice: Dabrowski’s Theory Enters the Classroom
Abstract
Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration has been introduced in many gifted education
teacher preparation undergraduate and graduate courses. Just as there is often an immediate
resonance for many parents of gifted children there is also often an immediate connection or
“aha” that takes place with teachers of gifted children. Of interest is the question of how teachers
of gifted students use this new information when working with gifted learners. How does even a
cursory understanding of Dabrowski’s Theory change the teaching and learning experience for
both teachers of gifted and gifted students? This qualitative study shares the experiences of
several teachers of the gifted and documents their journey as they moved from theoretical
understanding to classroom application. Interview results present the common threads and themes
that emerged as well as individual gifted educator differences in designing classroom
environments and experiences that incorporate aspects of Dabrowski’s Theory.

3:15-3:30

B r e a k:

3:30-4:15

Alena Treat, Assistant Professor, Eastern Michigan Univeristy
Overexcitabilities of Sexually Diverse Students and Implications
for Gifted Education.
Abstract
This presentation will summarize the results of a recent dissertation study in which the researcher
investigated overexcitability characteristics of heterosexual, gay, lesbian, and bisexual students.
The participants, recruited via listservs and e-mail invitations to Mensa members and students at
universities of various sizes scattered throughout the United States, completed an online survey
containing the Overexcitability II Questionnaire and Bem Sex Role Inventory. Also included
were questions regarding the inclusion of sexually diverse themes and individuals in both the
gifted and general education curriculum while they were in elementary and secondary school.
Snips and Snails and Puppy Dog Tails? This study replicated the Bouchet and Falk (2001)
overexcitability study that had been analyzed by gender alone, and it even had similar gender
main effect results. However, it went one step further by asking the sexual orientation of
participants. When analyzed by sexual orientation within gender, significant differences emerged.
Those results will be revealed during this presentation, as well as the gifted main effects, gifted
by sexual orientation interaction, and three-way interaction of gifted by gender by sexual
orientation. This study points to the distinct possibility that other studies that analyzed by gender
alone could be open for question. Nature or Nurture? Since this study investigated relatively
unexplored territory, it was necessary to pull from various disciplines while conducting the
literature review. Included in this presentation will be a brief synopsis of scientific research about
physical and performative differences between heterosexual and non-heterosexual populations. In
addition to academic studies, these studies helped form rationale for the hypotheses about
expecting differences between heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals. The Bem Sex Role
Inventory was utilized to determine if the results were mediated by gender role. Has the
Curriculum Been Silenced? Also included will be a brief analysis of how inclusive and/or
silenced the high school general education and the gifted education curricula were for the
participants in regards to sexual orientation issues and the representation of sexually diverse
individuals. Now What? Some avenues for future research will be suggested.
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Ray Wolfe, State Univesity of New York, College of Geneseo
World Wide Web and Home Town Web: Challenges for the Gifted
Abstract
Along with its advantages, electronic technology poses some real hazards to development of the
gifted. Computer users are at risk of being dumbed down in various ways, such as adopting
lower levels of thought, yielding to inducements toward passive compliance, and having their
attitudes polarized via devices that accentuate the confirmation bias. These challenges confront
all users but represent particular obstacles for the gifted, who in order to realize their potential
have to engage in contemplative thought and constructive action, and who need to consider
problems from multiple perspectives.
A different set of challenges arises for those who outperform their peers. Socioanalytic theory
distinguishes getting along from getting ahead, two forms of achievement that call for dissimilar
styles of self-presentaiton, and emphasizes the difficulties likely to be encountered in trying to do
both at the same time. The fact that both are socially valued guarantees ongoing intrapersonal
and interpersonal conflicts, which though not unique to the gifted, beleaguer the gifted in
particular simply because they are so often the ones who get ahead. Dynamics and tactics for
resolving the conflicts are touched upon, and individual difference profiles of persons most and
least susceptible to such conflicts are presented.

5:00

Traditional group photo

Friday
Evening

BANQUET: Radisson Hotel & Conference Center, Canmore Alberta
Remarks: Sal Mendaglio and Bill Tillier
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Saturday, August 9, 2008 – Day 3
Time

Presenter

8:30-9:15

Holly Doramus , Eastern Washington University, (Counseling, Educational
& Developmental Psychology), Spokane Falls Community College, (Intern:
Clinical Psychology)
Dabrowski & Disclosure: A non-tradition view of personality development or
Aging and Giftedness within a social context.
Abstract
This paper addresses some of the issues that older gifted adults face within a social context as
they reach the final stages of life. I have purposed that the benefits of personal disclosure make
this tool an ethical and compassionate tool for studying this sub-group of the population. I
believe further study of this sub-group is necessary in the study of giftedness. Such studies can
be generalized to the population and benefit elderly, gifted, and non-gifted age groups not
included in this treatise. I approached this subjectwith the intent of promoting extensive
discussion.

9:15-10:00

Dexter Amend, Psychologist, Spokane, WA
"The Developmental Choice:" Suffering and Sacrifice in TPD
Abstract
This presentation will expand on an earlier one (Amend, 2008) to discuss the role of instinctual
and emotional functions in development. Specifically, the role of suffering and psychological
tension will be discussed in the context of the developmental choice. Following Bergson,
Dabrowski suggested that the creative instinct is associated with nervousness and psychological
tension. Individuals’ tendencies often go against one’s type and create tension. By making the
developmental choice an individual can consciously counteract these tendencies and move in
the direction of one’s self. This is a very difficult task, as Dabrowski quoted the Polish poet
Mickiewicz, “it is more difficult to be truly good throughout one single day, than to build a
tower.” To move towards the creative expression of one’s self is a monumental achievement
from moment to moment.

10:00-10:15

Break

10:15-11:00

Cheryl M. Ackerman and Qinghua Nian, University of Delaware
Preliminary theoretical, methodological, and disciplinary analyses
of literature on Dabrowski’s theory
Abstract
The beauty of a complex developmental personality theory such as Dabrowski’s is its
applicability to a wide range of disciplines. Since Dabrowski began writing on personality
development, literature incorporating his theory has focused on various constructs from his
theory, including levels of development, overexcitabilities, dynamisms, and developmental
potential, and been examined and applied to diverse disciplines including philosophy,
psychology, literature, religion, and education. However, to date, there has been no extensive
inter-disciplinary review of the theoretical, research, and applied literature featuring aspects of
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Dabrowski’s work. While an extensive bibliography is available, no analysis has been
performed to describe the existing literature. Such an analysis would identify themes within and
across disciplines, as well as, identify areas in need of further exploration. The first purpose of
this presentation is to describe the literature featuring Dabrowski’s theory from various
perspectives including conceptual, methodological, and disciplinary angles. Descriptive
analyses will be used here. The literature in this review includes journal articles, book chapters,
dissertations, theses, conference proceedings, newsletters, and any accessible publication in
which some aspect of TPD is a major component. Every attempt has been made to include
publications of various forms across disciplines, as well as material published in languages
other than English (e.g. Polish, French). The process of insuring as complete a review as
possible includes multiple procedures: searches in relevant databases (EBSCoH, PsychINFO,
etc.), examination of reference lists of selected publications, and checks with critical figures
publishing material featuring Dabrowski’s work. The second purpose, more exploratory in
nature, is to look for themes that cut across disciplines as well as consider the essential elements
from each major area identified in the literature review. The presenters will engage participants
in an open discussion of these themes and elements providing some initial ideas, with the hope
for meaningful dialogue that can lead to furthering the theory, research, and practice related to
TPD.

11:00-11:45

Susan Jackson, , R.C.C., Founder Daimon Institute for the Highly Gifted
Vicky Frankfourth Moyle, LPC, LMHC, Bellingham, WA
The Middle Way: Education, Gifted or Otherwise, for
Full Integration of Personhood
Abstract
The “Middle Way” refers to an approach to life that embraces direct knowledge. This direct
knowledge, or experiencing, transcends seemingly antithetical claims and integrates paradoxical
perceptions. Eugene Gendlin describes this experiencing as a felt sense which is ultimately
emotional in essence, and the basis for an individual’s sense of meaning, valuation and
apprehension of what is true. Experiencing is a dynamic process, involving the entire organism,
and it is unique to an individual living in the world. It is a gestalt—comprehensive and
multidimensional—pre-language, pre-theoretical, and pre-conceptual.
This talk will endeavor to explore the role that this concept might have in Dabrowski’s theory,
in psychotherapy, and in envisioning true Authentic Education that includes cultivation of the
intuitive and emotional—an education that embraces the quintessential developmental potential
of each student. As education, mental health diagnoses and treatment become more and more
focused on functional analyses (overt behavior, concrete evidence, and measurable goals) we
believe it especially important to emphasize the dynamic nature of Dabrowski’s work, and the
importance of infusing our interpretations and uses of it with a “lightness of being” that is often
missing in conceptual, logical, and academic abstractions of the theory.
Four vivid case studies are presented: Ilya, A Russian born profoundly gifted seventeen year
old, Leal a nineteen year old profoundly gifted artist and scholar, British born Tiegan, nine
years old and highly gifted and Cyrus, also nine years old, an exceptionally gifted visual spatial
learner with severe language processing difficulties. The inner worlds and experiencing of these
remarkable individuals is brought to life through extraordinary images, clinical data and journal
entries. The Integral Psychotherapy for the Gifted (IPG) model - a multidimensional and fluid
framework that is rich in Dabrowskian concepts (dynamic and relational) - is also showcased.

11:45-12:45

Lunch
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David Holland, AISI Coordinator, Calgary Board of Education
David’s Dabrowskian Dilemma
Abstract
In a theory as complex as Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration, there are bound to be
stumbling blocks on the path to understanding. This session is an invitation to participate in a
consultancy protocol, where you can share your thoughts and expertise on questions that David
Holland has about the concept of developmental instinct. If time allows, we could explore an
audience generated dilemma as well. The consultancy protocol was developed by Gene
Thompson-Grove as a process for encouraging focused, professional conversations among
educators. It has gained recognition as a valuable tool for encouraging the growth of
professional learning communities.

1:30-2:15

Richard Michelle-Pentelbury, Teacher/Resident Director/MA (Gifted
Education)
An Autonomous and Unique Personality, a la Dabrowski; Beware
‘The Paradigm Phallacy’
Abstract
The expression of one’s “unique and autonomous personality”, from a Dabrowski perspective,
is not only the result of Level V achievement, but the route through Levels 1, 11, 111, and 1V.
It is subservience to paradigms, as well as the seeking of new paradigms that at once withholds
as well as invigorates an intentional person. The route of integration is both a map of progress
and a mine-field of cauterization, and an individual’s proclivity to dwell in a ‘Paradigm
Phallacy’ (hereby coining the phrase, as spelt), is but to subsist on a lily-pad over a pond in the
road of a lifetime. Through unilevel First Phase living, disintegrative and psychoneurotic
Second Phase Overexciteability, or Third Phase multilevel and integrative experimentation, the
dynamics of personality, potentiality, and paradigmatic proclivities perpetually propel a person,
or not. It is in the ‘or not’ that Dabrowski’s greatest challenge to mankind remains. As such,
amongst the very many other models for, of, and about mankind (such as Psychogeometrics,
Spiral Dynamics, Holland’s Theory, Kohlberg’s Theory, or Anneagram Theory) it is one’s
given proclivity for a paradigm that may inhibit the route of oneself through Dabrowski’s
Theory of Positive Disintegration, and may affect one’s stumbling “through ever higher levels
of universal development” (1972, p.4). It is in our intentional awareness and integration of
Dabrowski’s Levels 1 through 1V, as teachers, as participators, and indeed as humans in the
very evolution of mankind that we each may more readily find our “autonomous and unique
personality”. To be, or not to be? The paradox is that in our very ‘being’ Dabrowski himself
(1964, p.112) may find us “mentally healthy”, or not!

2:15-2:30

Break
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Susan Daniels, Ph.D. California State University, San Bernardino
Living With Intensity: Applications of TPD for Parents, Counselors,
Teachers and Gifted Adults
Abstract
Living With Intensity (2009) a new work that addresses applications of TPD for parenting,
teaching and counseling gifted children and adolescents and for living as a gifted adult will be
presented. Chapters to be discussed, include:
(1) Embracing Intensity: Overexcitability, Sensitivity, and the Developmental Potential of the
Gifted, (2) Nurturing the Sensitivity and Intensity of Young Gifted Children, (3) Dabrowski’s
Theory: Possibilities and Implications of Misdiagnosis, Missed Diagnosis, and Dual Diagnosis
in Gifted Individuals,(4) What We May Be: What Dabrowski’s Work Can Do for Gifted
Adults, (5) Building Firm Foundations: Research on Overexcitability and the Developmental
Potential of the Gifted.

3:15-4:00

Josh Shaine, Educational Studies Program, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology
Teaching TPD to motivated High School Students
Abstract
Teaching the Theory of Positive Disintegration to motivated adolescents presents its own
particular joys and challenges. I presented TPD to students in a small alternative high school, an
enrichment program for self-selected secondary students at a major research university, and in a
collaborative program for home schooling students. While there were more similarities across
the environments than not, the differences were striking. This presentation will discuss both
instructional issues and short term consequences of the courses. Discussion is preferred.

Evening

On your own

Sunday, August 10, 2008: No formal activities planned
Papers submitted for proceedings, speaker could not attend:
Tadeusz Kobierzycki, Dr hab., Professor of Philosophy at the Frederic
Chopin Academy of Music in Warsaw, Professor of Psychology, Trnavska
Univerzita in Bratislava
Stress and Creativity /Instinct, Disintegration and Stress as
Components of Creativity
Abstract:
A necessary component of creative stress is relaxation which permits the loosening of emotions
to have some rest, to equalize the energy, physically and mentally taking place on a high or low
level of creative processes, filled with high indicators of psychophysical tension. Creative
stress, however, also refers to higher dynamisms constituting and developing man, it is a
necessary condition of his biological, psychological, social and spiritual existence.
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Stress as a Problem of Research on Creative Processes
The Creative Instinct as an Evolutionary Equivalent of the Creative Potential
Stress as the Cause of Negative and Positive Disintegration
Occurrences of Biopsychical Aggregation and Disaggregation
Stress as an Impulse to Internal and Creative Transformation
The Creative Instinct – Play, Relaxation and Transgression
Self-Mutilation as the Effect of the Auto-regulation of Stress
Creative Instinct as a Stress-like Axis of Psychical Organization
The Creative Instinct, Creative Stress, Creative Personality
Stress as a Component of the Individual Creative Process

Filip Maj, Teacher, La Salle Universitat Ramon Llull, Barcelona
On the Method of Analysing Creativity - H. Elzenberg and K. Dąbrowski
Abstract
The paper undertakes an investigation into the methodology underlying philosophical
and psychological approaches towards creativity by two Polish thinkers - Henryk Elzenberg
(1887-1967) – an axiologist and existentialist and Kazimierz Dąbrowski (1902-1980) - a
psychiatrist, existential psychologist and philosopher.
Henryk Elzenberg believed that the phenomenon of creativity concealed the secret of
life and death. Creativity connects many extremities and contradictions, it requires sacrifices,
ascetism, perfectionism, but also yearning, liberty, sensuality and desire. Elzenberg writes about
a world which is dispersed, torn apart, diffused in the artist. His life unravels itself between two
paths: culture and nature.
Elzenberg attempts an extremely precise and analytical method, but at the same time it
includes a metaphorical line of thought. His pursuit also includes his own experiences and
psychological reflections about himself as a philosophising writer. It raises questions, bends,
straightens, denies and doubts in the certainty of facts. Culture is his main area.
Kazimierz Dąbrowski was convinced that creativity can analysed in the same way as
clinical phenomena. In his Theory of Positive Disintegration, he valued the so-called negative
processes occurring in man’s life, especially in his analysis of the creative personality.
However, creativity is possible thanks to the creative instinct, which is the biological basis
directing man to create. Man’s development consists of confronting himself with reality and
building his own world, his own inner mileu.
Dąbrowski’s metod is experimental-reflective. Dąbrowski studies the relations between the
concepts of stability, structure, genetics with dynamicity, relativity, process, acceleration,
disorder. His main domain is the personality. He writes as scholar who has philosophical
reflections. The world can not be reduced to that what exists. An investigation does not only
consist of adding up the phenomena that has been collected, but also of an arrangement of an
individual profile.

THE CONGRESS COMMITTEE GRATEFULLY ACKNOWLEDGES
THE SUPPORT OFFERED BY:
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Background for
Research Approach
“ As a field of research, scholarship, and
application, transpersonal psychology seeks to
honor human experience in its fullest and most
transformative expressions.”
( Anderson, 1998, p. xxi)



Transpersonal psychology moves beyond the
personally identified self; it delves deeply into
profound aspects of human experience.

Intuitive Inquiry
(Transpersonal Methodology)


Bring a compassionate heart to scientific inquiry;
how researcher asks questions, sets hypothesis,
conducts investigation, analyzes data, and
speaks to readers.



Asks significant questions with compassion,
compassionate listening, compassion assists in
seeing value of data, heartfelt compassionate
writing.
(Braud & Anderson, 1998, p. 71).

Intuitive Inquiry
(Transpersonal Methodology)





Sympathetic resonance (strike a tuning fork and
another tuning fork will vibrate a distance away).
Resonance as a validation procedure for
researcher’s particular intuitive insights and
synthesis.
Research can function as poetry; immediate
apprehension and recognition of an experience
spoken by another.
(Braud & Anderson, 1998, p. 75).

Effective Teacher for Gifted
“The role of the teacher of gifted or high-ability is a
critical one. Research regarding what works
and doesn’t work with the general student
population does not address some of the
important elements of effective teaching in the
gifted classroom or in the mixed-ability
classroom where differentiation of instruction is
used to meet the range of needs.”
(Stronge, 2007, p.15)

Effective teachers of gifted and
talented students:


Have in-depth subject-matter knowledge as well
as in-depth knowledge of gifted education.



This knowledge includes an understanding of
characteristics, needs and effective approaches
to instruction for gifted learners.



Are aware of emotional and social needs of
gifted students as well as their academic needs.
(Stronge, 2007, p.15)

Effective teachers of gifted and
talented students:




Have taken coursework in gifted education and
are certified to teach gifted students (if state has
certification).
Training in gifted education is paramount to
teacher effectiveness both to provide
foundational skills and to dispel myths about
gifted students and appropriate services.
(Stronge, 2007, p.15)

TPD and
Gifted Education Implications:






Model proposes emotional overexcitability is of primary
importance for highest level of development; essential to
identify such individuals.
Many individuals due to emotional sensitivity likely to
suffer internal conflicts; view as positive indicators of
development.
Model consistent with view that giftedness can be
manifested in many ways; intellectually, creatively,
emotionally, sensually, and physically. Combination of
OEs leads to manifestations of gifts.
(Pyryt, 2008. p. 179)

Authentic Education
“Intelligence alone is not the sole goal of authentic education, but
rather the way an individual uses his or her intelligence. Intelligence
in the service of higher human values, such as concern for others as
opposed to serving egotistical self-satisfaction, is the measure of an
authentic student.”
(Rankel, 2008, p. 86)
Adjustment vs. Development
 negative adjustment (without reflection; unconscious adjustment)
 maladjustment (positive [basis of hierarchy of values] or negative [lack of
sensitivity for others])
Integration and Disintegration (positive and negative)
Nervousness (Psychic Overexcitability) and Psychoneurosis in Education
(Rankel, 2008, p. 87-96)

Purpose of the Study


To explore the perceptions of teachers of the
gifted regarding their understanding of
Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration.



To explore how classroom practices of teachers
of the gifted may have changed after learning
about Dabrowski’s theory of positive
disintegration.

Research Questions:


How do teachers of the gifted, who have
received gifted training, perceive the social and
emotional needs of gifted learners after learning
about Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive
Disintegration ?



In what way does an understanding of
Dabrowski’s Theory of Positive Disintegration
affect classroom practices?

Method


Participants
 Six

current teachers of gifted students
 Four teachers with Master of Arts in Gifted Education;
two teachers with significant coursework in gifted
education (24 plus hours)
 Women
 Caucasian
 City of Chicago and Chicago suburban schools

Description of Participants
Years
teaching in
public
education

Years
teaching in
gifted
education

Primary
Graduate
teaching
Training in
responsibility Gifted
Education

Teacher A **
++

20

14

Middle School
(6-8)

MA in Gifted
Education

Teacher B **
##, ++

15

11 (identified)

Middle School
(6-8)

MA in Gifted
Education

Teacher C ##,++

38

30

Secondary
(9-12)

24 sem. hrs.
gifted/doctorate

Teacher D ##, ++

21

9

Elementary
(K-8)

MA in Gifted
Education

Teacher E

8

6

Elementary
(K-5)

33 sem. hrs. in
Gifted Education

Teacher F ##, ++

24

22

Elementary
(K-8)

MA in Gifted
Education

**Second Career

## Gifted
Coordinator

++Parent of gifted
child(ren)

Method


Data Collection
 Individual

interviews with each teacher
scheduled for one hour; interviews lasted from
2-4 hours.
 Taped with pertinent note-taking; (one phone
interview-not taped).
 Deep listening for emotional tone; intuitive
listening (intuitive inquiry).

What led you to the field of gifted education?


I have two gifted children and I became interested in how their educational
process was progressing; a master's degree in gifted education was a
natural next step. I was also a poorly educated gifted child myself.



I didn’t really want to teach. As a freshman in high school I had the
opportunity to tutor a football player and when we met I looked at him and
realized, “He’s afraid.” I realized that helping him learn math was the
biggest challenge that I had ever faced. He didn’t know simple things. I
had to figure out how he was thinking and unbraid his thinking and then help
him understand the way he learned best. I knew not to look at him. One
day as I was reviewing steps I asked him, “What comes next?” and he said,
“Draw the line?” and he looked right through me and smiled and I knew that
this is what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. Then I started watching
teachers closely and analyzed their methods. It gave me motivation to learn
everything I could because I knew that at some point some kids might want
to know about it, especially bright kids.

What led you to the field of gifted education?


As a new teacher, I had a student with an outstanding vocabulary and I
wanted to know more about how to teach her and other students like her.
When I began looking for more coursework I didn’t realize that it would be
so difficult to find classes in gifted education.



As a beginning teacher I was in a school where the principal said that if they
couldn’t find a teacher qualified to teach the gifted kids then they were
dismantling the program. I didn’t think that was fair to the kids so I found
classes so that I could be qualified to teach them.



My oldest son was in a self-contained gifted class. I was a trained teacher
but knew very little about gifted education.



I took a course, the Gifted Institute, and the instructional materials were so
fascinating that I knew with was an area that I wanted to pursue.

When/How did you become aware of the social and
emotional needs of gifted learners?






In understanding my own giftedness and the way I respond to the
world, learning about Dabrowski and other theorists during graduate
school was a lifesaver. Since then I have continued to read and
keep current with professional development about the
social/emotional needs of students.
I learned about Dabrowski during a grad class. When I read the
material I found that it resonated very deeply with things I had
always known. It made me think of the idea that certain people are
tuning forks for all people and feel very deeply.
I realized that bright kids were different but I didn’t connect the
affective differences to giftedness until I learned about Dabrowski in
my grad classes. My reaction was typical to most of my fellow
students. It was a huge revelation that suddenly gave us the piece to
the puzzle so that everything made sense about these kids—we did
feel that “aha.”

When/How did you become aware of the social
and emotional needs of gifted learners?




This is something that I always knew about intuitively. I just didn’t
have the language for it. When I learned about Dabrowski then I
had vocabulary for what I had always known to be true. It was a
huge relief for me that someone else had similar experiences and
could name them.
I realized that some gifted kids have a heightened awareness and
exhibit it in different ways like crying or just not performing at all
when the task isn’t challenging. When I learned in my grad classes
about the personality characteristics of gifted kids then things started
to make sense for me.

Psychomotor OE in the classroom








I have had students who everyone was convinced were ADHD, when really
they were just very active and needed physical stimulation. Once you
identified the excitability, the school could work around it without medicating
a student.
Pacers, fast talkers, tics (lick lips, hair twirlers), drum fingers, fall off chairs.
Many kids chew on pencils, their fingers; actually gum would really help
some of these kids.
Recess is a necessity for some kids. Without a physical outlet they have
difficult settling down their brains to focus on learning.
Some kids have deep need to move; I send them on an errand somewhere
before class starts to help focus.
Some kids are always poking, prodding, touching everything. They learn
better with touch.

Sensual OE in the classroom










My daughter is sensitive to many things; she does not like to have her food
mixed together on her plate; she hates casseroles; she can't stand high
pitched machinery noises; we all hate labels in clothing; she has trouble
with people invading her space and touching her. I have seen all these
things with students as well.
Some students won’t tolerate foods like mayonnaise. It isn’t the taste, it’s
the texture—too creamy and feels weird on the tongue.
Some gifted kids can see the flicker in fluorescent lights and it is distracting
to them.
I had a student who couldn’t stand the Beatles because he had perfect pitch
and while some of their music displayed good musicianship some was
technically poor.
The aesthetics in the classroom are critical for some kids. The lights need
to be off, one child could smell the overhead projector, dry erase markers
give headaches to some,
Need to close the classroom door to concentrate; can’t eat in the lunchroom
with plastic (or some only with plastic); don’t like music or want music.

Imaginational OE in the classroom










As a language arts teacher, I believe that gifted students love fantasy
because it allows them to escape into the imaginational world. Students
have also written about how disappointed they were to find out that Santa or
The Tooth Fairy weren't real.
Some younger students actually behave as if they are a mermaid or a
puppy…there is a fuzzy line between fantasy and reality.
Students love to explore unexplained mysteries…Easter Island,
Stonehenge, UFOs.
Many gifted kids are very intuitive and have developed ESP. I would say
they have a heightened consciousness but because these things aren’t
talked about they won’t take risks. Some develop anxiety or apprehension.
If they say it “comes in a dream” then it sounds safe. Many with a sixth
sense have it completely suppressed in school because creative writing
doesn’t happen very often.
Science fiction and fantasy are fuel for many gifted kids. These elaborate
video games are healthy ways to communicate and interact, especially for
introverts. It enhances creativity and it provides the needed complexity.
Stuffed animals often take on aspects of personality or become an alter
ego. Listening to these stories provides insight into the child.

Intellectual OE in the classroom










In some years, I have students who are voracious learners -- all you need to do
is get them started on a topic they find interesting and let them go. I usually
have voracious readers in my identified class. In my language arts class, I try
to engage the other side of students' brains. I often start with a logic puzzle or
a math problem that has occurred in our studies or on the literature we are
reading. It helps the logical types to get their brains cranking and the dreamers
to start to focus their minds. I have also had a student who was highly gifted
and while he was in 4th and 5th grade, had breakfast once a week with the
science chair at the high school in order to have someone at his level to talk to.
In all my years of teaching, he was the only one who got ALL of my jokes -- it
was really fun.
I often skim over topics at a faster pace with high ability kids. Some can only
get their needs fulfilled outside of school. I had one student who created a
field guide for every topic we studied. It kept him interested.
Many have a deep precision for understanding. They will argue and have deep
frustration when something isn’t accurately or superficially represented in a
text book.
Learning is like breathing. It is essential for them. You must recognize and
respect this person who has this passion.
One of the best pure learner I ever taught rarely said a word but soaked up
everything.
[He] loved words and loved covering a piece of paper with equations like
creating a piece of art.

Emotional OE in the classroom









I once had a student (tested I.Q. of 180) who could not kill living things,
including bugs. We had to scoop up bugs and take them outdoors. This
student forgot to feed his fish and it died; he was on suicide watch for days
as he coped with his failure to take care of his pet. I have often had students
who felt the pain of betrayal during middle school friendships and wrote
about it in their stories and journals. And then there's the crying -- I have
had many students who express their emotions through crying; I also am a
crier. I tell their parents and other faculty members that there is absolutely
nothing the child can do about the crying response, and it won't go away as
they get older. They will just learn to control it better and to accept it.
Many students have a deep compassion for and love of animals. They also
have a need to participate in causes that help others like Tsunami relief or
Katrina.
In the high school setting, I have seen students comfort another student
who was weeping even though the child who was crying was immature and
not an easy kid to be around.
Gifted kids are more tolerant of each other and more tolerant of
differentness than the typical kids.
These kids are always planning some kind of service project. They want to
help others, to make a difference and they do. They really do!

Disintegration/Psychoneurosis








I’ve seen gifted kids become very depressed and withdrawn. It is apparent
that something major is going on for them. Often they are protecting a
situation that is happening in the family like a divorce or a move to another
city which is being discussed. These are overwhelming situations for gifted
children and often the parents don’t realize the depth of their suffering.
I still write to one of my gifted students who is in college. She really
suffered from despair over the way of the world. She was a National Merit
Scholar but basically dropped out of everything in high school—nothing
seemed to give her joy. She couldn’t comprehend cruelty in the world in
grade 4 and she is still trying to make sense of the insensitivities of others.
Children who are further along on the continuum have trouble living in the
child's world. They can be verbally disrespectful of others without meaning
to be hurtful; it just doesn't occur to a highly gifted student that someone
else might think or behave differently. Conversely, they take slights very
seriously and often try to analyze why a person would behave in a certain
way. I have had students who are very concerned about the environment,
politics, war, and other weighty issues.
Some kids really fall apart when there are huge transitions that involve loss.
One girl was really attached to the pet rat in the classroom and wrote a
eulogy for him when he died. She had some real trouble with the death of
this animal.

FINDINGS: TEACHER PERSPECTIVE
Classroom practices that changed as a result of learning
about Dabrowski's TPD:
Gifted Students









I am sensitive to students who exhibit behaviors described in Dabrowski's
theory; I don't discount strong emotional responses in the classroom (or
among my colleagues and parents of gifted students). I respond to the
student's need; also, every group of students has different needs in the
social/emotional arena.
It is not my job to make the kid fit into the institution. It is my job to give the
kid the skills they need to make the institution dance for them.
Kids know they are able to express their psychic overexcitabilites in
appropriate ways so that don’t bother others. Some tap pencils quietly, rock in
the rocking chair, doodle, pace in the back of the room—anything that helps
them to learn as well as express their emotional tension.
Children have a right to know about their differences. What I learned in my
grad classes I brought back to my classroom and we discussed it as a group.
If students learn about their differences then they are better able to react
differently and are more accepting. Many go from being self-centered to
helping others, especially those who are twice-exceptional (ADHD. Tourette,
Asperger).
It is my job to guide and help them to develop as individuals. We would talk
about the levels to help them with self-awareness and self-understanding,
especially regarding their meltdowns.

FINDINGS: TEACHER PERSPECTIVE
Classroom practices that changed as a result of learning
about Dabrowski's TPD:
Regarding Gifted Students









I learned about strategies like bibliotherapy and cinematherapy and use
these strategies with gifted kids anticipating developmental situations where
there may be difficulty.
One thing that is essential is understanding the emotional dimensions of
gifted students. If you aren’t tuned in to that aspect of who they are then the
rest of the educational process isn’t very effective.
I validate kids and make it OK in the moment…their emotions can’t wait until
class is over. Things need to happen in the now.
Kids need to know about their giftedness and why they think and feel the
way they do. This theory made me realize how important this information is
to gifted kids…more important than academics.
They need depth, exhaustive resources in areas of passion. Learning for
some is positively necessary for enjoyment of daily life.

FINDINGS: TEACHER PERSPECTIVE
Classroom practices that changed as a result of learning
about Dabrowski's TPD:
Regarding Parents of Gifted Students








It is so important to help parents understand that the meltdowns that gifted
kids frequently experience cannot be “cured” only understood.
Communication with parents on a regular basis is essential.
Parents are more involved now than ever before. They eagerly seek
information and I am glad to provide it.
I help parents to understand that these behaviors are a new kind of
“normal”.
One thing that I try to help parents understand is that they need to teach
their kids how to become advocates for themselves. The parents aren’t
always going to be around.
Parents need to know there are alternatives to medication; however,
therapy with the right person may help when daily life becomes a struggle.

Why Teach TPD to Teachers?
Possible Implications for Teachers










Teachers of gifted students benefit personally and professionally by
learning about Dabrowski and TPD; self-awareness for some
teachers as well as enhanced understanding of their gifted students.
For some teachers, there is an instant knowing and immediate
applicability to classroom situations.
Some teachers feel validated for their intuitive approaches to
teaching once they have knowledge of TPD.
Teachers will share their new understanding of TPD with parents
and colleagues, if there is a need for this information.
Conflict can be better understood as necessary and not feared.
Teachers can advocate on behalf of gifted students regarding their
social and emotional needs and will have research to support
interventions.
It enhances the learning environment for all children.
(Kane, 2008)

Why Teach TPD to Kids?
Possible Implications for Children – Intrapersonal-Individual







Awakens an “aha” phenomenon-everything finally
makes sense
Clearer insight into feeling different from the norm
Greater self-acceptance for “what is” in personal
situations
Expands concept of conflict into something necessary,
not necessarily something to be feared
Reframes emotional turmoil into possibilities for
transformation
Deeper understanding of personal difficulties as
opportunities for growth
(Ackerman & Kane, 2003)

Why Teach TPD to Kids?
Possible Implications for Children – Interpersonal-Global







Clearer picture of the range of human experiences
Greater insight into the differences among people of the
world
Awareness of the role of global conflict and possibilities
for global evolution
Provides alternative framework for understanding those
things which are incomprehensible (war, terrorism)
Understanding “other” is seen as critical to surviving and
thriving globally
Explores concept of interdependence
(Ackerman & Kane, 2003)
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Part I
• Review of main concepts of Chaos Theory
• Concept of complexity
• Complexity of brain
• Self-organization, dissipative structures
• The theory of positive disintegration versus Chaos
Theory

Part II
• Empathy by theory of positive disintegration
• Empathy based on social
social-neuroscience
neuroscience
• Empathy as a dissipative structure
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Complex systems
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Complex systems

•Consist of a variety of heterogeneous

parts interacting in various combinations.

•Display integration and differentiation
at the same time.
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Complexity
p
y of Brain

• Complex dynamical system of neural
structure
•Integration and differentiation of brain
activities
i i i are the
h keys
k
to brain
b i function
f
i
•Different areas and groups of neurons do
different things (they are differentiated)
•Theyy interact to ggive rise to a unified
consciousness and to unified behavior
(they
( y are integrated)
g
)

Edelman, 2004
Edelman & Tononi, 2000
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Young immature brain

• Low differentiation
(functional specialization
i lost)
is
l t)

Normal adult brain

• High
differentiation

• High integration
((“perfect
perfect crystal”)
crystal )

• High integration

• Low complexity

• High complexity

Old diseased brain

• High differentiation
(individual groups of
neurons are stillll active))
• Low integration
(“neural gas”)
• Complexity low
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Attractors
An attractor is simply the characteristic
behavior of a dynamical system changing
in time.
Four basic Attractors:
The Point Attractor
{The Cycle Attractor
}The Torus Attractor
The Chaotic Attractor
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Torus Attractor

Cycle Attractor

Chaotic Attractor

Point Attractor
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Attractors of Human Life
Freedom

Knowledge

Power
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Attractors of Human Life
Love

Pleasure
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Bifurcation
u cat o Point
o t
¾ is a point of branching into new types of behavior.
¾ is the sensitive decision point
point.
¾ in psychology describes the sudden changes in
learning, motivational states, in brain activity, in
developmental stages, in personality and family.
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Self--organization
Self
• The spontaneous formation of patterns
• Role of control parameters
• Far
Far--from equilibrium state and critical fluctuations
• Positive & Negative Feedback
• Increase of complexity and orderliness of
organization of the system

12

Dissipative Structures
• Emergent structures arising in self
self--organizing

systems.
• To maintain their existence, must interact with the
environment continually, maintaining the flow of
energy into and out of the system.
“At equilibrium molecules behave as essentially independent

entities;; theyy ignore
g
one another. However,, nonnon-equilibrium
q
wakes them up and introduces coherence quite foreign to
(Prigogine & Stengers, 1984)
equilibrium.”

This is the concept of “order through fluctuations”
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Organized
O
i d
Multilevel
Disintegration

Spontaneous
Multilevel
Disintegration

Unilevel
Disintegration
g

Primary
Integration

Order

Emerging order

Chaotic Attractor

Circle Attractor

Point Attractor

Contro
ol Paramete
ers (Develo
opmental po
otential)

Secondary
Integration
g

Three factors,
Five forms of OE
Talents

Three factors,
Emotional
Emotional,
Intellectual &
Imaginational OE

First, second, third
factors
Emotional OE&
Intellectual OE

First & second
f t
factors

First factor
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Transition from order to chaos and from chaos to order (Laycraft, 2008)

The spontaneous disintegration

The organized disintegration

• Chaotic attractor

• Emerging order

• Positive feedbackfeedback-internal
conflicts, psychoneurotic
depressions, anxieties

• Highly conscious, autonomous
and selfself-determining processes

• Disintegration
Di i
i off prepre-existing
i i
organization and formation of
novel patterns of behavior
• Crucial period for gifted
adolescents’ development
• Necessary condition for selfselforganization to more complex
and ordered states of mental
structure of young people
chaos

• Negative feedback - stabilize,
organize
i and
d differentiate
diff
i
a
mental structure
• Lesser tension
• Role of higher levels of
emotional and emotional
emotional-intellectual functions
• Openness
p
to external
experiences, sensitivity and
identification with others
order
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II part
• Empathy by the theory of positive
disintegration

• Empathy based on social
social--neuroscience
• Empathy
E
h as a dissipative
di i i structure
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Empathy
by
the theory of positive
disintegration
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Development of Empathy
• Respect &
concern
for others as
persons

com
mplexity

Level III

Level IV & V

•Ag
greater concern for
others
• For being of help to
them & for protecting
those who suffer
• Readiness to
sacrifice one’s life for
the sake of others

• Acceptance of
others in their
subjectivity
chaos

order
L
Level
lI S
Syntony

Level II Syntony

• Group feeling by
belonging to a
certain class
class, team
or ethnic group

• Fluctuation of
g
feelings
• Need for the
company of others
ssimplicity

• A brief period of an
empathic concern
for another person

p
• External, superficial
& temperamental
Dabrowski, 1996
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Empathy
p y
•
•
•
•
•
•

- the result of a universal development in which the key
factors are::
“subject
subject--object”
object” in oneself (critical selfself-observation,
perceiving others as subjects)
the third factor (conscious choices),
choices)
self--awareness (awareness of one’
self
one’s identity and of
one’’s individual uniqueness),
one
self--control (a highly conscious dynamism of bringing
self
order and unity into one’
one’s development, increasing
calmness and confidence),
),
inner psychic transformation (the critical
differentiation and hierarchization of values)
responsibility for oneself and others.
others
Dabrowski, 1996
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“Growth of empathy is one of the most
powerful developmental dynamism and
one which most clearly shows the
progressive and hard won change from
narrow egocentrism to an allallencompassing universal love.”
love.”
Dabrowski, 1996
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Empathy
based on
social - neuroscience
Decety and Jackson, 2006
Decetyy and Lamb,, 2006
Decety and Moriguchi, 2007
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Components
p
of empathy:
empathy
p
y:

•
•
•
•

Emotion sharing between the self
and others (bottom up information
processing)
Self--awareness
Self
A cognitive capacity to take the
perspective of the other person
Self--control & emotion regulation
Self
(top--down information processing)
(top
23

Emotion sharing
Perception-- action mechanism
Perception

Orbitofrontal
cortex

Cingulate
cortex

Bottom-up
Information
processing
INSULA

Amygdala-provides emotional
information to cortical and limbic
structures

Superior
Temporal
Sulcus
AMYGDALA
Thalamus

STS –responds
responds to body posture
posture, eye
gaze, and faces

Insula – bridges and coordinates
Hippocampus limbic and cortical processing
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Self / Other
awareness

DORSOLATERAL
PFC

Orbitofrontal
cortex

CINGULATE
CORTEX

Parietal lobes – organizing body
image and inner subjective
experiences
Insula – development of our sense
of self and our ability to distinguish
between ourselves and others

Parietal
Lobes

INSULA

Cingulate cortex-activates when we
are self-reflective or making
judgments about ourselves
Orbitomedial PFC –interpreting
complex social events and linking
with their emotional value
Dorsolateral PFC-directing attention,
organizing working memory

Thalamus

Temporal
Visual
Association
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Mental
flexibility &
P
Perspective
ti
taking

DORSOLATERAL
PFC

ORBITO
FRONTAL PFC

Posterior Cingulate –
activates episodic
autobiographical memory
The temporo-parietal
junction (TPJ) – compares
signals arising from selfproduced actions with
signals from the
environment

Posterior
P
t i cingulate
i
l t
cortex

The Right
p
p
Temporo-parietal
Junction
Temporal
lobes

• To adopt the subjective perspective of the other
• Maintaining a separation between self and other
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Emotion
regulation

DORSOLATERAL
PFC

ORBITO
FRONTAL PFC

CINGULATE
CORTEX
Top-down
Top
down
Information
processing

INSULA

AMYGDALA

HIPPOCAMPUS
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Neural
connections of
empathy
th

*
DORSOLATERAL
PFC

Motor
Structures

*

*
ORBITO
FRONTAL PFC

CINGULATE
CORTEX

Posterior
Parietal
areas

*
Parietal
Lobes

INSULA

Superior
Temporal
Sulcus

Temporal
Visual
Association

*
AMYGDALA

HIPPOCAMPUS
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• Based on neurological research, it was

shown that empathy is a complex
shown,
phenomena and emerges from the flow
and integration of information between
specific brain circuits.
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Empathy
as
a dissipative
p
structure
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Rescue of Lincoln Hall
on Mt. Everest
by

• Daniel Mazur – a professional climber from USA
• Andrew Brash – a teacher from Calgary
• Myles Osborne - a graduate student from UK 31

“We

were in the clear and we all felt good.
good.
We felt so lucky.
lucky.
I mean the summit was just above us…
And I saw in the distance a little bit of yellow fabric on the
ridge top and I thought.
Oh--oh what is that? A tent or something? And then I got a
Oh
little closer and I could see that it was a person.
g of shock … I have never
I had jjust this sort of feeling
seen anything like that before. The thing that struck me
was that how he was holding hands up and he had no
gloves on.
on
You can see like his fingers had frozen and they were
sort of a waxy yellow….I
yellow….I was blown away.”
away.”
L
Lauer,
2006
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Chaotic attractor

• Emotions and emotionemotion-cognition components
prepare a mental state to “choose” the path of action
• Arousal process enhances the focus of attention
• Attention directs the flow of energy

Interest shock
Interest,
shock, surprise
surprise, disbelief,
disbelief disturb
Bifurcation Point

BP

• Rapid mental (affective) shift
• Emotional
E ti
l fluctuations
fl t ti
initiate
i iti t
change and drive the system to
choose new states

Feeling good, hopeful, optimistic, confident
33

Action:
Dan:
“We gave him a lotta water. We gave him

some-candy bars
somebars, some snickers bars and
we started trying to get him to put his
gloves on
on. Lauer,
Lauer 2006

Myles:

“ Dan radioed to ABC
ABC….We
We had to take
extra care to fasten him securely to the
slope and it seemed just short of a
slope…,
miracle that he had not fallen off the ridge
g the night.”
g
Myles,
y , 2006
during
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…Dan quickly understood Lincoln had
been there all night
night. It was a miracle Hall
was alive – but Dan knew he didn’t much
time left.
left
Dan realized Hall was hallucinating.
He was deadly ill.
ill
(
(Lauer,
2006))
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An Emerging Order
• Emotional – cognitive coupling

((understand,, know,, identifyy with,, be
aware of)
• Acting as negative feedback to stabilize
the mental state
• A detailed appraisal of a situation
• A plan for action emerges
• Making decision
36

They have to make further decision:
decision:
“Should we go off to the summit now and leave Lincoln
here?” and Myles
y
said, “I can’t leave him here.”
Lauer, 2006

”Our decision to stop with Lincoln, came without

discussion and was free from external influence.
influence.
Brash, 2006

Decision::
Decision
To stay with Hall and watch over him until rescue team

arrived. …
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“…I could not help but wonder,
wonder,
How in ANY way is a summit more
important than saving a life?”
And the answer is that it isn’t. But in this skewed
world up here, sometimes you can be fooled into
thinking
h k
that
h it might
h be.
b
B t I know
But
k
that
th t trying
t i to
t sleep
l
att night
i ht
knowing that I summitted Everest and left a
guy to die isn’t
isn t something I ever want to
do. The summit’s always there after all.”
Osborne, 2006
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An Order
• Self
S
Selflf-control
t l
• Self
Self--reflection
• Memory
• Emotional ties, friendship
• Education
Education--of
of--oneself and others
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Empathic behavior – a higher level of mental organization

Continue an expedition

Stay with Lincoln

Main decision

Know, understand,
identify with
(negative feedback)
H l
Help
Shock, surprise,
disbelief, interest,
concern
(positive feedback)

Don t
Don’t
Help
Change emotional state
Bifurcation point::
A man on the edge of mountain

Feel good, hope, anticipation,
expectation, optimism
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An Order
An Emerging Order

Chaotic attractor

Shock,
Surprise,
Blow
Understand

BP

Interest
Curiosity
Concern

Disbelief,
Disturb

Self-control

Comprehend
Self-reflection

Know

Emotional
ties

Learning

Memory
Teaching

41

• Empathy is activated by the external unfortunate
event and goes through the bifurcation points.

• Empathy is a function of the inner dynamics of
non-linear interactions between emotions and
nonemotion–
emotion
–cognition components.
components

• Empathy
p y is an emergent
g
structure – dissipative
p
structure arising through the process of self
self-organizing of mental structure.

.
42

Positive Disintegration
Emotional overexcitability
“Subject – object” in oneself

Emotional & intellectual
overexcitability
Self-awareness

Intellectual & imaginational
overexcitability
bl
Inner transformation
Third factor

Intellectual
overexcitability
Self-control

Social-neuroscience

Dissipative Structure

Emotion sharing
Bottom-up processing,
Perception-action mechanism

A bifurcation
bif
ti
point
i t
Emotional shift

Self-awareness

A chaotic attractor
Emotion (positive feedback)
prepares to “choose” the
action

Mental flexibility &
Perspective taking

An emerging order
Emotion-cognitive
Emotion
cognitive
components (negative
feedback )

Appraisal, Decision

Emotion- regulation
Top-down
Top
down information
processing

An order
Self-control
Self-reflection
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Introduction of the concept of
multilevel actualization.

Presented by Bill Tillier at the
Eighth International Congress of the
Institute for Positive Disintegration
in Human Development
August 7 - 9, 2008 Canmore, Alberta, Canada
Dabrowski and Gifted Education:
Beyond Overexcitabilities.

Maslow‟s childhood.

2

 Maslow‟s mother was very domineering, controlling
and cruel – he felt “no mother-love.”
 An extremely isolated, unhappy child, describing
himself as a “freak with two heads,” a view echoed by
his father: “the ugliest kid you‟ve ever seen.”
 He could not see how he had “not become psychotic.”
 Fell in love with and married his first cousin Bertha.
 Set out to understand human relations, at first as a
strict Watsonian.

 He was fascinated by and attracted to dominant
women all his life.

Maslow‟s early research set his views.
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 Maslow worked in Harry Harlow‟s monkey lab and coauthored several papers on primate behavior.
 Conclusion: Dominance determines sexual behavior.
 He then studied dominance (self-esteem), motivation
and sexual behavior by interviewing college women.
 Details of orgasm led him to “peak experiences.”

 Using normal subjects became an important model.
 Maslow (1942) “human sexuality is almost exactly like
primate sexuality:” dominant males & submissive
females were equivalent in both species: an idea later
reflected in his continuum view of instincts in animals
& humans.

Improving society through sex.
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 Maslow saw himself as an expert on sex and felt he
could improve society by improving peoples‟ sex lives.
 Male dominance / female submission are innate,
“natural” instincts, needed for satisfying relations as
defined by the female‟s ability to orgasm (Maslow,‟42).
 Maslow used observations from primates to “instruct
husbands in dominance” to yield orgasm in the wives.

 His views were very primitive:
 As they are submissive, being raped is less psychologically
damaging to women; they are more able let themselves
„relax and enjoy it‟ than men are (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 351).
 Most “acquired” lesbians are highly dominant: but “when a
suitable [i.e. more dominant] man came along, the
homosexuality was dropped at once” (Maslow, 1942).

Maslow applies self-actualization.
 Kurt Goldstein: the tendency toward self-actualization
acts from within, overcoming disturbances arising
from the clash with the world, not out of anxiety but
out of the joy of conquest (1938).

 If the organisms‟ needs are met, its innate biological/
psychological potentials can be actualized. If injured,
this drive will seek to reorganize and restore balance.
 Already looking at security/motivation, Maslow (1943)
quickly applied Goldstein‟s idea, now interviewing
normal subjects about their development.
 Maslow did not find enough sufficiently developed
subjects and turned to biographical studies to create
the list of factors he felt indicated self-actualization.
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Dominance: the foundation of SA.

6

 Maslow equated dominance to self-esteem, emotional
security, & self-confidence: later reflected in his needs
hierarchy & management theory (Cullen & Gotell, 2002).
 To see one‟s “natural superiority” is an important
precondition of self-actualization: this created a
gender bias in SA – men having “natural” dominance.
 SA contradicts women‟s innate submissiveness,
creating social problems: few men can “tolerate and
finally enjoy self-actualizing women” (Maslow, 1971/1976, p. 87).
 He researched and wrote on business: companies
should help men achieve their natural potential to be
leaders; women lack the instincts to be managers.

Maslow defines self-actualization.
 Healthy individuals accept their own nature “without
chagrin or complaint or, for that matter, even without
thinking about the matter very much.” He went on:
“the self-actualized person . . . see[s] human nature
as it is and not as they would prefer it to be” (Maslow,
1970, pp. 155-156).
 Maslow described these individuals as more
objective, less emotional, less anxious and less likely
to allow hopes, dreams, fears, or psychological
defenses to distort their observations of reality.
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Maslow‟s unilevel approach.
 Maslow described various levels of potential within a
person and said that all of these potentials must be
actualized, the lowest along with the highest.
 “The first and most obvious level of acceptance is at
the so-called animal level. Those self-actualizing
people tend to be good animals, hearty in their
appetites and enjoying themselves without regret or
shame or apology” (Maslow, 1970, p. 156).
 Self-actualizing individuals “display the clearest
“animal naturalness,” welcoming these lower levels
without question, accepting “the work of nature rather
than to argue with her for not having constructed
things to a different pattern” (Maslow, 1970, p. 156).
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Maslow‟s animal – human continuum.
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 Our instinctoid biology underlies a single continuum of
both our lowest and highest traits – “the „higher‟ life”
“is the same kind or quality of thing” as the lower life –
the animal life (Maslow 1971/1976, pp. 313 – 314).

 Animal and human exist on a single continuum.
 NO qualitative differentiation between animal instincts
and the highest values – metaneeds of humans.
 Human nature should be compared with animals, but
not with lower animals like “wolves, tigers, pigs,
vultures, or snakes,” instead with “better” “milder”
animals like “the deer or elephant or dog or
chimpanzee” (Maslow, 1970, p. 83).

“Be what you can be.”

10

 Maslow (1970) rejected the notion that we ought to try
to achieve more; potential must be actualized as it
exists – we must go from where we are to “what we
can be” and no further.
 Aspiring to hopes or ideals creates anxiety and
neuroses which stand in the way of acceptance and
happiness.

 Maslow advocated avoiding guilt; failures to achieve
one‟s ideals become a major source of guilt.

Maslow and Dabrowski.
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 Maslow and Dabrowski met in 1966 and
corresponded until Maslow died in 1970.
 Over Dabrowski‟s protests, Piechowski equated selfactualization as synonymous with Level IV and V.

 Maslow‟s initial position was that Dabrowski had made
a significant contribution but that it could be
conceptually subsumed under his (Maslow‟s) model.
 Dabrowski argued that his theory went far beyond
Maslow‟s with a number of important qualitative
differences and therefore must be kept separate.
 In correspondence just before his death, Maslow
wrote to Dabrowski acknowledging the superiority of
Dabrowski‟s approach.

Dabrowski‟s objections.
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 No sense of multilevelness present in Maslow.

 Must be a qualitative break between animals/humans.
 To develop personality is to control our lower instincts.

 Overcoming our animal nature differentiates humans.
 One must transcend “is” and work toward “ought.”
 Reject self as is – must use multilevelness to
consciously differentiate lower aspects to inhibit or
transcended from higher aspects to retain & expand.
 Higher aspects chosen reflect one‟s personality ideal
& will be “more like oneself” (personality shaping).
 Dabrowski: if SA is equated with TPD or its levels, his
approach would be misunderstood and lessened.

Multilevel actualization.
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 Previous efforts to simply equate self-actualizing /
actualization with Dabrowski have been confusing and
very misleading as the underlying rationale and
assumptions of the two theories are quite different.

 In order to advance from this impasse, I am
introducing the new, neo-Dabrowskian and neoMaslowian concept of multilevel actualization (MA).
 Multilevel actualization bifurcates the continuum
between animal and human traits, making it clear that
lower level features qualitatively differ from higher
ones, thus reflecting the differences Dabrowski
described between unilevel and multilevel experience.

Multilevel differentiation.
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 Before authentic actualizing can begin, a multilevel
differentiation of instincts, traits, characteristics and
emotions must take place.
 One must carefully review one‟s character and
imagine one‟s, aims, goals & personality ideal.
 Lower aspects must be identified and inhibited to
allow the independent actualization of higher features.
 The differentiated personality ideal subsequently
becomes crucial in directing the process of actualizing
and moving toward deliberate personality shaping,
eventually resulting in the actualization of the qualities
and characteristics of an authentic, unique individual.

Reality “as is” versus “what ought to be.”
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 In Maslow, self-actualization involves a superior
perception of reality, a clearer and more undistorted
view of things as they really are.
 In multilevel actualization, one‟s dreams and ideals
represent the images of a higher reality – a potential
reality, a reality of what is possible – this becomes
one‟s quest; to actualize and create one‟s new reality.

 Actualizing reality as it exists versus establishing
ideals and goals to strive for is a fundamental
difference between Maslow and Dabrowski.

The developmental process.
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 Dabrowski: disparities between one‟s imagined reality
and ideals versus one‟s actual reality creates strong
vertical (multilevel) conflicts.
 These multilevel conflicts are a fundamental part of
the developmental process acting through anxiety,
depression, psychoneuroses & positive disintegration.
 In Maslow, conflicts, anxiety, crises and neuroses are
“diseases of cognition” – blockages to development.
 “What is psychopathological? Anything that
disturbs or frustrates or twists the course of selfactualization” (Maslow, 1970, p. 270)

Integration of the two approaches.
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 The features of self-actualization put forth by
Goldstein and Maslow must be reviewed and reconceptualized using a multilevel approach.
 An integration of SA and multilevelness would lead to
an important new paradigm of development and a
new list of features, some old, some new.
 Research using this more comprehensive approach to
development would provide important new insights.

Differentiate and actualize.

18

 In summary, multilevel actualization involves a twostep process:
 1). A multilevel differentiation involving a careful
review of the essence of one‟s character to identify
the elements to be included versus those to be
discarded in creating one‟s personality ideal.
 2). Actualization of this personality ideal involves:
 Amplification and realization of the higher
elements one considers more like oneself.

 Active inhibition, repression and transformation
of lower elements that are less like oneself.

A powerful new concept of analysis.
 Without incorporating a multilevel reality, self-review,
vertical differentiation and self-shaping, selfactualizing as a developmental concept is limited to
unilevelness.

 Reflecting Lincoln‟s first inaugural address in 1861, a
multilevel approach to actualization will help free the
better angels of our nature from the bonds of our
animal ancestry leading yet another step closer
toward the realization of authentic human nature.
End.
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Level Nine: Considering the consequence
es to all/everything at once, ‘universe –
centric’.

CORRAL
TURQUOISE

nd
d
2

Ti
Tier

st
1

Tier

YELLOW
GREEN
ORANGE
BLUE
RED
PURPLE
BEIGE

Pentelbury s Parradigm Phallacy
“Everything is Importa
ant and Nothing really
Mattters”
ters

Modes of Predomina
ant Preferences:

1) Evaluative rath
her than
Judgmental;
g
;
2) Integrative rath
her than
Di
Disparate;
t
3) Preferential ratther than Needful;
4) Flowing rather than Attached;
5) Enlightened ratther than

Thank you!

Visit online for
writings, paintings,
an
nd
d other
h iinquiries.
ii

www.Paintings
www
Paintings
sByOrder com
sByOrder.com
rpentelbury
y@shaw.ca
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Overexcitabilities of Sexually Diverse
Students and Implications for Gifted
Education

Alena R. Treat

Compared to Bouchet & Falk (2001)
Bouchet & Falk

Treat

•
•

562 participants
Undergraduate
sociology
i l
classes
l

•
•

•

OEQ II paper version

•
•

Gender information
Participation in gifted or
AP

•
•
•
•

965 participants (1013–48 incomplete)
Undergraduates, graduates, adults in
12 universities
i
iti across th
the U
U.S.
S
recruited through graduate, education,
GLBT, diversity, gifted, and Mensa
listservs/e mail distribution lists
listservs/e-mail
OEQ II converted to online format
Bem Sex Role Inventory
Gender & sexual orientation info.
Participation in gifted, AP, IB

Main Effects and Interactions
Main Effects
• Gender
• Giftedness
• Sexual Orientation
• Gender Role

Interactions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gender * Orientation
Gender * Giftedness
Gender * Gender Role
Orientation * Giftedness
Orientation * Gender Role
Gender * Orientation *Giftedness
Gender* Orientation* Gender Role
G d * Gift
Gender
Giftedness*Gender
d
*G d R
Role
l
Gender * Orientation * Giftedness*
Gender Role

Main Effects and Interactions
Main Effects
•
•
•
•

Gender
Gift d
Giftedness
Sexual Orientation
Gender Role

MANOVA Results
•
•
•
•

Statistically significant
St ti ti ll significant
Statistically
i ifi
t
Statistically significant
NOT Statistically significant

Interactions
MANOVA Results
• ONLY the Gender*Sexual orientation
interaction effect was statistically significant

Compared to Bouchet & Falk (2001)
Bouchet & Falk
• Gifted students
scored higher on
Emotional and
Intellectual OE

Treat
• Gifted students scored
significantly higher on
Sensual, Imaginational,
and Intellectual OE

• 142 gifted, 131 AP,
288 Standard

• 596 gifted, 369 standard

Gifted Main Effect
Gifted scored significantly higher

Intellectual

F(1, 963)=63.925, p<.01

Gifted Main Effect
Gifted scored significantly higher

Sensual

F(1, 963) = 10.756, p < .01

Imaginational

F(1, 963) = 12.866, p < .01

Gifted Main Effect
No statistically significant differences

Psychomotor

F(1, 963) = 3.763, p = .053

Emotional

F(1,962) = .189, p = .664

Snips and snails and puppy dog tails?

Compared to Bouchet & Falk (2001)
Bouchet & Falk
• Females scored
higher on
Emotional and
Sensual OE
• Males scored higher
on Intellectual and
Psychomotor OE
• 200 males, 362
females

•

•
•

•

Treat
Females scored higher
on Emotional and
Sensual OE
Males scored higher on
Intellectual OE
There were no significant
differences in
Psychomotor and
Imaginational OE
311 males,
males 654 females

Gender Main Effect
Females scored significantly higher

Sensual

Emotional

F(1, 963) = 8.302, p < .01

F(1, 963) =89.904, p < .01

Gender Main Effect
Males scored significantly higher

Intellectual

F(1, 963)=18.128 p < .01

Gender Main Effect
No statistically significant differences

Psychomotor

F(1, 963) = .504, p = .478

Imaginational

F(1, 963) = .089, p = .766

Participant Demographics by
O i t ti
Orientation
• Gay
• Bisexual
Bi
l
• Heterosexual

198
184
583

Sexual Orientation Main Effect
Bisexuals scored significantly higher than heterosexuals

Intellectual

Mean Difference = .268, p < .003

Imaginational

Mean Difference = .409, p < .003

Sexual Orientation Main Effect
Bisexuals scored significantly higher than heterosexuals

Emotional

Mean Difference = .227, p < .003

Sexual Orientation Main Effect
Gays and bisexuals scored significantly higher than heterosexuals

SENSUAL

Gay (Mean Difference = .282, p < .003)
Bisexual (Mean Difference = .397, p < .003)

Sexual Orientation Main Effect
No statistically significant differences

Psychomotor

F(2, 962) = .196, p = .822

Compared to Bouchet & Falk (2001)
Bouchet & Falk
• “The differences
between males and
females apparently
reflect the effect of
gender-role
gender
role
socialization” (p.
265)
• No
N gender/sex
d /
role
l
inventory was
given
g

Treat
• Participants took the Bem
Sex Role Inventory
• The overall MANOVA for
Gender Role was not
significant The Wilks
significant.
Wilks’ss
Λ was .988, F (15,
2520.792) = .732, p >.05,
i di i that
indicating
h the
h
population means on the
dependent
p
variables are
the same for Gender Role

Participant Demographics by
O i t ti and
Orientation
d Gender
G d
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gay Male
Gayy Female
Bisexual Male
Bisexual Female
Heterosexual Male
Heterosexual Female

96
102
43
141
172
411

Intellectual
Bisexual females (Mean Difference = .403, p < .002) and heterosexual males
(Mean Difference = .403, p < .002) scored higher than heterosexual females (Mean
Difference = .363,, p < .002).
)

Gender

Gender x Orientation

Imaginational
g
Bisexual females scored higher than both heterosexual females (Mean
Difference = .452, p < .002) and heterosexual males (Mean Difference = .406, p < .002)

Gender

Gender x Orientation

Sensual
•Bisexual females scored higher than heterosexual females (Mean
Difference = .436, p < .002).

•Gay females (Mean Difference = .429, p < .002) and bisexual females (Mean
Difference = .606,
606 p < .002)
002) scored higher than heterosexual males

Gender

Gender x Orientation

Emotional
Gay females (Mean Difference = .584, p < .002), bisexual females (Mean Difference =
.743, p < .002), heterosexual females (Mean Difference = .595, p < .002), and gay
males (Mean Difference = .439, p < .002) scored higher than heterosexual males

Gender

Gender x Orientation

Psychomotor
No statistically significant differences

Gender

Gender x Orientation

Has the curriculum been silenced?

Inclusion Questions: Curriculum
Never

Seldom

About half
the time

Usually

Always

Totals

In the gifted class,
curricular materials
included positive
images of lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and
transgender people

84.04% 10.37% 2.13%
(316)
(39)
(8)

2.66% 0.80%
376
(10)
(3)

In the general
education classes,
curricular materials
included positive
images of lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and
transgender people

70.19% 20.93% 5.07%
(664)
(198)
(48)

2.75% 1.06%
946
(26)
(10)

*Adapted from a portion of the GLSEN Workbook (2001) with permission. [R]

Inclusion Questions: Curriculum
Never

Seldom

About half
the time

Usually

Always

Totals

In the gifted class,
curricular materials
included LGBTpositive themes

85.03% 10.43% 2.94%
(318)
(39)
(11)

1.07% 0.53%
374
(4)
(2)

IIn the
h generall
education classes,
curricular materials
included LGBT
LGBTpositive themes

74.34% 18.51% 4.10%
((707))
((176))
( )
(39)

2.52% 0.53%
951
((24))
((5))

*Adapted from a portion of the GLSEN Workbook (2001) with permission. [R]

Inclusion Questions: Curriculum
Never

In the general
education classes,
the curriculum
characterized
homosexuality as
unacceptable
The library included
LGBT-themed
materials
t i l

Seldom

About half
the time

Usually

Always

Totals

54.14% 15.47% 10.10% 12.46% 7.84%
931
(504)
(144)
(94)
(116)
(73)

59.61% 24.08% 8.21%
(552)
(223)
(76)

5.18%
(48)

2.92%
926
(27)

*Adapted from a portion of the GLSEN Workbook (2001) with permission. [R]

Inclusion Q
Questions: Curriculum
Never

Homosexuality
H
lit was
addressed in
health/sexuality
education

Seldom

About half
the time

59.07% 29.48% 4.12%
(573)
(286)
(40)

Mention of
homosexuality in
50.32% 13.51% 9.04%
health/sexuality
(473)
(127)
(85)
education was
cursory/neutral/clinical.
Mention of
homosexuality in
health/sexuality
education was
positive/affirming.

Usually

5.67%
(55)

Always

Totals

1.65%
970
(16)

16.81% 10.32
940
(158)
% (97)

64.14% 19.53% 10.57% 5.02%
(601)
(183)
(99)
(47)

0.75%
937
(7)

*Adapted from a portion of the GLSEN Workbook (2001) with permission. [R]

Heteronormativity
• “Heteronormativity is like the air we breathe.” (Town, 1998)
• It is present from the day we are born, and substantiated
through the partitioning of the world into female and
male and the pervasive conviction that normal sexuality
male,
is heterosexual (Quinlivan and Town, 1999)
• Byy failing
g to recognize
g
differences,, heterosexism
discriminates and posits a completely unambiguously
heterosexual world in a similar way as certain forms of
racism posit the universality of whiteness (Epstein
(
and Johnson,1998))
• Heterosexism operates through silences and absences
as well as overt discrimination or physical abuse (Epstein and
Johnson,1998)

Willis’s Cultural Reproduction
Capitalist relations of
production producing
alienating work
organization

Work-site
Work
site
culture

Home and
i hb h d
neighborhood
culture
Isomorphism

School

Friendship
F
i d hi
culture
Isomorphism

Carspecken (1996, p. 183) in Critical Ethnography in Educational Research

Isomorphism

Heterosexist Cultural Reproduction
Heterosexist norms producing
alienating school environment
for GLBT students, teachers,
and administrators
Home and
neighborhood
culture
Church/
Religion

Isomorphism

Isomorphism
Isomorphism

S h l
School

Science

Governmental
laws/
regulations
Isomorphism
p

Treat (2006)

Peer cultures of
students,
teachers, and
administrators

