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____________________________________________________________

ABSTRACT:  In this paper I begin with a brief description of Kazimierz

Dabrowski’s model of personality development, the theory of positive 

disintegration, followed by a description of the characteristics of mystical

experiences, and an articulation of Dabrowski’s understanding of the role

such experiences play in personality development. Next I provide examples

of two ways mystical experiences function in the process of positive 

disintegration—they can initiate a multilevel struggle and can facilitate a 

transformation in the personality level of organized multilevel disintegra-

tion toward the level of secondary integration. Last I argue that one reason

why mystical experiences function in this way is because they provide a

foretaste of Dabrowski’s final level of personality, secondary integration.
____________________________________________________________

In Kazimierz Dabrowski’s five-stage model of personality, 

the first and last stages (or levels) of personality are called primary

and secondary integration respectively. They are both stages in

which there is a relative absence of inner conflict. Persons in 

primary integration are dominated by their basic needs, indifferent

to concerns about the welfare of others and are generally free from

inner conflicts. The next three levels (i.e., those between primary

integration and secondary integration) are stages characterized by

inner conflict, and so are referred to as stages of personality 

disintegration. 

The second level of personality (or the first level of 

disintegration) is called unilevel disintegration, because although

the personality is divided, or in a state of internal conflict between

various self-interested desires, the conflict is between satisfying

basic needs and satisfying the need to obtain the approval, 

approbation, or admiration of others. In the third and fourth stages,

the inner conflict is called multilevel because a higher selfless 

or altruistic goal is frequently in conflict with the lower level 

desires to satisfy basic needs and to win the approval of others. 

The third stage, or level, of personality is called spontaneous

multilevel disintegration. In this stage persons have a strong desire

to live in accordance with an altruistic personality ideal, hence they

acquire a direction to their lives, but they frequently fail to live 
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according to their ideal, rather giving in to their desire to satisfy

their basic needs and their desire to be well regarded by others.

This failure to live in accordance with their ideal results in the 

experience of a great deal of shame, guilt, and self-criticism. 

The fourth stage of personality is called organized multilevel

disintegration because at this stage individuals follow a program of

systematically weakening lower level desires and augmenting the

desire to live altruistically. The achievement of this task marks the

entrance into the fifth stage of personality, secondary integration.

A predisposition to personality development, according to

Dabrowski, is a result of a combination of high intelligence, 

talents, abilities, and broad interests, and especially a temperament

characterized by five forms of intensity, which he refers to as 

emotional, imaginational, intellectual, sensory, and psychomotor

overexcitability. These factors operate in combination with various

environmental conditions, both positive (such as time spent in 

natural settings, cultural stimulation, exposure to exemplars, and

counseling) and negative (such as experiences of frustration or

loss).1

In what follows, I will argue that mystical experiences facilitate

the transition from the second stage of unilevel disintegration to 

the third stage of spontaneous multilevel disintegration and assist

the transformation from organized multilevel disintegration to 

secondary integration. But first I will describe the characteristics 

of mystical experiences.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Characteristics of mystical experiences
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

In The Varieties of Religious Experience (in the first of his 

lectures on mysticism), William James (1902) identifies what he

called four “marks” of mystical experience. The two marks James

considered to be essential were ineffability and a noetic quality.

Along with these James says the characteristics of transiency 

and passivity are also frequently found. Later in the same lecture,

James quotes Richard Maurice Bucke’s description of the 

characteristics of “cosmic consciousness” (Bucke’s term for 

mystical experience), which include the additional features of a

consciousness of the life and order of the cosmos, a state of moral

elevation (accompanied by joyousness), and a sense of immortality. 

Most later analysts of mystical experience have retained some

of the features referred to by James and Bucke and added to these

several other characteristics. For example, Walter T. Stace (1960)

suggests the following seven: (1) Unifying Vision (all things are

One) or a Unitary Consciousness (union with the One, with the

Void, or with pure consciousness); (2) transcendence of space and
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time; (3) a sense of objectivity or reality; (4) blessedness, peace,

etc.; (5) a feeling of the holy, the sacred, or the divine; (6) paradox-

icality; and (7) ineffability. In her study of “ecstasy,” Marghanita

Laski (1961) lists over thirty features of such experiences. These

include, in addition to those already mentioned, sensations of light,

weightlessness, and warmth.

As a result of examining hundreds of accounts of mystical 

experiences, I composed a lengthy list of features, almost all of

which have been noted by the researchers cited above. But on 

subsequent examination it occurred to me that these characteristics

are instances of intensification and integration of what Dabrowski

calls overexcitabilities. For example, in the reports of mystical 

experiences various manifestations of emotional overexcitability

are frequently found, such as overwhelming feelings of peace, joy

and love, awe, gratitude, awareness of the extraordinary beauty 

of things, a sense that the universe is harmonious, and a sense 

of confidence in one’s situation and destiny. While these 

characteristics are predominantly emotional, they also have 

a cognitive and imaginational dimension.

Intellectual and imaginational (and emotional) overexcitabilites

combine to provide a sense of transcendence (e.g., of space and

time); and a sense of expanded awareness, expressed variously 

as a sense of being part of a greater whole, of being in the presence

of a great power or ultimate reality, and of having gained insight

into the meaning or purpose of life and of being immortal. Some

examples of sensory overexcitability are uncanny sensations of

light, warmth, and weightlessness. And in some reports, references

can be found to psychomotor overexcitability, or an enhancement

of physical energy. Because this intensification or overexcitability

is so unusual, many reports state that there are no words to describe

the experiences—in other words, they are said to be ineffable. 

And because such experiences often combine features normally

thought of as opposites, they are sometimes said to be paradoxical.

Mystical experiences can vary in intensity and duration. Some

are reported as lasting just a few seconds, others as lasting up to

several days, or even longer. Any given report will contain its own

unique configuration of the above listed characteristics, as the 

following two examples illustrate. 

My first example of a mystical experience is that of a male who

submitted a report to the Religious Experience Research Unit at

Oxford University.

Almost at once, I had a strange feeling of expansion, which

I find very difficult to describe. It seemed to me that in

some way, I was extending into my surroundings and was

becoming one with them. At the same time I felt a sense of

lightness, exhilaration and power, as if I was beginning to

understand the true meaning of the whole Universe.
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Unfortunately, this state never lasted for very long

(only a few minutes I think) (italics added). (#904, as cited

in Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990, p. 112)

The second example is of another male who submitted a report

to the Religious Experience Research Unit at Oxford University.

I found myself…suffused with a sort of warm light and a

feeling of great expansion into it. And simultaneously I

was aware of a strong current of ‘something’ which filled

me with power…I felt immersed and integrated into a great

sea of light and power, expansion and joy…

As never before I was conscious of the reality of 

power which transcended that of the physical world. 

Overwhelmed, astonished, and not a little awed…by it, 

and at the same time deeply thankful and comforted, 

I realized I should never feel alone again…

The impact of this terrific vision was so deep and 

sacred…I felt transmuted into a state of heavenly glory—

a kind of intoxication; my body felt lighter and I was more

conscious of all things, both animate and inanimate, on the

earth and throughout all creation everywhere (italics

added). (#1052, as cited in Cohen & Phipps, 1992, p. 149)

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Dabrowski’s view of the role of mystical 

experiences in personality development
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

In Personality-shaping Through Positive Disintegration,

Dabrowski (1967) states that the recognition of a higher level of

personality can take place in mystical experiences.

Life catastrophes, breakdowns, and personal defeats a 

[person] has experienced, may be the causes of a complete

reshaping of his [or her] forms of thinking, behavior, 

and action….In these circumstances a [person] often 

experiences mystical and religious states, states of strong

psychic concentration, of creative improvisation, in which

[she or] he experiences almost “tangibly” the realities 

of a “higher” order (italics added).  (p. 73)

From this passage we can see that, in Dabrowski’s view, mystical

states provide insight into a higher level of personality and also play a

role in enabling persons to achieve that level. I would like to suggest

that in mystical autobiographies we often find descriptions of 

mystical experiences contributing to personality growth in at least

two distinct points in Dabrowski’s developmental model: (1) 

the interface between levels II and III, and (2) during level IV.
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In Psychonerosis Is Not an Illness, Dabrowski (1972) says that

higher level personality features can appear in mystical experience,

and he specifically indicates that this can take place at the interface

between unilevel and spontaneous multilevel disintegration. 

An accelerated development of abilities and talents 

appears at the borderline between unilevel and multilevel 

disintegration. The psychical tension rising at this time

within the inner milieu provides favorable conditions for

the formation of new outlooks, concepts, and attitudes

connected with an increased need for non-adjustment to the

actual situation, and with a parallel drive for adjustment to

new, striking, usually higher level phenomena, such as a

sense of growing, a clearer vision of the [personality]

ideal, an increase in the ability to experience contemplative

contents and actual increase in experiences in this respect.

In the stages of meditation, first in the growing calmness

and recollected concentration there is a presentiment 

that new important contents are going to arise; in deeper 

meditation this new reality becomes alive before the 

mind; and [in] ecstasy [there] is a clear vision of a 

transcendental reality (italics added). (pp. 128-129)

Dabrowski refers here to four levels of meditative experience:

calmness, recollected concentration, deeper meditation, and ecstasy

(or mystical experience). And ecstasy can provide someone in the

second level of personality with a “clear vision of transcendental

reality,” including a vision of a personality ideal, and this vision in

turn will predispose the person towards conformity with the ideal

envisioned. However, conformity to the ideal is not usually

achieved without a struggle—a multilevel struggle.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Role of mystical experiences in initiating 

spontaneous multilevel disintegration
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

At this point, I would like to describe two examples of mystical

experiences initiating such a multilevel struggle. The first example

is that of a Japanese Buddhist nun, Satomi Myodo (1896-1978),2

who was born at the end of the 19th century in a small farming 

village on the culturally conservative island of Hokkaido. But 

before becoming a Zen Buddhist nun at mid-life, she studied at

Tokyo University, had a child with a man to whom she was not

married, performed in an acting troupe, and served for a time 

as a Shinto medium.
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At the age of twenty, Satomi returned from Tokyo to her parents’

farm in Hokkaido involuntarily pregnant, in a state of hopelessness.

Everyday the three of us [Satomi's parents and herself]

silently arose, and silently we went to work in the fields. 

As for me—with my body, which couldn't be more shameful,

and my face, which one could hardly bear to look at—I just

wanted to crawl into a hole and disappear. Looking like a

barrel whose hoops were about to burst, and in a condition

of utter despair, I was incapable even of dying. I could do

nothing but sit back and watch my shame grow. I felt

wretched, miserable, ashen—as if I were travelling alone at

night through an endless wilderness, wearily dragging one

foot after the other. (Myodo, 1987, p. 7)

There is a strong emphasis here on shame, which is the 

name Dabrowski gives to a dynamism3 operative in the stage of 

spontaneous multilevel disintegration. However, the dynamism

Dabrowski has in mind is a self-critical one and implies that 

the person has a goal or direction but has failed to pursue it. 

In the passage cited above, shame is more a reflection of what

Dabrowski calls the second factor (susceptibility to the opinion 

of others and a need for recognition and approval), and is 

accompanied by despair, or a lack of direction. In other words, 

the passage indicates a condition similar to the one Dabrowski 

calls unilevel disintegration. 

At this point in her life, while working in the fields with her

parents, Satomi had a mystical experience, which provided her 

with the direction she had previously been lacking. She suddenly

realized the importance of morality.

I had never known such a wonderful world as the one I 

experienced in that moment. I saw the grass and trees, the

hills, river, fields, and stones, the hoe and sickle, the birds

and dogs, the roofs and windows—all shining brightly

under the same sun. For me it was a wonderful breath of

fresh air.

Both the animate and inanimate were vividly alive, 

familiarly addressing me and waving their hands. Struck 

by the unearthly exquisiteness of this world, I broke into

tears and lifted up my face, weeping, in ecstasy. I saw 

right through myself and completely emptied my bag of

emotional problems.

All those words about morality that I had heard in 

elementary school, and that I had thought were just lectures

to be forgotten, suddenly took on the form of living truth

for me (italics added) (Myodo, 1987, p. 9)
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Satomi’s experience seems to be an example of what Dabrowski

meant, in the citation above from Personality-shaping through 

positive disintegration, where he states that the recognition of a

higher level of personality can take place in mystical experiences

following a personal defeat or catastrophe.

This experience opened up a new direction for Satomi, and

consequently resulted in a measure of self-criticism typical of 

spontaneous multilevel disintegration:

I never realized that until this time I had been impure and

cold-hearted. I had never so much as shed one tear for

truth. I had never thought of others nor felt the need to do

so. Self-centered and capricious, I had thought I could play

with others in any way I wanted. I had thought “honest 

person” was another term for "great fool." I had cherished

the superiority complex of an evil person. I was haughty,

but in truth I was an insignificant nobody. (Myodo, 1987, 

p. 10)

Thus, as a result of a mystical experience, Satomi Myodo 

underwent a shift from unilevel disintegration to at least partial

spontaneous multilevel disintegration in her twenties. Much later 

in life, when she took an active part in a Zen Buddhist community,

she proceeded to the level of organized multilevel disintegration

(see Nixon, 2000).

My second example of a mystical experience initiating a multi-

level struggle is found in the spiritual autobiography of a 20th cen-

tury American mystic and spiritual writer, Irina Starr (1991). She

had a profound transcendent experience when she was only seven

years of age. It occurred when she went to a Christian Science

church with a family friend she refers to as Auntie Kane.

Heaven seemed to open up before me. I cannot remember

any specific details of what I actually saw only that I

seemed to behold unimaginable glory, majesty and beauty. 

I was overcome with holy awe and emotions I could not

understand and, though I did not utter a sound, the tears

gently coursed down my cheeks…the interior of the church

was transformed and flooded with a divine radiance….

A drastic change had taken place within me and I seemed 

to be in a world of expanded dimensions. (pp. 8-9)

Following her mystical experience Starr made a decision to 

implement two spiritual admonitions. The first was “the law of

cause and effect” (karma and reincarnation), which she understood

as implying responsibility and accountability for her actions, and

the second admonition was “seek first the kingdom of Heaven.”

Adopting these two admonitions provided her with an initial 
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exposure to a hierarchy of values, but not immediately to multilevel

disintegration as such. She was certainly an emotionally sensitive

child, but in her teens her level of personality was primarily that of

unilevel disintegration as she indicates in the following words:

As I found myself entering my latter teens it suddenly 

became extremely important to me that I be accepted 

socially and that my differentness be somehow submerged

in a kind of conformity which I didn’t really understand. 

(p. 31)

In her 20s she went looking for work and ended up taking a job

as a waitress, much to the horror of her mother. However, working

as a waitress was the occasion for her to experience spontaneous

multilevel disintegration.

While I disdained the kind of aristocratic pride and elitism

which I observed in my mother, and considered myself

quite free of such attitudes and feelings, I now found 

myself, as a waitress, suffering not only self-consciousness

but sharp pangs of intellectual pride and superiority. 

I found, too, that I devoutly wished it were not so; I 

wished to be free of what I saw to be a burden, spiritually.

It was my first full-blown confrontation with my not 

inconsiderable intellectual pride. (pp. 32-33)

Although her mystical experience at seven years of age did not

immediately result in multilevel disintegration, the experience did

eventually have an effect. The experience she had at seven led her

to make a commitment to the spiritual life, and this eventually bore

fruit, as she herself indicates.

The priority which I established at that early point in my

life [i.e., at seven years of age], came to rest deep in my

consciousness and in some manner determined the outcome

of all I undertook to do. While I was, in the years ahead,

often to strive for a particular personal satisfaction of the

moment or some worldly objective or other, there was a

spectacular lack of what could be regarded as success in

such strivings, either in their execution or in their outcome.

The reason (which became obvious to me before too many

years passed) was easily understood: my heart was not in

what I was doing. “Where your treasure is, there will your

heart be also.” I had long ago established, in the deepest 

recesses of my heart, what my treasure was, and although 

I might momentarily have shoved it into the background, 

I could not enter whole-heartedly or with my whole being,

into other than that to which I had assigned an irrevocable

“first” place. (pp. 23-24)
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As can be seen from the quotations cited above, for both Satomi

Myodo and Irina Starr, a transformative mystical experience, played an

important part in initiating, either immediately or, in the case of Irina

Starr, after a period of time, a process of spontaneous multilevel

disintegration.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Rejection of personality growth subsequent 

to a mystical experience
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Mystical experiences do not automatically result in an 

immediate, or even a delayed, process of multilevel disintegration.

They can indicate a higher level direction, but for the actualization

of multilevel disintegration, the person must collaborate with the

insight received. In Dabrowskian terms, the third factor must be 

involved. Dabrowski (1997) provides the following definition of

the third factor:

[The third factor is] a dynamism of conscious choice 

by which one sets apart both in oneself and in one’s 

environment those elements which are positive, and 

therefore considered higher, from those which are negative,

and therefore considered lower. By this process a person

denies and rejects inferior demands of the internal as well

as of the external milieu, and accepts, affirms and selects

positive elements in either milieu. (p. 50)

In other words, the third factor is one that allows the person to

actively reject lower level functioning and to actively accept, or

embrace, higher level feelings, thoughts, behavior, etc. When the

third factor is absent or weak, a mystical experience, even when

providing insight into higher level possibilities, will not result in

personality transformation.

This seems to have been the case for the art historian Kenneth

Clark (1903-1983), who had a mystical experience which carried

with it the imperative of moral reform. Clark, after considering

how his family might react, rejected the imperative and then 

justified his decision.

I had a religious experience…I can only say that for a 

few minutes my whole being was radiated by a kind of

heavenly joy, far more intense than anything I had known

before. This state of mind lasted for several months, and,

wonderful though it was, it posed an awkward problem in

terms of action. My life was far from blameless: I would

have to reform. My family would think I was going mad,
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and perhaps after all it was a delusion, for I was in every

way unworthy of receiving such a flood of grace. Gradually

the effect wore off, and I made no effort to retain it. I think

I was right; I was too deeply embedded in the world to

change course (italics added). (as cited in Cohen & Phipps,

1992, p. 5)

For fear of what others (i.e., his family) would think and because

he was, as he put it, “too deeply embedded in the world,” Clark

chose not to reform his life.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Mystical experience in organized 

multilevel disintegration
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

In a passage in Personality-shaping Through Positive 

Disintegration (part of which is cited above), Dabrowski (1967)

considers that one function of mystical experiences is to provide 

an insight into the personality ideal. In that same passage, he also

says that contact with the personality ideal aids someone in 

rejecting lower level personality features.

Dwelling in the sphere of one’s increasingly more distinct

personality ideal facilitates the adoption of an alien attitude

toward the abandoned levels, the separation of oneself from

them, and even the act of contradicting them. (p. 73)

This is a function of mystical experiences that can be found in the

autobiographies of mystics.

The 16th century Spanish nun, Teresa of Avila (1976), when in

the stage of organized multilevel disintegration,4 experienced what

she refers to as her first rapture (or profound mystical experience). 

This father [her spiritual director]…told me…I must leave

nothing undone; he did so also with great skill and gentle-

ness because my soul still was not at all strong but very

fragile, especially with regard to giving up some friend-

ships I had. Although I was not offending God by them, I

was very attached....He told me to commend the matter to

God for some days and to recite the hymn Veni Creator so

that having spent a long time in prayer and begging the

Lord to help me please Him in all things, I began the hymn;

while saying it, a rapture came upon me so suddenly that it

almost carried me out of myself. It was something I could

not doubt, because it was very obvious. It was the first time

the Lord granted me this favor of rapture. I heard these
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words: “No longer do I want you to converse with men but

with angels.” This experience terrified me because the

movement of the soul was powerful and these words were

spoken to me deep within my spirit. (pp. 160-161)

The result of this experience was that Teresa gained control

over what she saw as a defect in herself—in other words, she made

further progress in the stage of organized multilevel disintegration.

Teresa says of the message she received, that,

These words have been fulfilled, for I have never again

been able to tie myself to any friendship or to find consola-

tion in or bear particular love for any persons than those I

understand love Him and strive to serve Him; nor is it in

my power to do so, nor does it matter whether they are

friends or relatives….

From that day on, I was very courageous in abandoning

all for God, as one who had wanted from that moment…to

change completely…in this rapture the Lord gave me the

freedom and strength to perform the task. So I told the 

confessor and gave up all as he had ordered me. It greatly

benefitted my confessor to see this determination in me.

May God be blessed forever because in an instant He

gave me the freedom that I with all my efforts of many

years could not attain by myself, often trying to force 

myself [so] that my health had to pay dearly. Since it was

accomplished by Him who is the powerful and true Lord 

of all, I felt no pain. (p. 161)

What her mystical experience accomplished, at this stage of her

personality development, was to enable her to get closer to 

secondary integration. 

Another account of mystical experience occurring during the

stage of organized multilevel disintegration can be found in the

diary of a nineteenth-century Hasidic Rabbi, Isaac Eizik of 

Komarno (1806-1874). 

I attained to many lofty stages of the holy spirit, the result

of my industry in Torah study and in divine worship. The

truth be told, I did not appreciate at the time that it was not

the result of my own efforts since I was still remote from

true worship. But after reflecting on the matter I separated

myself entirely from the world. It happened in the year

5583 (=1823) at the beginning of winter. It was my habit to

sleep only two hours a day, spending the rest of the time

studying Torah, the Talmud, the Codes, the Zohar, the 

writings of our Master (Isaac Luria) and the works of Rabbi

Moses Cordovero. But I fell away from all these stages for
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three months and was in a state of immense smallness of

soul. Many harsh and demonic forces (kelippot) rose

against me to dissuade me from studying the Torah. Worse

than all was a state of melancholy into which I was hurled.

Yet my heart was as firm as a rock. During this time the

only pleasure I allowed myself was to drink a little water

and eat a morsel of bread daily. I had no delight whatever

in the Torah I studied or the prayers I recited. The cold was

very severe and the demonic forces extremely powerful so

that I actually stood equally balanced between two paths,

depending on how I would choose. Much bitterness passed

over my head as a result of these blandishments, really

more bitter than a thousand times death. (Jacobs, 1976, 

p. 240)

In this passage, the opposition is between "lofty stages of the

holy spirit" and concentrated study of religious texts, on the one

hand, and "immense smallness of soul," a falling away from study

and the consequent experience of temptation by demonic forces, 

on the other. What is narrated here is more than an account of a 

divided self (or of spontaneous multilevel disintegration); it is one

of organized multilevel disintegration. In addition to his study of

(or reflective meditation upon) religious, ethical, and mystical 

literature, Rabbi Isaac subjected himself to ascetic practices such as

restricted food and liquid intake, sleep deprivation, social isolation,

and exposure to the severe cold of early winter. 

These ascetic activities are expressions of what Dabrowski

calls the instinct of partial death, which is a dynamism found in 

organized multilevel disintegration. Dabrowski (1977) provides 

the following definition of the instinct of partial death:

As a factor in development we observe the activity of an

instinct of partial death. It is a conscious and deliberate

program of eradication of the lower personality structures.

In order to accomplish this, the disintegrative activity of

some dynamisms (e.g., the rejection aspect of third factor,

the critical aspect of subject-object in oneself, or the 

containing aspect of self-control) may be increased in order

to destroy the residual structures of primitive levels of the

inner psychic milieu. This can take the form of asceticism,

of resignation from personal ambitions, for the sake of

serving others, or deliberate and voluntary frustration of

one’s basic needs. (pp. 172-173)

In the midst of this organized multilevel struggle, Rabbi Isaac

had a mystical experience, which he describes in the following

words:
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But once I had overcome these blandishments, suddenly, 

in the midst of the day, as I was studying tractate Yevamot

[in the Mishnah] in the name of the Eternal God, in order 

to adorn the Shekhinah [the divine presence] with all my

might, a great light fell upon me. The whole house became

filled with light, a marvelous light, the Shekhinah resting

there. This was the first time in my life that I had some

taste of His light, may He be blessed. It was authentic 

without error or confusion, a wondrous delight and a most

pleasant illumination beyond all comprehension. From that

time onwards I began to serve the Creator of all with a 

marvelous, unvarying illumination. The blandishments had

power over me no longer. Afterwards I fell once again for 

a time so I came to realize that I must journey to the saints

who would draw down His light, blessed be He, upon me

since I already had a refined vessel wherewith to receive

the light. (Jacobs, 1976, pp. 240-241)

According to the above report, his mystical experience appears 

to have resulted in a transition from a lower level of organized 

multilevel disintegration to either a higher level of organized multi-

level disintegration, or else, to the beginnings of secondary integration.

A third example of a mystical experience happening during the

stage of organized multilevel disintegration is reported by an 

American peace activist, Mildred Lisette Norman (1908-1981),

who adopted the name of Peace Pilgrim (1991). In 1952 until her

death, she was engaged in a continuous walk for peace all over the

United States, Canada, and Hawaii, giving talks at universities,

schools, and churches, and to various community groups. She is 

an example of someone who achieved the most advanced stages 

of personality development (including secondary integration) as 

described in the theory of positive disintegration.5

While she was engaged in the process of organized multilevel

disintegration, Peace Pilgrim had a striking mystical experience.

Here is her description of it:

There were hills and valleys, lots of hills and valleys, in

that spiritual growing up period. Then in the midst of the

struggle there came a wonderful mountaintop experience—

the first glimpse of what the life of inner peace was like.

That came when I was out walking in the early morn-

ing. All of a sudden I felt very uplifted, more uplifted than 

I had ever been. I remember I knew timelessness and

spacelessness and lightness. I did not seem to be walking

on the earth. There were no people or even animals around,

but every flower, every bush, every tree seemed to wear a

halo. There was a light emanation around everything and

flecks of gold fell like slanted rain through the air….

54Advanced Development Journal

The Function of Mystical Experiences in Personality Development



The most important part of it was not the phenomena:

the important part of it was the realization of the oneness of

all creation. Not only all human beings—I knew before that

all human beings are one. But now I knew also a oneness

with the rest of creation. The creatures that walk the earth

and the growing things of the earth. The air, the water, the

earth itself. And, most wonderful of all, a oneness with that

which permeates all and binds all together and gives life to

all. A oneness with that which many would call God.

I have never felt separate since. I could return again

and again to this wonderful mountaintop, and then I could

stay there for longer and longer periods of time and just

slip out occasionally (italics in the original). (pp. 21-22)

Interestingly, in this passage Peace Pilgrim distinguishes 

between what she considers is the essential feature of mystical 

experience (i.e., unity with all creation and with the supernatural),

and other features that she designates as mere phenomena. Since

the characteristic of unity is the basis of compassion, it is easy to

see why she would think this way. By phenomena she may have

meant to include the sense of transcending space and time. But

while transcendence of space and time could be seen as phenom-

ena, it seems to me that they are, at least in part, what empowers

the mystic to reject lower level personality structures.

According to Peace Pilgrim, the effect of this experience was 

to bring to an end her period of multilevel disintegration and to 

initiate the stage of secondary integration. 

I knew that for me the struggle was over, that finally I had

succeeded in giving my life or finding inner peace. Again

this is a point of no return. You can never go back into the

struggle. The struggle is over now because you will to do

the right thing and you don't need to be pushed into it 

(italics in the original). (p. 22)

Mystical experiences it would seem can play an important role

in personality development. The mystical experiences of Satomi

Myodo and Irina Starr were instrumental in inaugurating the

process of multilevel disintegration. The function of the mystical

experiences described by Teresa of Avila, Rabbi Isaac, and Peace

Pilgrim was to facilitate the transition from organized multilevel

disintegration to secondary integration. What I would like to 

consider next is one of the reasons why mystical experiences 

function in these ways.

The first part of my argument is that mystical experiences can,

as stated by Dabrowski, and, as described in mystical autobiogra-

phies, play a role in initiating a multilevel struggle and in facilitating
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the process of organized multilevel disintegration. I would like to

further suggest that one of the reasons why mystical experiences

function in these ways is because they provide a foretaste of sec-

ondary integration. For those in the stage of unilevel disintegration,

the awareness of a higher level of personality provides them with a

direction to pursue, and for those engaged in eradicating lower

level, and fostering higher level, aspects of personality, mystical

experiences reveal the nature of secondary integration, and hence

facilitate entry into this stage of personality.

If this is the case, then we would expect to find that many of

the features of secondary integration should (at least in rudimentary

form) be present in mystical experiences. I want to demonstrate

that this is the case by using three approaches. The first is by 

establishing correspondences between some of the characteristics

of mystical experiences and statements made by Dabrowski about

higher levels of personality. The second approach is to show how

the dynamisms of secondary integration are found in reports of

mystical experiences. And the third approach is to show that the

features described in at least one account of secondary integration

are more or less the same as the characteristics of mystical 

experience.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Correspondences between the characteristics 

of secondary integration and the characteristics 

of mystical experiences
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Many of the features of mystical experiences correspond to 

the characteristics of Dabrowski’s personality stage of secondary

integration. Often reported in accounts of mystical experiences is 

a sense of expanded consciousness (or expanded awareness) and

closely related to it is a sense of unity with a larger whole or with

others. Dabrowski’s comment on awareness at level V is that there

is a “strong increase in awareness through systematic meditation

and contemplation” (Dabrowski, with Piechowski, 1977, p. 157). 

In the very next sentence in the same passage he further states that

there is a “resolution of the distinctness of one’s awareness and of

one’s unity with others.” This feature, awareness of unity, of 

mystical experiences seems to be related to that of transcendence 

of space and time. And in some accounts, the experience of 

transcending time is expressed as a conviction of personal 

immortality. A number of statements made by Dabrowski suggest

that this conviction is an essential feature of level V consciousness,

for example, in the statements that “the sense [the] of permanence

of existence is embedded in the structure of the ideal” (Dabrowski,

with piechowski, 1977, p. 141), and, that “there is a joy of… 
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an all-encompassing love which transcends death” (Dabrowski,

with Piechowski, 1977, p. 129). However, it should be noted in

passing that while a sense of eternity can be articulated in mystical

reports in the form of a deep conviction that that there is an 

afterlife, this interpretation is not inevitable.

The French atheist philosopher, André Compte-Sponville, 

experienced an expanded present moment as “eternal,” but did not

go on to infer from this experience that he was going to enjoy a

post-mortem existence..6

Joy is one of the positive emotions found in reports of 

mystical experiences. Others are peace, love, and a sense of beauty.

In Dabrowski’s (1977) description of joy at level V, can be found

the following sentence: “There is a joy of a clearer vision of the

ideal, joy from experiencing the concrete elements of transcen-

dence” (p. 129). In his comments on adjustment at level V,

Dabrowski’s view is that there is a “calmness and harmony derived

from independence from the ‘lower’ I and the lower levels of the

inner psychic milieu” (p. 193). In his description of justice at level

V, Dabrowski says that there is a “dynamization of [the] ideal in 

dealing with others: an all-encompassing universal love above 

justice” (p. 140). And finally in a description of sensual overex-

citability at level IV, we can read that sensuality “manifests itself 

in aesthetic sensitivity, in responsiveness to the beauty of nature”

(p. 114).

Along with expanded awareness and positive emotions, those

who have had mystical experiences report experiencing a sense 

of the sacred and of having gained access to a form of deeper

knowledge not normally available. This often goes along with 

increased self-confidence and a sense of transcending the 

limitations of finite existence, or of experiencing eternity. In his 

articulation of suggestibility at level V, Dabrowski (1977) refers to

this sense of the sacred in the following words: “[Suggestibility] 

augmented by empathy and authenticity of experience, creates a

harmony in the experience of the absolute ‘I’ and the absolute

‘Thou’” (p. 114). He also refers to a deeper knowledge in his 

account of intuition at level V: “Intuition as a means of knowing

and cognizing denotes a multidimensional and multilevel grasp of

external and internal reality. Such intuition is contemplative and

mystical” (p. 152). Finally, increased self-confidence is implicit 

in the following statement: 

The union of personality and its ideal makes uncertainty

absent from thought and experience. Uncertainty is 

removed by empathy, and by works of love for the sake 

of others…Uncertainty is overcome by contemplation 

and ecstasy (p. 155).

57 Volume 13, 2012

Laurence F. Nixon



Thus as seen from the above references, many of the character-

istics of mystical experience, such as expanded consciousness 

(or expanded awareness), a sense of unity with a larger whole, 

or with others, strong positive emotions of joy, peace, love, and a

sense of the profound beauty of nature, along with a sense of the

sacred, increased self-confidence, and what James referred to as 

a noetic quality, are also features of Dabrowski’s highest stage of

personality, secondary integration.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Dynamisms of secondary integration 

found in mystical experiences
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Likewise, the developmental dynamisms of secondary integra-

tion (such as empathy, authentism, autonomy, and the personality

ideal) are found, at least in embryo, in mystical experiences.

Dabrowski (1977) describes the dynamism of empathy at level 

IV-V as follows:

Empathy develops for everything that exists, especially for

all living creatures. There is a profound and active empathy

toward all those who are hurt and humiliated. Love is 

emanated equally strongly in the contemplative states of

meditation as in conditions of everyday life. (p. 55)

Here Dabrowski explicitly states that as one approaches 

secondary integration, there is a love for “everything that exists, 

especially for all living creatures.” 

The experience of compassion or universal love for all persons

is frequently found in reports of mystical experiences. Here is an 

example:

I was going through a period of doubt [about religion] and

disillusionment with life and was torn by conflict….It was

a glorious sunny evening and I walked through St. James

Park [in London] and sat down by the water intending to

read. I never opened my book….Quite suddenly I felt lifted

beyond all the turmoil and the conflict…I felt as though I

were lifted above the world and looking down on it. The

disillusion and cynicism were gone and I felt compassion

suffusing my whole being, compassion for all people on

earth. I was possessed by a peace that I have never felt 

before or since (italics added). (#363, as cited in Cohen &

Phipps, 1992, pp. 67-68)

In another example, the person reporting the mystical experi-

ence explicitly makes the connection between the characteristic of

unity and the consequent feeling of empathy for all people.
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Suddenly, it was as if a funnel was in the top of my head

and my consciousness went out into it, spreading wider and

wider as it went. This went on for quite some time until

suddenly I realized that I was part of it all. Then I became

aware of it from a different aspect. I was everything that

is….This was experienced almost twenty years ago but I

have never forgotten it. It changed my life, giving me a

strong feeling of empathy for all people around me and

even all those I have never met. We are all in the same boat

(italics added). (#4764, as cited in Maxwell & Tschudin,

1990, pp. 171-172)

This fits well with Dabrowski’s (1977) remark that empathy

grows out of a sense of relatedness to others.

Growth of empathy is one of the most powerful develop-

mental dynamics and one which most clearly shows the

progressive and hard won change from narrow egocentrism

to an all-encompassing universal love. Empathy grows out

of…a sense of relatedness with others (italics added). 

(pp. 110-111)

Dabrowski (1977) describes the dynamism of authentism in

level IV-V as the ability to perceive the inner essence of persons

and phenomena, and not just the external empirical properties. It

also entails the recognition of unique individual qualities of oneself

as well as one’s connectedness to others.

When individual and common essence is attained at the

level of personality, it means that central unrepeatable and

experientially unique individual qualities are retained and

continue to develop together with universal qualities of 

humanity. Authentism signifies the realization that the 

experience of essence, i.e., of the meaning and value of

human experience, is more fundamental than the 

experience of existence (emphasis added). (p. 54)

In an account of a mystical experience by a South African

school boy, Martin Israel the phenomenon of unity or relatedness 

is very much present but not to the point of obliterating his individual

essence. Here is his report:

I was no longer in the universe at all, but in the realm of

eternal life which is neither past or future but only the 

ever-living present. I had been lifted to a height above all

measurable heights. I was able…to perceive the entire 

created world…I ‘saw’ and ‘heard’ with the ‘eyes’ and
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‘ears’ of the soul which also ‘felt’ the loving impact of 

the supreme power that embraced and raised me. In the 

language of science the nearest description would be one 

of sensing with an inner, hidden organ of perception that

included all five senses, each and all functioning in a 

magnified transformed awareness. Furthermore, the 

information obtained was integrated by an inner organ of

intelligence into a coherent system of supersensual purpose

and meaning….

As these spiritual truths were being revealed to me, 

I suddenly was aware that my own personality had been

transformed. I was no longer a separate, isolated unit. 

Although I had not lost my identity—indeed, for the first

time in my life I had really experienced the identity of a

whole person—I was in union with all creation and my

identity was added to it, giving of its essence to the created

whole. In this state of expanded consciousness, I had 

transcended private existence (italics added). (as cited 

in Cohen & Phipps, 1992, pp. 156-157)

In the above passage, Israel says that, although he was “in

union with all creation” he had not lost his unique individual 

identity. In addition he refers to an authentic “inner organ of 

perception” that allowed him to integrate sensations into a 

“coherent system of supersensual purpose and meaning,” such 

that for the first time in his life he experienced himself as a whole

person. Israel seems to be alluding to what Dabrowski means in 

his discussion of the dynamism of authentism in secondary

integration.

By the dynamism of autonomy, Dabrowski (1973), means 

freedom from the influence of automatic lower level emotions.

Autonomy is the expression of the developmental process

from lower to higher levels, from that which is “less I” to

that which is “more I,” from that which “is” to that which

“ought to be.” It is a very important factor in intellectual,

emotional, and instinctual development. The result of its

activity is a consciousness of being independent in 

thinking, experiencing, and behaving.

This is a process in which there is a gradual decrease 

of the role of biological determination and increase of 

conscious subordination to a higher hierarchy of value. (p. 89)

Autonomy also means independence from the opinions of 

others. An example of autonomy would be the replacement of 

feelings of anger and frustration with forgiveness based on insight
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into human nature. In his discussion of anger at level V, Dabrowski

(1977) says:

The dynamic of love toward others becomes very strong.

Empathy has an existential character with attempts to reach

transcendence. Deep understanding of other psychological

types and of their developmental level (yet without an 

approval of their negative aspects), feelings of friendship

and a desire to help create conditions eliminating anger

toward others (italics added). (pp. 134-135)

Dabrowski (1970) is also quite clear about the fact that forgiveness

is an expression of a higher level of maturity.

Those who are sensitive to the sufferings of others, ready to

forgive injuries, capable of gratitude, have higher emotional 

maturity than those who are not sensitive, do not forgive 

injuries, and have no feeling of gratitude. (p. 93)

The following example of forgiveness, which occurred in a

mystical experience of a woman named Jeneane, a practitioner of

yoga meditation, illustrates the points made by Dabrowski. The

background to Jeneane’s experience is as follows. A man with

whom she was deeply in love and planned to marry suddenly 

abandoned her for another woman. In reaction Jeneane immersed

herself in her work.

One Sunday, as I came home after spending most of the day

at the office, I paused on the doorstep. As I put the key in

the door, a slight shift seemed to occur in my conscious-

ness. An inner voice seemed to be telling me that I had to

quit punishing myself and begin to nurture myself more.

With this in mind, I walked up the stairs, poured myself a

hot bath, and filled it with scented oil. As I settled into the

soothing water, I began to slip into a deep meditative state.

Quite suddenly, I perceived an image of an oriental

woman [later understood to be the Buddhist goddess

Quanyin]. Although I didn’t recognize her, I was certain that

the woman was a holy person or saint of an Eastern religion.

The woman radiated profound love and compassion.

As the experience continued, I felt my consciousness

meld with that of the saint’s. I felt enveloped in the

woman’s love and compassion and even one with the

woman herself. As this occurred, I was overwhelmed with

emotion and felt my frustration, disappointment, and anger

with my former fiancé begin to evaporate and melt away.

I remained in this deep state of union with the saint for

about twenty minutes. When I arose from the bath, still in a
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meditative state, I even had a physical sensation of my own

limbs moving with the supple grace and consciousness the

saint had moved with.

The immediate effects of the experience stayed with 

me for twenty-four hours and, even when it began to fade, 

I felt a profound closeness to the saint and had a feeling

that the woman was watching over me and protecting me. 

I felt a great sense of peace and realized that I was never

alone.

The experience also had a tremendous spiritual and

emotional healing effect. I was able to forgive my fiancé

and wish him well. I was even able to reach out and 

emotionally embrace the woman he had left me for. I had

received such a gift of grace, love, and compassion that 

I felt it flowing out of me and back to the world (italics

added). (Kason & Degler, 1994, pp. 37-39)

In her account, Jeneane refers to a saintly oriental woman 

who radiated compassion, a compassion which in turn was felt by

Jeneane, and then flowed from Jeneane to her former fiancé and 

the woman who replaced her in his affections. It is not difficult to

see that this saintly oriental woman was an expression (i.e., a 

projection) of Jeneane’s personality ideal.7 Dabrowski (1967) 

describes the personality ideal and its function as follows:

This ideal embraces, synthetizes in itself, as it were, all 

the most essential positive, more or less general, and also 

individual traits. It is usually embodied in reality in an ideal-

ized character (father, mother, tutor, prominent contemporary

or historical personality), but it may also be only a concep-

tual “sum” of character and type traits, made more or less

particular. In both cases the personality ideal plays the role

of a model, or pattern, it is strongly experienced and made

particular by the individual's needs to complement and

modify his [or her] own properties. It is, therefore, an 

internal dynamism and a source of energy for the develop-

ment of all the actual and potential psychic qualities of the

individual and for the inhibition of his [or her] primitive

instinctive dynamisms (italics added). (p. 111)

As a result of a devastating personal upheaval, Jeneane had a

mystical experience in which she became united with what she 

understood to be a supernatural presence, that is, the goddess

Quanyin, representing her personality ideal. The experience of

union was accompanied by an outpouring of love and compassion

from this supernatural source, and this in turn flowed out from her

to the very persons who had so hurt her. The mystical experience
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thus allowed her to replace her feelings of being a victim, and 

feelings of anger, with those of forgiveness. In other words, the

mystical experience allowed her to encounter a projection of her

personality ideal and to gain freedom, or autonomy, from lower

level feelings.

From the above examples, it can be seen that the dynamisms

(the biological or mental forces controlling behavior and its 

development) of secondary integration are present in some degree

in mystical experiences.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Secondary integration and mystical experience
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Finally, I want to quote the account Peace Pilgrim gives of

what she calls the “third phase of my life” (a stage in her life that

seems to fit Dabrowski’s description of secondary integration), 

emphasizing the features that correspond to the characteristics of

mystical experience. In her description, the phrases “Life Pattern”

and “higher nature” seem to be similar to what Dabrowski calls the

personality ideal. At the same time, her description of secondary 

integration reads like a functional version of a mystical experience.

She begins by pointing out that this stage is not the end of 

personality growth. It is just a new phase, with a new dynamic.

However, progress was not over. Great progress has taken

place in this third phase of my life [i.e., in secondary 

integration]. It's as though the central figure of the jigsaw

puzzle of my life is complete and clear and unchanging,

and around the edges other pieces keep fitting in. There is

always a growing edge, but the progress is harmonious.

There is a feeling of always being surrounded by all of 

the good things, like love and peace and joy. It seems 

like a protective surrounding, and there is an unshakeable-

ness…which takes you through any situation you may 

need to face.

The world may look at you and believe that you are

facing great problems, but always there are the inner 

resources to easily overcome the problems. Nothing seems

difficult. There is a calmness and a serenity and unhurried-

ness—no more striving or straining about anything. 

That’s a very important thing I’ve learned. If your life is in

harmony with your part in the Life Pattern….

Now there is a living to give instead of to get….There is

a feeling of endless energy, it just never runs out….

You are now in control of your life. Your higher nature

[i.e., the personality ideal], which is controlled by God,
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controls the body, mind, and emotions….And now you are

following a different drummer: the higher nature instead of

the lower nature.

When you have done the spiritual growing up you realize

that every human being is of equal importance…it was

doing that growth and finding inner peace that prepared me

for the pilgrimage that I walk today (italics added). (Peace

Pilgrim, 1991, p. 22-24)

Note that in this description, many of the characteristics of

mystical experiences such as love, peace, joy, harmony, energy,

contact with a higher nature, or personality ideal, are present in a

permanent form. This is consistent with Dabrowski’s (1977, p. 55)

comment that, “The individual reaches his [or her] own

ideal…through mystical experiences.” 

––––––––––
Conclusion
––––––––––

In this paper, I began with examples of two common ways

mystical experiences function in the process of personality 

development—they can play a role in initiating a multilevel 

struggle and in facilitating a transformation in organized multilevel

disintegration toward secondary integration. Then I argued that 

one reason why mystical experiences function in this way is 

because they provide a foretaste of secondary integration, and I did

this by: (1) demonstrating correspondences between some of the

characteristics of mystical experiences and statements by

Dabrowski about higher levels of personality, (2) showing how 

the dynamisms of secondary integration can be found in reports of

mystical experiences, and (3) identifying characteristics of mystical

experiences found in an account of secondary integration.
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Notes

1. See Ackerman (2009) for an article-length overview of the 

theory of positive disintegration; and for a detailed account of the

theory, see Dabrowski (1967), Dabrowski (1972), Dabrowski

(1970), Dabrowski (1973), and Dabrowski (1977). For Dabrowski’s

position on the necessity of a high intelligence quotient for personality

development, see Nixon (2005); and for Dabrowski’s understanding of

the role of loss in personality development, see Nixon (1998).

2. The paragraphs on Satomi Myodo have been excerpted and 

edited from Nixon (2000). 

3. Dabrowski (1972, p. 294) defines the term dynamism as a 

“biological or mental force controlling behavior and its development.”

4. For an analysis of the life of Teresa of Avila in terms of

Dabrowski’s model of personality, see Nixon (1989).

5. For a detailed analysis of the life of Peace Pilgrim in terms of the

theory of positive disintegration, see Piechowski (2009).

6. Compte-Sponville makes the following commentary on his 

mystical experiences.

The first time it happened, I was in a forest in the north of

France…And then, all of a sudden…A seemingly infinite 

happiness. A seemingly infinite sense of peace….There was 

no faith, no hope, no sense of promise. There was only every-

thing—the beauty, truth and presence of everything…“This is

what Spinoza meant by eternity,” I said to myself…“We sense

and experience that we are eternal,” wrote Spinoza in his

Ethics. Not that we shall be eternal after death, but that we are

eternal, here and now. This, indeed, was what I had just sensed

and experienced. It was much like a revelation, but without

God. Not only was it the most beautiful moment of my life, it

was also the most joyous, the most serene, and the most clearly

spiritual one…I now had an inkling of what Epicurus, Spinoza

and Wittgenstein meant when they referred, respectively, to

“immortal goods,” “sub specie aeternitatis” and “endless” life.

(Compte-Sponville, 2007, pp. 155-160)

7. In his description of infantilism at Level V, Dabrowski (1977) 

indicates that the personality ideal can be represented by a deity. 

Such individuals as Saint Francis of Assisi or Ramakrishna 

combine [a] childlike nature with the highest level of development,

guided only by their personality ideal—for Saint Francis 

represented by Christ, for Ramakrishna by [the] Divine Mother

Kali. (p.203)
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