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1. Introduction.                        Dabrowski’s Books:

• “Mental growth through positive disintegration.” - 1970

• “Personality shaping though positive 
disintegration.” - 1967

• Dabrowski’s theory is presented in six major books.

• “Psychoneurosis is not an illness.” - 1972

• “Multilevelness of emotional and instinctive 
functions.” - 1996

• “Positive disintegration.” - 1964

• “The dynamics of concepts.” - 1973
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Synopsis - 1:

• “Dabrowski refers to his view of personality development as the 
Theory of Positive Disintegration” (xiii, 1964). 

• “Personality is the aim and the result of development through 
positive disintegration” (181, 1972).

• Basic assumption: “There exist empirically verifiable differences 
between levels of all mental functions comparable to the 
difference between levels of intelligence” (2, 1970).

• “Mental development is assumed to consist of a transition from 
lower ranks of the scale towards higher ranks” (2, 1970).

• “In the course of evolution from higher animals to man, and 
from the normal man to the universally and highly developed 
man, we observe processes of disintegration of lower functions 
and an integration of higher functions” (62, 1972).  
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Synopsis - 2:
• “The functions involved in this evolutionary process are all the 

emotional, instinctive and intellectual functions” (62, 1972). 

• There are “two qualitatively different types of mental life: the 
heteronomous, determined by biological or environmental 
factors, and the autonomous, self-conscious, self-determined, 
and self-controlled” (11, 1970).

• In another quote:
• “Mental life at its first, more primitive stage, is determined by 

and subordinated to biological forces and influences of the 
social environment” .  .  . In development, “a new quality arises. 
Things cease to remain under exclusive control of biological 
and social determinants. Self-conscious, autonomous choice 
between alternatives becomes real” (12, 1970).
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Synopsis - 3:

• Development requires “the stimulation of higher functions and 
the inhibition of lower functions. This involves many kinds of 
sensitivity and excitability, numerous inner conflicts, [and the] 
emergence of multilevel inner forces, which can be called 
dynamisms of the inner psychic milieu” (62, 1972).

• “The engagement of the higher mental functions in the 
transformation of the lower ones” causes various types of 
nervous and mental disturbances (62, 1972).

• Psychoneurosis “represents a ‘hierarchy of higher functions,’ 
which means a hierarchy in which mental dynamisms 
predominate over nervous reactions. Psychoneurosis is a more 
psychical or more mental form of functional disorder, while 
neurosis is a more nervous or somatopsychic form” (41, 1972).
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Synopsis - 4:

• “The symptomatological levels have to be taken into account 
beginning with the somatopsychic as the lowest, then 
psychosomatic, distinctly psychic, and finally the most 
conscious as the most complex and the highest” (57, 1972). 

• Depending upon several factors, “we have in 
psychoneuroses either a dominance of psychical processes 
[higher] or of the processes involving the autonomic nervous 
system [lower, neurosis]” (63, 1972).

• As symptoms become ‘higher’ they are linked to volition -
“these disturbances come gradually under control in the 
general development of the human species and concretely in 
individual development” (62-63, 1972).

• “The higher the functions in psychoneurosis, the more one 
uncovers elements of personality development in the subject” 
(197, 1972).
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Synopsis - 5:

• Conscious internal conflicts . . .  [create] conscious 
restructuring of different levels of the psyche  . . . the 
restructuring of different levels occurs through inner psychic 
transformation (paraphrased from 67 - 68, 1972).  

• “In normal individuals every manifestation of development is, 
to a greater or lessor degree, related to disintegration” (20, 
1970).

• Development “takes a great deal of tension, inner conflict and 
struggle, anxiety, and even despair” (3, 1970).

• “Psychoneuroses are observed in people possessing special 
talents, sensitivity, and creative capacities; they are common 
among outstanding people” (2, 1972).
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Synopsis - 6:

• “Psychoneuroses -- especially those of a higher level --
provide an opportunity to ‘take one’s life into one’s own 
hands.’ They are expressive of a drive for psychic autonomy, 
especially moral autonomy, through transformation of a more 
or less primitively integrated structure” (4, 1972).

• “ ‘Psychoneurotic experiences’ by disturbing the lower levels 
of values help gradually to enter higher levels of values, i.e. 
the level of higher emotions” (3, 1972). This is the crux of the 
process of development.

• “Psychoneurotics, rather than being treated as ill, should be 
considered as individuals most prone to a positive and even 
accelerated psychic development” (4, 1972).
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Synopsis - 7:

• “In the higher psychoneuroses we have ‘seeing’ of new things, 
answers to the meaning of life, a search for the ‘new and other,’ 
separation into levels . . .” (199, 1972).

• “The general basic condition for the genesis and development 
of neuroses and psychoneuroses is - in our opinion - an 
increased psychic excitability” (46, 1972).

• “No genuine mental conflicts, that is to say, conflicts involving 
self-consciousness and authenticity, can be solved by any 
means other than the individual’s conscious effort and inner 
growth” (119, 1970).

• “Mental Health consists of the functioning of processes which 
effect development towards higher levels of mental function” 
(173, 1970).
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Synopsis - 8:

• Five developmental levels falling into three broad phases:
• PHASE 1: Initial Integration.

– Level I: “Primitive or primary integration. This stage is 
exempt from disintegration and its characteristic feature is 
that behavior is controlled chiefly by constitutional factors” 
(111, 1972). 

• “No awareness of ‘we’ but only a strongly developed 
sense of ‘me’” (74, 1964).

– At the first integration there is essentially no development:
• “The first stage, called primitive or primary integration, 

is characterized by mental structures and functions of a 
low level; they are automatic and impulsive, determined 
by primitive, innate drives” (21, 1970). 
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Synopsis - 9:

• PHASE 2: Disintegration.
– Three levels describe a progressive series of 

disintegrations of lower functions. 
• Level II: Unilevel disintegration.
• Level III: Spontaneous multilevel disintegration.
• Level IV: Organized multilevel disintegration.

– Initial disintegration is unilevel, horizontal and linear:
• “Begins with loosening of the rigid structure of [Level I]” 

(21, 1970).
• “Internal conflicts exist but are usually externalized. 

They lack a direction, they occur as if on one plane only 
(hence called unilevel)” (111, 1970). Characterized by 
ambivalences and ambitendencies.
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Synopsis - 10:

– Advanced disintegration is linked to a multilevel view:
• “As soon as the process of hierarchization becomes 

more pronounced, the differences between that which is 
closer to ‘more myself’ and that which is more distant 
(‘less myself’), between ‘what is’ and ‘what ought to be’, 
becomes clearly distinguishable” (22, 1970). 

• Creates “a struggle for mental control between the 
‘lower’ and the ‘higher’ within oneself. This is a 
multilevel conflict which carries the potential for a 
direction and further development” (112, 1970).

• “We call it multilevel because there is an observable 
hierarchy of mental functions” (39, 1972).
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Synopsis - 11:

• PHASE 3: A second, individualized integration.
– Level V: Secondary integration: “A new structural form 

with a new hierarchy of aims” (20, 1964).
• “Consists of a new organization and harmonization of 

personality” (22, 1970).

• Summary: “Human and social reality appears to be 
submitted to the law of positive disintegration. If progress is 
to be achieved, if new and valuable forms of life are to be 
developed, lower levels of mental functions have to be 
shaken and destroyed, and a sequence of processes of 
positive disintegration and secondary integrations are 
necessary. Consequently, human development has to involve 
suffering, conflicts, inner struggle” (16, 1970).
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Summary of main points - 1:

– Personality development is characterized by a shift from 
the automatic and habitual expression of instinctually and 
socially determined values and goals toward an expression 
of the personality ideal: autonomous and authentic goals 
based upon a hierarchy of consciously chosen, 
individualized values that form and express a person’s 
unique personality.

– Development is linked to a new and different view of 
reality.

– Developmental potential is comprised of ‘overexcitability,’ 
high levels of ‘autonomous energy’ and special abilities 
and talents. 
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Summary of main points - 2:

– Disintegrations, psychoneuroses, associated anxieties, 
depressions and suffering are often positive features and 
are a necessary part of the process of advanced 
development. 

– The integrated, coordinated contributions of emotion, 
imagination and intellect are critical in achieving advanced 
development.

– In the second, higher integration, one’s personality ideal is 
harmoniously expressed in one’s view of life and in one’s 
actions. 

– Dabrowski’s theory has many implications for psychology, 
psychotherapy, philosophy and education.
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2. Developmental Features.                          Context:

• Dabrowski’s unique contributions arise from a long tradition of 
philosophical and psychological theories.

• The differentiation of developmental levels is common in 
traditional theories of philosophy, biology & psychology:
– Theories present various hierarchies of developmental 

levels.

– A wide variety of explanations of development have been 
proposed.

– Most approaches suggest all people have the potential to 
advance, but many fail to achieve their full potential for 
various reasons.
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2. Developmental Features.                          Context:

• Most traditional theories emphasize cognition in higher levels:
– Commonly aspire to have reason overcome or control 

emotion. 

• Dabrowski re-considers and revises the traditional roles of 
mental excitement, emotion and pathology: 
– “Excess” excitability has often been seen as tantamount to 

epilepsy. 

– “Excess” emotion has often been equated with hysteria - a 
feature to suppress.

– Pathology traditionally indicates a weakness or defect to be 
repaired.
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Some basic terms - 1:

• Dynamisms: 
– Definition: “Biological or mental force controlling behavior 

and its development. Instincts, drives, and intellectual 
processes combined with emotions are dynamisms” (294, 
1972).

• Mental Health:
– Definition: “Development towards higher levels of mental 

functions, towards the discovery and realization of higher 
cognitive, moral, social, and aesthetic values and their 
organization into a hierarchy in accordance with one’s own 
authentic personality ideal” (298, 1972). 

– “The capacity for a fully rounded mental development in 
the direction of a higher hierarchy of reality and aims, until 
the realization of one’s own personality and the ability to 
assist others in the realization of their personalities” (182, 
1973).
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Some basic terms - 2:

• Mental Illness:
– Definition: “(1) either a strongly integrated, primitive, 

psychopathic structure [Level I], or (2) a negative, non-
developmental disintegration [psychosis]” (173, 1970). 
“The absence or deficiency of processes which effect 
development” (173, 1970).

• Inner psychic milieu: 
– “A complex of mental dynamisms characteristic for a given 

individual” (62, 1970). In average development it is conflict 
free, flat and dormant, the external environment being 
dominant. 

– In development, it becomes conscious and differentiates 
into a hierarchy of higher and lower features that is the 
basis of subsequent development. “Positive, accelerated 
development depends entirely on the presence of this type 
of inner psychic milieu” (63, 1970).
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Some basic terms - 3:

• Personality:
– Definition: “a self-conscious, self-chosen, empirically 

elaborated, autonomous, authentic, self-confirmed and 
self-educating unity of basic mental, individual and 
common qualities” (111, 1973). 

– Appears at the level of secondary integration (Level V).

• Personality Ideal: 
– Definition: “An individual standard against which one 

evaluates one’s actual personality structure” (175, 1970). 

– A tendency to adjust to ‘what ought to be’ versus ‘what is.’
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Prerequisites of development - 1:

• Developmental instinct:
– Definition: “The whole process of transformation of primitive 

drives and impulsive functions into more reflective and 
refined functions occurs under the influence of evolutionary 
dynamisms which we call the developmental instinct” (22, 
1973).

– “The developmental instinct acts against the automatic, 
limited, and primitive functional patterns of the biological 
cycle of life” (28, 1970).

– “Source of all mental developmental forces” (293, 1972).

– The theory “conceives man as a being destined to undergo 
developmental transformations” (121, 1970). 
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Prerequisites of development - 2:

• Aspects of development as a process:
– “By 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” (70, 1972). 

– “The developmental process in which occur ‘collisions’ with 
the environment and with oneself begins as a consequence 
of the interplay of three factors: developmental potential, . . . 
an influence of the social milieu, and autonomous (self-
determining) factors” (77, 1972).
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Developmental potential (DP):

• Developmental Potential:
– Definition: “The constitutional endowment which 

determines the character and the extent of mental growth 
possible for a given individual” (293, 1972). 

• “Developmental potential can be assessed on the basis of 
the following components:
– Psychic overexcitability, . . . 
– Special abilities and talents, . . . 
– and autonomous factors (notably the Third Factor)” (293, 

1972). 
• (These autonomous factors are aspects of the inner 

psychic milieu.)
• “This potential is discovered in different forms of enhanced 

excitability, in the nuclei of the inner psychic milieu, in special 
interests and abilities” (78, 1972).
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Key features of DP:

• “Innate developmental potentials may be more general or more 
specific, more positive or more negative” (33, 1970).

• The strength of DP varies between individuals.

• Mild amounts may or may not be expressed, depending upon 
the environment. Strong amounts cannot be suppressed.

• “The individual with a rich developmental potential rebels 
against the common determining factors in his external 
environment” (32, 1970).

• The most misunderstood aspect of DP is overexcitability: 
– A trait usually not appreciated and often suppressed.
– OE fits within the overall context of DP.
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Overexcitability (OE) - 1:

• The roots of idea of overexcitabilities and their importance 
might first appear in William James:

• “Wherever a process of life communicates an eagerness to 
him who lives it, there the life becomes genuinely significant. 
Sometimes the eagerness is more knit up with the motor 
activities, sometimes with the perceptions, sometimes with 
the imagination, sometimes with reflective thought. But, 
wherever it is found, there is the zest, the tingle, the 
excitement of reality; and there is 'importance' in the only real 
and positive sense in which importance ever anywhere can 
be” James, W. (1899). On Some of Life’s Ideals. New York: Henry Holt.
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Overexcitability (OE) - 2:

• Definition: “Higher than average responsiveness to stimuli, 
manifested either by psychomotor, sensual, emotional 
(affective), imaginational, or intellectual excitability or the 
combination thereof” (303, 1972). 

• A physiological property of the nervous system: “Each form of 
overexcitability points to a higher than average sensitivity of 
its receptors” (7, 1972).

• Other suggested translation: "superstimulatabilities.” 
Dabrowski also often used the term “hyperexcitability.” 

• “One who manifests several forms of overexcitability, sees 
reality in a different, stronger and more multisided manner” 
(7, 1972). 

• Dabrowski called OE “a tragic gift” as both the highs and lows 
of life are intensified.
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Overexcitability (OE) - 3:

• “Because the sensitivity (excitability) is related to all essential 
groups of receptors of stimuli of the internal and external 
worlds it widens and enhances the field of consciousness” 
(66, 1972). 

• “Individuals with enhanced emotional, imaginational and 
intellectual excitability channel it into forms most appropriate 
for them” (66, 1972).

• Critical three: “Emotional (affective), imaginational and 
intellectual overexcitability are the richer forms. If they appear 
together they give rich possibilities of development and 
creativity” (7, 1972).
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Overexcitability (OE) - 4:

• Dabrowski links overexcitability with disintegration:
– Linked by definition: “mental hyperexcitability, that is to 

say, nervousness, frequent disintegration of functions, 
psychoneuroses, social maladjustment and accelerated 
process of mental transformations” (29, 1970). 

– Linked by clinical observation: “The manifestation of the 
interplay of the psychical and autonomic factors [in 
psychoneuroses]  is increased psychic excitability 
(sensual, emotional, imaginational, psychomotor, and 
intellectual) when the processes occur at a medium level 
of tension. When the tension is higher then we have the 
neuroses and psychoneuroses”(63, 1972).
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Overexcitability (OE) - 5:

• Overexcitability and psychoneuroses join together in a 
common, three part, process:
– 1). “psychic hyperexcitability,  . . .  provokes conflicts, 

disappointments, suffering in family life, in school, in 
professional life, in short, leads to conflicts with the 
external environment” (38, 1970). . . 

– 2). “hyperexcitability precipitates psychoneurotic 
processes” (38, 1970).  . . . 

– 3). “conflicts and psychoneurotic processes become the 
dominant factor in accelerated development” (38, 1970). 

• “It is mainly mental hyperexcitability through which the search 
for something new, something different, more complex and 
more authentic can be accomplished” (15, 1973).
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Overexcitability (OE) - 6:

• Film director Luc Besson, describes actress Milla Jovovich, 
star of the film “The Messenger: The Story of Joan of Arc:" 
[L.A. Times, Nov.11.99]

• "She has the same kind of passion and 
excess [as Joan] and, you know, she 

can laugh and she can cry two seconds 
afterwards. She can cry for an ant on 
the street.  She has, like, no skin. She 
feels everything. Even the wind can 

make her cry."
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Three factors of development - 1:

• First Factor - “constitutional endowment”: 
– Consists of biological instincts, primitive, reflexive 

reactions.
– Focus on self, survival, goal -- to feel good, to preserve 

the self.

• Second Factor - “the social environment”:
– Socialization - external social roles based on external 

mores. 
– Most people are socialized and conform without thinking 

deeply about life - comparing how things are with how 
things could be or ought to be.

– Lower instincts are held at bay by external values, law 
and fear of punishment.
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Three factors of development - 2:

• Third Factor - “the autonomous factor of development”:
– Definition: “The dynamism of conscious choice (valuation) 

by which one affirms or rejects certain qualities in oneself 
and in one’s environment” (306, 1972). 

– Primitive instinct is transformed as it is rejected by internal 
values.

– Social mores and expectations are consciously and 
critically reviewed.

– A person develops an ideal of how life ought to be -- what 
kind of person one ought to be. This becomes an internal 
drive to realize one’s ideal self.

– Behavior is unselfish and pro-social, based on an 
appreciation of individual values and conscience, not 
simply out of blind conformity.
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The third factor - 1:

– “The principal periods during which the third agent appears 
distinctly are the ages of puberty and maturation” (56, 
1964).

– “During the period of puberty, young people become aware 
of the sense of life and discover a need to develop 
personal goals and to find the tools for realizing them. The 
emergence of these problems and the philosophizing on 
them, with the participation of an intense emotional 
component, are characteristic features of a strong instinct 
of development and of the individual’s rise to a higher 
evolutionary level” (56, 1964).
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The third factor - 2:

– Dabrowski says the common route of maturation leads to a 
“premature” integration of mental structures based on “the 
desire to gain a position, to become distinguished, to 
possess property, and to establish a family” - “the more the 
integration of the mental structure grows, the more the 
influence of the third agent weakens” (57, 1964).

– “The third agent persists -- indeed, it only develops -- in 
individuals who manifest an increased mental excitability 
and have at least mild forms of psychoneuroses” (57, 
1964).

– In ideal, advanced development, the maturational period is 
‘protracted’ and “is clearly accompanied by a strong instinct 
of development, great creative capacities, a tendency to 
reach for perfection, and the appearance and development 
of self-consciousness, self-affirmation, and self-education” 
(57, 1964).
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The third factor creates a contradiction - 1:

• Dabrowski was aware that his approach creates a dilemma:
– “It is not easy to strictly define the origin of the third factor, 

because, in the last [traditional] analysis, it must stem either 
from the hereditary endowment or from the environment” 
(78, 1973).

– “The appearance and growth of the third agent is to some 
degree dependent on the inherited abilities and on 
environmental experiences, but as it develops it achieves an 
independence from these factors and through conscious 
differentiation and self-definition takes its own position in 
determining the course of development of personality” (54, 
1964). 

– “According to the [TPD], the third factor arises in the course 
of an increasingly conscious, self-determined, autonomous 
and authentic development” (78, 1973).
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The third factor creates a contradiction - 2:

– “The genesis of the third factor should be associated with 
the very development with which it is combined in the self-
consciousness of the individual in the process of becoming 
more myself” (78, 1973). 

– The autonomous forces “are also determined by the 
conscious development of the individual himself” (34, 1970).

– The activity of the third factor “is autonomous in relation to 
the first factor (hereditary) and the second (environment)” 
(80, 1973).

– “This approach is close to some of the ideas of Henri 
Bergson (1859-1941) who maintained that more can be found 
in the effects than in the causes” (78, 1973).
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Adjustment - 1:

• Negative maladjustment - antisocial, asocial, selfish:
– Expression of First Factor. 

• Negative adjustment - adjustment to what is:
– Conformity to conventional social mores.

– Society is currently “primitive and confused” (118, 1970).

– Expression of Second Factor. 

– “The individual who is always adjusted is one who does not 
develop himself” (58, 1970).
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Adjustment - 2:

• Positive maladjustment - rejection of ‘what is,’ in favor of what 
‘ought to be’:
– Initial expression of Third Factor (autonomy).

– Common in people with strong developmental potential.

• Positive adjustment: adjustment to what ought to be: 
– Behavior according to an authentic inner sense of what 

ought to be and consciously chosen values (highest 
behavior possible).

– Full expression of the Third Factor.



39

Emotion and values in development - 1:

• Emotions & values merge - predominant role in development:
– “’Psychoneurotic experiences’ by disturbing the lower 

levels of values help gradually to enter higher levels of 
values, i.e., the level of higher emotions. These emotions 
becoming conscious and ever more strongly experienced 
begin to direct our behaviour and bring it to a higher level. 
In this way higher emotions play a dynamic role in our 
development and give meaning to our life. As new and 
higher values the higher emotions slowly begin to shape 
our ‘new harmony’ after the collapse of the primitive 
harmony of lower level”(3, 1972).

– Our “ultimate direction and control is at every level located 
in the emotional function rather than the intellectual” (9, 
1970). 
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Emotion and values in development - 2:

– Psychoneurotic disorders are “emotional perturbations 
occurring on different levels of the nervous system” (40, 
1972). 

– “To each level of mental development, there is a 
corresponding level of value experience. Mental 
development of man and the development of a hierarchy 
of values are, in fact, two names for the same process. 
One cannot separate the two” (98, 1970).

– “Above a certain level of development there is more 
universal agreement in valuation, i. e. highly developed 
(eminent) people tend to share the same values” (93, 
1970).  Values converge in higher development.
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Jackson’s approach to brain organization - 1:

• John Hughlings Jackson (1835-1911), described how the 
nervous system is hierarchically organized in a series of major 
levels. Jackson was instrumental in Dabrowski’s 
conceptualization of the levels of neural organization and of 
the corresponding levels of neuro and psychological function.

• Jackson also focused on evolution and dissolution in the 
nervous system. He saw higher levels as more complex 
combinations and arrangements of existing (lower) features 
thus representing new steps in the brain’s evolution. 

• Higher levels exert control over lower levels. Jackson said 
dissolution occurs when the inhibiting influence of higher 
levels is somehow removed and the more automatic, less 
reflective functions of the lower centers are released. 

• I have quoted Jackson as the passage highlights many 
aspects of development important to Dabrowski:
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Jackson’s approach to brain organization - 2:

• “Evolution is a passage from the most to the least organised; 
that is to say, from the lowest, well organised, centres up to 
the highest, least organised, centres…from centres 
comparatively well organised at birth…to those…which are 
continually organising through life…Evolution is a passage 
from the most simple to the most complex…a passage from 
the most automatic to the most voluntary…the highest 
centres…are the least organised, the most complex, and the 
most voluntary…Dissolution…is a process of 
undevelopment… from the least organised, from the most 
complex and most voluntary, towards the most organised, 
most simple, and most automatic” (Taylor, 1932, Vol. 2, p. 46). 
– [Taylor,  J. (Ed.). (1932). Selected Writings of John Hughlings Jackson 

(2 Vols.). London: Hodder and Stoughton.]
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Jackson’s approach to brain organization - 3:

• For Jackson, the brain’s organization poses a problem: the 
higher, newer features are less stable and more vulnerable. 
Disorders of the higher levels (like psychoneurosis) disinhibit 
the lower levels and are the first step toward total dissolution 
of psychic functions (‘mental involution’). Progression of 
psychoneurotic dynamisms leads to serious mental illness.

• For Dabrowski, the initial fluid organization of the highest 
levels represents an opportunity for further, self-directed 
reorganization and development: Dabrowski opposed 
Jackson’s view, saying, “if anything, psychoneuroses prevent 
the development of mental breakdown (220-221, 1972).

• For Dabrowski, development was evolution: “evolution - a 
development which proceeds from lower to higher levels of 
organization. Positive disintegration is the type of process 
though which individual human, evolution occurs” (295, 1972).
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Summary of main points:

• DP will influence how a person experiences their environment 
and determine their unique developmental course.

• DP, especially OE,  works hand in hand with psychoneuroses to 
change our perception of reality & predispose development.

• Understanding people with strong DP will foster their growth.
• People must ‘overcome’ the first and second factors to develop. 
• Development is defined by a movement towards self-

determination and autonomy - the third factor.
• Adjustment to ‘what is’ is often adevelopmental. Initially, 

maladjustment will result from conflicts with the social 
environment. A shift to ‘what ought to be,’ leads to a new type of 
positive adjustment and harmony. 

• Emotion becomes a vital moral compass linked to imagination 
to guide intelligence toward higher, more authentic behavior.
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3. Multilevelness.                       Levels of reality:

• Levels are a philosophical foundation of the theory.
– Level based analysis has a long philosophical history from Plato on.

• Reality and our perception of reality can be differentiated into 
a hierarchy of levels. 

• The reality that each person perceives reflects their given 
level of development.

• Psychological functions go through both quantitative and 
qualitative changes in the course of development.

• These changes allow people to differentiate higher, more 
developed levels from lower, earlier, less developed levels.

• Differentiation of these lower and higher levels constitutes a 
multilevel view -- this is fundamental to Dabrowski’s 
conception of mental health and of development.
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Levels of function:

• Levels of Function - Definition:
– “The qualitative and quantitative differences which appear 

in mental functions as a result of developmental changes.  
. . . 

– Lower levels of functions are characterized by 
automatism, impulsiveness, stereotypy, egocentrism, lack 
or low degree of consciousness.  . . . 

– Higher levels of functions show distinct consciousness, 
inner psychic transformation, autonomousness, creativity” 
(297, 1972).

• Part of Dabrowski’s view of Man:
– “The reality of mental functions in man is dynamic, 

developmental and multilevel” (122, 1970).
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Multilevelness:

• Multilevelness:
– Definition: “Division of functions into different levels, for 

instance, the spinal, subcortical, and cortical levels in the 
nervous system. Individual perception of many levels of 
external and internal reality appears at a certain stage of 
development, here called multilevel disintegration” (298, 
1972).

– Multilevel perception is based on more than just sensory 
inputs, it includes all of the psychological functions available 
to humans, including thinking, feeling, imagination, instincts, 
empathy, intuition, etc. 

– The multilevel contrast between the lower and higher in life 
causes “hierarchization” and expands our range of human 
experience, creating a new, critical type of conflict: vertical 
conflicts between higher and lower choices.
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Multilevelness and multidimensionality - 1:

• Dabrowski combines multilevelness with a multi-dimensional 
approach to create a powerful type of analysis:
– Multilevel approach (ML) - vertical - consider depth. 
– Multidimensional approach (MD) - horizontal - consider width. 

• We need to look at the level of each dimension.
– This complicates both our theoretical conceptualizations      

and our assessment of developmental levels.

Developmental 
Level

Various Dimensions
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Multilevelness and multidimensionality - 2:

• Example: a person may be at a high level intellectually and at a 
low level emotionally.
– Dabrowski called this type of situation “one-sided 

development:”
– “Type of development limited to one talent or ability, or to a 

narrow range of abilities and mental functions” (300, 1972).
• “Grave affective retardation is usually associated with 

above average intelligence subordinated to primitive 
drives” (30, 1970). 

• In practice, development is usually not uniform across 
dimensions within an individual. People are often at different 
levels of development on different dimensions. Describing a 
person’s overall developmental level often becomes very 
difficult when several dimensions are taken into consideration.
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4. Disintegration.                           Basic sequence:

• Primitive or primary Integration:
– Level I. 

• Secondary Integration:
– Level V. 

• Disintegration:
– Level II - Unilevel Disintegration.

– Level III - Spontaneous Multilevel Disintegration.

– Level IV Organized Multilevel Disintegration. 
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Basic terms - 1:

• Integration:
– “Consists in an organization of instinctive, emotional and 

intellectual functions into a coordinated structure” (296, 
1972).

• Primitive Integration (primary integration, Level I):
– Definition: “An integration of all mental functions into a 

cohesive structure controlled by primitive drives” (302, 
1972). 

– “Individuals with some degree of primitive integration 
comprise the majority of society” (4, 1964).

– “Among normal primitively integrated people, different 
degrees of cohesion of psychic structure can be 
distinguished” (66, 1964). 

– “Psychopathy represents a primitive structure of impulses, 
integrated at a low level” (73, 1964). 
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Basic terms - 2:

• An example of unilevel thinking:

• On being asked about starving 
children in Africa, Mariah Carey 
was quoted: "When I see all those 
starving children in Africa on my 
TV I want to cry. I mean, I'd love 
to be that thin, but not with all 
those flies and death and stuff"

• (She now says she was taken out 
of context: the interview “was 
supposed to be a spoof”).
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Basic terms - 3:

• Disintegration:
– Definition: “Loosening, disorganization, or dissolution of 

mental structures and functions” (293, 1972).

– “The term disintegration is used to refer to a broad range 
of processes, from emotional disharmony to the complete 
fragmentation of the personality structure, all of which are 
usually regarded as negative” (5, 1964).

• Dabrowski described various types of disintegration:
– Unilevel / Multilevel.
– Negative / positive.
– Spontaneous / organized.
– Partial / global.
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Basic terms - 4:

• Positive: 
– Definition: “By positive we imply here changes that lead 

from a lower to a higher (I.e. broader, more controlled and 
more conscious) level of mental functioning” (1, 1972).

• Positive Disintegration:
– Definition: “Positive or developmental disintegration effects 

a weakening and dissolution of lower level structures and 
functions, gradual generation and growth of higher levels 
of mental functions and culminates in personality 
integration” (165, 1970).
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Basic terms - 5:

• “The term positive disintegration will be applied in general to 
the process of transition from lower to higher, broader and 
richer levels of mental functions. This transition requires a 
restructuring of mental functions” (18, 1970).

• Secondary Integration:
– Definition: “the integration of all mental functions into a 

harmonious structure controlled by higher emotions such 
as the dynamism of personality ideal, autonomy and 
authenticity” (304, 1972).
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Role of crises in life - 1:

• “Every authentic creative process consists of ‘loosening’, 
‘splitting’ or ‘smashing’ the former reality. Every mental 
conflict is associated with disruption and pain; every step 
forward in the direction of authentic existence is combined 
with shocks, sorrows, suffering and distress” (14, 1973).

• “The chances of developmental crises and their positive or 
negative outcomes depend on the character of the 
developmental potential, on the character of social influence, 
and on the activity (if present) of the third factor.  . . . One also 
has to keep in mind that a developmental solution to a crisis 
means not a reintegration but an integration at a higher level 
of functioning” (245, 1972).

• “Crises are periods of increased insight into oneself, 
creativity, and personality development” (18, 1964).
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Role of crises in life - 2:

• “Crises, in our view, are brought about through thousands of 
different internal and external conflicts, resulting from 
collisions of the developing personality with negative 
elements of the inner and external milieus” (245, 1972).

• “Experiences of shock, stress and trauma, may accelerate 
development in individuals with innate potential for positive 
development” (20, 1970).

• “Inner conflicts often lead to emotional, philosophical and 
existential crises” (196, 1972).

• “We are human inasmuch as we experience disharmony and 
dissatisfaction, inherent in the process of disintegration” 
(122, 1970).

• “Prolonged states of unilevel disintegration end either in a 
reintegration at the former primitive level or in suicidal 
tendencies, or in a psychosis” (135, 1970).
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Internal conflict:

Developmental Level

Internal
Conflict

V

II

I IV
III

• For Dabrowski, dis-ease is necessary as a motivation to 
change the status quo. The amount of inner conflict is linked 
to the degree of change - maximum at Level II and in the 
borderline region between Level II and III.
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Psychoneurosis:

• Definition: “those processes, syndromes and functions which 
express inner and external conflicts, and positive 
maladjustment of an individual in the process of accelerated 
development” (151, 1973).

• Dabrowski sees a positive role for psychoneuroses in advanced 
development: 
– “Connected with the tension arising from strong 

developmental conflicts” (149, 1973).
– “contain elements of man’s authentic humanization” (152, 

1973).
– Dabrowski’s approach is almost unique: at odds with the 

traditional views of Freud, Maslow, and most others.
– Neuroses are traditionally seen as a coping mechanism: 

symptoms protect the person from crisis, maintains stability -
not associated with growth.
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Advanced development is uncommon - 1:

– The sequence of transformations “occur only if the 
developmental forces are sufficiently strong and not 
impeded by unfavorable external circumstances. This is, 
however, rarely the case. The number of people who 
complete the full course of development and attain the 
level of secondary integration is limited. A vast majority of 
people either do not break down their primitive integration 
at all, or after a relatively short period of disintegration, 
usually experienced at the time of adolescence and early 
youth, end in a reintegration at the former level or in partial 
integration of some of the functions at slightly higher levels, 
without a transformation of the whole mental structure“ (4, 
1970).
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Advanced development is uncommon - 2:

– “A fairly high degree of primary integration is present in the 
average person; a very high degree of primary integration 
is present in the psychopath. The more cohesive the 
structure of primary integration, the less the possibility of 
development; the greater the strength of autonomic 
functioning, stereotypy, and habitual activity, the lower the 
level of mental health” (121, 1964).

– Note: Dabrowski’s usage of the term “psychopath” reflects 
an early, European connotation of the term: an individual 
with strong ‘constitutional factors’ (usually psychological 
traits) that act to inhibit ideal or potential development.
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Where are we today?

Number
of people

Levels

I

II III
IV V

• Dabrowski’s ideas concur with most other models of 
development in finding that very few people currently 
reach advanced levels.



63

Outcomes of development - 1:

• Dabrowski described various possible outcomes of crises: 

– simple resolution - a return of the former equilibrium 

(reintegration); 

– suicidal tendencies; 

– chronic (negative) disintegration (mental illness); 

– slight growth (partial integration at slightly higher levels); 

– advanced development: integration on the highest levels.
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Outcomes of development - 2:

• Maturation is prolonged, talking to a young client, he says:
– [People with strong developmental “endowment”] “must 

have much more time for a deep, creative development 
and that is why you will be growing for a long time. This is 
a very common phenomenon among creative people. 
Simply, they have such a great developmental potential, 
‘they have the stuff to develop’ and that is why it takes 
them longer to give it full expression” (272, 1972).

• Developmental exemplars describe and validate higher levels. 
– Dabrowski was optimistic that exemplars of the highest 

levels are role models who represent the next level in 
Man’s psychological evolution.
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Summary of main points - 1:

• Disintegration creates the possibility of advanced growth: 
– Strong OE gives everyday experience an intense and 

unsettling quality: one is “jolted” into seeing “more.”
– One becomes aware of a continuum of higher versus lower 

aspects of both inner and outer reality.
– This developing sense of multilevelness creates ‘vertical’ 

conflicts and a new, vertical sense of direction.
– Developmental instincts and one’s emotions draw one 

toward higher choices: a hierarchical perspective is 
formed.

– Our lower instinctual and socially based values and habits 
are called into conscious review and often disintegrate. 
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Summary of main points - 2:

– “Hierarchization” continues: guided by emotion and one’s 
imagination of higher possibilities, one develops an 
autonomous, consciously chosen hierarchy of values. 

– These inner values reflect a person’s own unique 
personality ideal: their own sense of who they ought to be.

– One’s behavior comes to reflect these higher, inner values.
– At higher levels of development, core values converge 

among people.
– These higher values tend to be unselfish and other 

centered: they are based on a deeper, authentic 
understanding and empathy for others.

– Full development entails a long, slow and painful process.
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5. Applications.                                Applications:

• Dabrowski outlined nine applications (116 - 129, 1970):
– Psychology (a new approach based on the TPD).

– Psychiatry / Psychotherapy (insight and autopsychotherapy).

– Education (balanced, integrated development of the personality).

– Philosophy of Man and Ethics (ML and a developmental view).

– Philosophy of Science and Humanities (need a vertical view).

– History (apply TPD to better understand history).

– Sociology (growth process of societies mirrors individual growth?).

– Politics (move from ‘is of practice’ to ‘ought of long term goals’).

– Pastoral Guidance (understand deep, universal religious truths).
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Psychiatry, Autopsychotherapy - 1:

• “The generation of a genuine autonomous, moral awareness 
in an individual and its gradual growth towards higher levels 
of emotional maturity and responsibility is the paramount 
question in psychiatry” (118, 1970).

• Symptoms are only meaningful in the context of the 
individual’s overall potential for development.

• Dabrowski said the key principle is to see if a psychoneurotic 
process is part of a unilevel or multilevel disintegration and to 
adapt our therapeutic techniques accordingly.

• Largely based on education and self-education.

• Goal: To support the individual to conduct their own therapy 
and to shape their development autonomously.
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Psychiatry, Autopsychotherapy - 2:

• Uses a unique “descriptive-interpretative diagnosis:” 
– “The aim of diagnosis is to grasp all the positive factors, to 

introduce the patient to them and to make him a co-author 
of his diagnosis” (252, 1972).

– “The multidimensional, detailed and synthetic diagnosis 
comprises essentially half of psychotherapy . . . For most 
patients the discovery of their originality, creativity, 
symptoms of accelerated development and even talents, 
and the program of development of such functions, very 
often gives them a clear sense of life” (253, 1972).

• “Medical treatment and psychotherapeutic efforts will be 
replaced by counselling which would consist mainly in the 
clarification of the developmental nature of nervous tension 
and symptoms of disintegration” (119, 1970). 
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Social Implications - 1:

• Social levels can be examined in a developmental context:
– Today, we can see how people who succeed in the ‘dog-

eat-dog’ society are rewarded and how sensitive people 
are treated: this “indicates that the society itself is primitive 
and confused” (118, 1970). 

– Alienation from such a society would be an example of 
positive maladjustment: an indication of healthy individual 
development.
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Social Implications - 2:

• Social development may mirror individual development:
– “The growth of societies may be subject to laws of 

disintegration comparable to those evident in the process 
of positive disintegration in individuals. It may be possible 
to describe and distinguish primitively integrated, 
monolithic and stagnant societies from those which 
undergo process of differentiation and developmental 
conflicts“ (126, 1970). 

– “The distinction of levels of mental functions seems to be 
the foundation of any long-range political program of 
development and social progress” (128, 1970).
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Creativity:

• “It does not seem that authentic creativity of a high level is 
possible without the activity of neurotic and psychoneurotic 
dynamisms” (41, 1973).

• “Generally, it may safely be taken that the lower is the level of 
function represented by a given psychoneurosis, the fewer 
creative elements are involved” (198, 1972).

• “Lack of creative tendencies goes together with lack of inner 
conflicts, lack of positive adjustment” (198, 1972).

• “Greater creative tendencies are exhibited in psychoneurosis 
of a higher level” (198, 1972).
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Gifted Applications:

• Dabrowski studied 80 children: 30 intellectually gifted and 50 
from “drama, ballet and plastic art schools” (251, 1967). 
– Found that ‘every child’ showed ‘hyperexcitability,’ various 

psychoneurotic symptoms and frequent conflicts with the 
environment. 

– Conclusion: “The development of personality with gifted 
children and young people usually passes through the 
process of positive disintegration” (261, 1967).

• Michael Piechowski and Linda Silverman have been 
prominent in adapting the theory to the area of the gifted.
– They focus primarily on assessment of OE in gifted 

populations.
– Attempts to develop a viable measure of OE continue.
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6. Conclusion.                Criticisms of Dabrowski:

• People have objected to:
– The hierarchy of levels (creates a “harmful,” “elitist” 

dichotomy, creates an “us versus them” situation).
– The role of disintegration in development (“too much crisis”).
– The genetic aspect of DP (“too limiting,” “not democratic”).
– The hypothesized number of people with strong DP (“too 

few have DP,” “too pessimistic a theory”).
• Who are exemplars of advanced development? What 

characteristics are important to consider? How do we “judge” 
acts and motivations? (there is debate and some criticism of 
Dabrowski’s examples). 

• People misunderstand and object to the terms “psychopath,” 
and “psychopathy” in reference to Level I.
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Future issues:

• Are five OE enough? 
– Some have suggested adding more types of OE.
– Hague suggests considering spiritual OE.

• How can we help people to achieve their full DP?
• How can we do better at understanding those in crises? 
• How do we understand: DP / OE / Bipolar Disorders / ADHD?
• The theory is fluid, open to further research and development. 
• How can we best balance future theory building and 

refinement with operationalization (validation, testing, 
assessment, etc.).

• How can we best disseminate the theory? 
– The theory is open to different interpretations and 

understandings.
– Each interpreter has a unique emphasis.
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The Little Prince:

• Here, then, is a great mystery. 
For you who also love the little 
prince, and for me, nothing in 
the universe can be the same 
if somewhere, we do not know 
where, a sheep that we never 
saw has -- yes or no?-- eaten 
a rose… Look up at the sky. 
Ask yourselves: is it yes or 
no? Has the sheep eaten the  
flower? And you will see how 
everything changes… And no 
grown-up will ever understand 
that this is a matter of so much 
importance! 

• From: The Little Prince by Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry New York: Harcourt 

Brace 1943


