


























Introduction 

and the like). Thus, when he uses the term instinct, it is often 
merely an elliptical cxpression for phenomena or processes which 
can be more fully and satisfactorily interpreted in terms of learn
ing and culture theory. But the tendency to revert to this term 
does not seriously detract from the over-all value of this treatise, 
nor does it greatly lessen the cogency of the author's main argu

ment. 
4. "POSITIVE" AND "NEGATIVE" DISINTEGRATION. We come 

now to what I regard as the most serious-but by no means fatal 
-weakness in Dabrowski's entire approach: his distinction be
tween positive and negative disintegration, or conflict. As indi
cated in my review of the earlier volume, Positive Disintegration, 
it seems to me that conflict, as such, is neither positive nor nega
tive and that it only confuses matters to so regard it. Conflict, or 
"disintegration" in Dabrowski's sense, is itself "neutral" -or, as I 
suggested earlier, "equipotential." The positivity or negativity, 
goodness or badness, normality or "morbidity" lies rather, it 
would seem, in the nature of the response made thereto, the 
manner in which the conflict is resolved. Surely the essence of a 
"neurotic" or "morbid" solution to a conflict, of the multilevel 
kind, consists of one's trying to ease thc pain of the conflict di
rectly, instcad of letting the pain motivate one to grow and de
velop as thc situation demands. It now appears that much would
be professional therapy has mistakenly involved essentially the 
same stratcgy, of trying to relieve the individual's suffering in 
some artificial rather than natural way, that is, of trying to help 
the individual become comfortable without making the ncces
sary effort which the situation logically requires. (Cf. the empha
sis in a self-help group known as Recovery, Inc., on what its 
members call the Will to Effort rather than the Will to Com
fort; that is, they do not try to feel better but to be, act better.) 

Dr. Dabrowski acknowledges the difficulty which arises when 
one tries to distinguish between positive and negative conflict. 
He says: 

The distinction between positive and negative disintegration seems 
to be most difficult to draw. We say that we are speaking of a positive 
disintegration when it transforms itself gradually or, in some cases, 
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violently into a secondary integration, or when, without passing into a 
clear and permanent, morbid, secondary or involutional disintegra
tion, it remains a disintegration which enriches one's life, expands 
one's horizons, and produces sources of creativity [pp. 76-77]. 

We call a disintegration negative when it does not produce effects 
which are positive in relation to development or when it yields nega
tive effects. In the first case a man returns to a primary integration, 
with negative tendencies of compensatory experiences, connected 
with a short-lived disintegration [po 77]. 

And elsewhere the author speaks of a "truly morbid structure" 
[po 38 J and "involutional mental disease" [po 53J . "We encoun
ter permanent disorganizations," he says, "principally in severe 
chronic mental diseases and in acute chronic somatic diseases" 
[po 76J. Thus far the argument seems to be largely circular and 
therefore laeking in cogency. 

With respect to the more specific question of whether disinte
gration will be positive or negative, the author says: 

Whether a man disintegrates positively or negatively is indicated 
. . . by the more or less obvious presence of a factor which organizes 
such a state of slackening or of dissension, organizing it in the sense 
of ordering, evaluating, and purposeful utilization in building the 
structure of a higher level [po 38). 

This kind of theorizing is made unnecessary if one adopts the 
simpler hypothesis that conflict, as such, is neither positive nor 
negative, but that the reactions thereto necessarily are. If this 
position is adopted, then one can ask the highly relevant and 
practical question: \Vhat can one do to increase the likelihood of 
positive rather than negative conflict resolution? At one point 
[po 83J, citing Janet, Dabrowski says that intelligence is a factor 
here. But I would suggest that the transcendently important 
consideration is whether an individual chooses to live secretly or 
"in community." If a person resolves to keep his behavior hid
den, he is weak in thc face of temptation, since he does not now 
have to deal with the moral and interpersonal consequences of 
his irresponsible, self-indulgent behavior. Therefore, he is likely 
to "solve" a conflict in a shortsighted, primitive, ultimately self
defeating way; whereas, if he subjects himself to the discipline of 
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