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____________________________________________________________

ABSTRACT: In this presentation I summarize Dąbrowski’s view of the

role of creativity in the process of positive disintegration in terms of: (1)

the correspondences between research on the predisposing characteristics

of creative persons and the predisposing characteristics of advanced 

development (psychic OE and high intelligence quotient); (2) the role of

creativity in personality development; and (3) creativity at the five levels 

of personality. In Dąbrowski’s opinion while there can be no personality

development without creativity, there can be creativity without personality

development. Hence I will also look at the phenomena of adevelopmental

creativity, evil creativity, and creative justifications for immoral acts. 

Further, I describe Dąbrowski’s understanding of the developmental role

of creative works (music, visual art and literature) as providing a defense

against excessive developmental tension and as providing models of 

positive disintegration. Finally, I add to Dąbrowski’s understanding, a

more direct role for creative works in inducing personality disintegration

by reviewing some recent empirical research on the developmental effects

of exposure to music, visual art, and literature.
____________________________________________________________

–––––––––––––––––––––––
Dąbrowski on Creativity at 

Five Personality Levels
–––––––––––––––––––––––

In his various discussions about, and references to, creativity,
Dąbrowski rarely refers to creativity as such, but rather to creative 
persons (e.g., “men of genius” or “creative individuals”), or to the
“creative instinct,” or to intuition (which he considers fundamental to
creativity1).

From some of his comments on creative persons one can infer a
standard definition of creativity as useful innovation in the arts and the
sciences. For example, “men of genius” are defined as “those who
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contribute new discoveries and new values” (Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 22).
And creative persons in art and literature are said to challenge existing
forms (and by extrapolation one could add theories).

Great creative individuals in the fields of art, literature, and 
on the borderline of those two fields, often challenge and
transform ideas and aesthetic forms and, thus, contribute to 
the formation and later, general acceptance of [a] new form by
more or less large social circles. (Dąbrowski, 1973, p. viii)

But not surprisingly, Dąbrowski is primarily interested in the 
role creativity plays in personality development. On the one hand,
Dąbrowski explains that the creative instinct is not in itself a higher
level dynamism, and not automatically in the service of personality 
development.2

The creative instinct may vary in its range. However, it is 
always relatively limited, unless supported by such higher 
dynamisms as the third factor, “subject-object” in oneself, 
inner psychic transformation, identification and empathy, 
autonomy and authenticity.

The creative instinct, alone, or together with dynamisms 
of the same level, is [only] an expression of a “psychological
awakening,” of increased imaginational, emotional, psychomo-
tor, sensory, and intellectual excitability combined in a group
of varying breadth. The creative instinct, per se, does not 
usually contain hierarchical, evaluative elements. It is only the
coupling of this instinct with other higher level dynamisms that
links it with the need to develop an autonomous personality
and its ideal. (Dąbrowski, 1973, pp. 25–26)

In order to contribute to the development of the personality the
creative instinct must work together with what Dąbrowski refers to as
the "instinct of self-perfection."

By itself the creative instinct does not enable one to develop
universally toward the highest level. This is possible only in
conjunction with the instinct of self-perfection. (Dąbrowski,
1996, p. 48)

On the other hand, Dąbrowski frequently links the creative instinct
with personality development in a way that seems to contradict the
previously quoted statements. In Psychoneurosis Is Not an Illness,
Dąbrowski provides the following definition of the creative instinct:

[The creative instinct is] An assembly of cohesively organized
forces, often of great intensity, oriented toward a search for the
new and the different in the external and the internal reality.
Creative instinct is associated with accelerated development.
(Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 293)
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However, this association of creativity with accelerated devel-
opment need not be seen as meaning that the creative instinct is
automatically in the service of accelerated development, but simply
that it is necessary for development.

Again, when Dąbrowski says that the creative instinct transforms
“old elements of reality” into new ones always at a higher level one
might understandably suspect that he is contradicting himself:

The creative instinct appears to be a rather cohesive group of
dynamisms. They transform old elements or dimensions of 
reality and create new ones in an original, mentally rich and
complex manner. It appears to be a group of dynamisms that
discover and mold new human realities, broad or narrow in
scope, but always higher and valuable. (Dąbrowski, 1973, 
p. 25)

The apparent contradiction is resolved if we infer that here he is
not speaking about creativity as normally understood―i.e., as a
process that results in new scientific or artistic discoveries―but of 
creativity that discovers and molds "new human realities," i.e., 
creativity as applied to personality development.

But Dąbrowski also explicitly states that the creative instinct
“appears and grows [only] at a relatively high level of [personality]
development” (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 164) by which, given the 
dynamisms mentioned, he clearly means level III (spontaneous 
multilevel disintegration).

CREATIVE INSTINCT, a dynamism which consists of the
search for new and qualitatively different experiences. It 
appears and grows at a relatively high level of development.
Arising from the negative experience of excessive saturation
with actual conditions, it is associated with the dynamisms of
dissatisfaction with oneself, and the environment, the third 
factor, the desire to transform oneself, prospection and authen-
ticity. It is not necessarily associated with a global development
of mental functions and structures. It appears in the first phase
of multilevel disintegration. (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 164)

Once again we can resolve what appears to be a contradiction by
inferring that he is here speaking of the creative instinct when it is 
engaged in the process of personality development. But elsewhere, 
in the context of a discussion of intuition in science and the arts,
Dąbrowski explicitly states that “Intuition [which he says is essential
for creativity] does not appear in developmental stages below 
multilevel disintegration [i.e., level III]” (Dąbrowski, 1973,
pp.189-190). And there is some empirical support for this position.
For her Ph.D. dissertation, Katherine Lysy (1979) conducted a
study of 20 counseling and 22 non-counseling students (mostly
graduate students) and reported a correlation (r = .44) between the
Myers-Briggs sensory-intuition function and the Dąbrowskian level

14Advanced Development Journal

Creativity and Positive Disintegration



of personality (as measured by the Definition Response Instrument).
More recently, in a study of 374 adults (aged 18–61, 50% female) in
either community leadership or professional management programs,
Vincent, Ward and Denson (2013) found that intuition (as measured 
by the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator) correlated positively with 
Loevinger’s stages of ego development.

How then does Dąbrowski account for those persons who have 
received critical acclaim for having achieved innovations in their
fields, but who are not at level III? He does this by distinguishing 
between embryonic (i.e., incomplete or deficient) creativity and a 
mature fully-rounded creativity.

It would seem that the interpretation of creative drives as a 
creative instinct, and placing it on the developmental scale 
on the level of spontaneous multilevel disintegration and 
sometimes unilevel disintegration, explains its proper,
scope...Its nuclei [are] on a fairly primitive or narrow
level,…expressed as vaguely felt needs and strivings for 
“artistic expression,” [do] appear in unilevel disintegration.
(Dąbrowski, 1973, p. 27)

In the final version of the theory of positive disintegration,
Dąbrowski provides greater elaboration on the deficiencies of 
creativity as found in level II. Creativity at this level lacks 
discrimination and exhibits a preoccupation with human pathology.

[Level II] Creativity arises from fascination with the endless
variety of phenomena but lacks discrimination and evalua-
tion…There is fascination with exotic and magic phenomena.
There may be fascination with evil and psychopathic heroes
and psychopathic life styles. Absence of [an] ideal and [of]
reflection. Often through distorted and broken forms, creativity
expresses the distortion and chaos of unilevel disintegration.
Not infrequently there is fascination with the pathology of
human behavior and experience. (Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 34)

And creative individuals at level II, while they may have special
talents, their creativity will lack universality and completeness.

Individuals endowed with special talents but lacking multilevel
developmental potential realize their development mainly as a
function of their ability and creativity. Such creativity, how-
ever, lacks universal components. Only some emotional and 
intellectual potentials develop very well while the rest remains
undeveloped, in fact, it appears lacking. There is often 
disproportionate development of certain forms of expression 
of emotional, sensual, or imaginational overexcitability. It may
be manifested for instance as excessive identification with 
others to the point of losing one’s identity…or as a great 
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fascination with the whole range of the world of real life or the
dream or occult world but without any sense of discrimination.
This may give rise to copious creative outpourings in writing,
painting, movie making or scientific endeavor but it will lack
the universal context of human experience, knowledge, and 
objective hierarchy of values. (Dąbrowski,1996, p. 21)

Thus there can be a level II creativity (and it can be prodigious), but it
is indiscriminate, partial or incomplete, and disproportionate.

If creativity is incomplete at level II, as far as Dąbrowski is 
concerned, it is nonexistent at level I, “According to this approach [i.e.,
looking at creativity developmentally], the creative instinct cannot
arise on a low level of integration and in psychopathy” (Dąbrowski,
1973, p. 27). And according to Dąbrowski, at level I there can be no
intuition, which is essential for creativity. In fact what some might 
interpret as creativity, or intuition, at level I is really just shrewdness
based on extensive experience (i.e., by implication, imitation).

[At level I, there is] No intuition. Intuition is replaced by
shrewdness and usually by extensive experience in observing
well-established schematic patterns of behavior. The individual
relies upon his sensory perceptions without being capable of
individual differentiation. (Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 102)

In his remarks on suggestibility, Dąbrowski explicitly states that
artists at level I are imitating “primitive models,” although they may
occasionally attempt to go beyond those models. 

Suggestibility…is rigid and follows the single track of self-
centered ambitions… Frequently this type of suggestibility
manifests itself as imitation of primitive models (political 
dictators, union bosses, financiers, psychopathic artists, and 
fanatics). This may lead through autosuggestibility to attempts
to surpass these models. (Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 82)

So to summarize, at level I there can only be a false imitative 
creativity, and at level II an imperfect embryonic form of creativity. 
In Dąbrowski’s view, authentic fully developed creativity occurs
only in level III, where it collaborates in the project of personality
development. And then at level IV, and beyond, the creative 
instinct loses its autonomous existence and is transformed into an 
instinct of self-perfection. 

On a high level of development [the] creative instinct becomes
an instinct of self-perfection which besides the media of artistic
expression begins to stress more and more strongly the concern
for inner perfection. (Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 20)
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–––––––––––––––––––
Malevolent Creativity

–––––––––––––––––––

A study by Eisenman (1999) provides some verification for
Dąbrowski’s appraisal of the creative capacity of persons at level I.
Eisenman asked seven staff members at a state prison for youthful 
offenders to nominate from a pool of 40 prisoners (ranging in age 
from 16 to 24) those that they considered to be creative as defined 
in the following statement given to the staff members.

Original, effective or useful in their originality, had new ideas,
were able to come up with solutions to problems that most
could not do, could think in ways that went beyond the conven-
tional and come up with helpful solutions, etc. (Eisenman, 1999,
p. 206)

The prison staff identified 10 of the 40 prisoners as conforming to
this description of creative. The creativity of all 40 prisoners was then
independently assessed on the basis of an analysis of videotapes of 
the prisoners singing and dance performances in prison talent shows 
and on the ratings the prisoners were given to their responses to five 
Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) cards. Then the 10 prisoners 
nominated by the staff as “creative” were compared with the 30 
considered to be relatively “non-creative.” Of the 10 top rated singers
(from the 40 prisoners), 8 came from the 10 prisoners considered 
by the prison staff to be creative. Only two were from the 30 
“non-creative” prisoners. Seven of the top 10 creative dancers were
from the 10 prisoners nominated as creative. But on the TAT there was
only a minor difference in the ratings of the two groups. Only 2 of the
10 prisoners nominated by the staff as creative had their TAT scores
rated as creative, whereas 5 of the 30 non-creative prisoners were 
rated as creative according to the responses.

Eisenman, in a summary of this study in a subsequent article,
noted that even when the prisoner responses to the TAT were rated 
as creative, their creative responses were “typically about crime,” 
and he goes on to say, 

It is as though they might be creative in the domain of crime,
but are incredibly noncreative in most other aspects of life, 
including cognitive and social areas, where they have rigid
ways of thinking and relating to others, which gets them into
trouble. (Eisenman, 2008, p. 116)
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––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Overexcitabilities and Specific Creative Domains
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

As might be expected, Dąbrowski sees a relationship between
imaginational overexcitability and artistic creativity, “Imagina-
tional overexcitability is of great significance in artistic 
creativity”(Dąbrowski, 1973, p. 173). And again, as might be 
expected, Dąbrowski links scholarly creativity with intellectual OE, 
but “in conjunction with” two other OEs, “Intellectual overexcitability,
especially in conjunction with emotional and imaginational overex-
citability, gives rise to scholarly creativity” (Dąbrowski, 1973, p. 173) 

A study published by Piechowski, Silverman, and Falk (1985) 
confirms what Dąbrowski said about both artistic and scholarly activity.
But on the basis of this study, Dąbrowski’s statement regarding artistic
creativity could be amended to read, “Imaginational overexcitability,
especially in conjunction with emotional and intellectual overexcitabil-
ity, gives rise to artistic creativity (see Table 2 in Piechowski, 
Silverman, & Falk, 1985; and Figure 1 below).

Figure 1. Means of scores for intellectual overexcitability 
(IN), imaginational overexcitability (IM) and emotional overex-
citability (E) for graduate students, the intellectually gifted and
artists.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Transcending Psychological Type 

in Creative Persons
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Dąbrowski notes that during their lives the “overwhelming
majority of human individuals” do not change  in terms of funda-
mental traits, temperament or character (Dąbrowski, 1973, p. 136),
but those who “possess a favourable endowment for accelerated  
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development” (i.e., developmental potential, or DP) have the capacity
to adapt to new situations by transforming, or transcending, their 
psychological (or temperamental) type (Dąbrowski, 1973, p. 137).
What Dąbrowski means by transcending one’s psychological type is
the following:

Transcendence of the psychological type consists in the acquisi-
tion of mental qualities and attitudes which are different and
even contrary to those determined by the hereditary endow-
ment….This process weakens one-sided typological traits and
leads to the acquisition of complementary traits, characteristic
of the opposite psychological type. The basic mental structure is
widened and enriched as a result of this process. (Dąbrowski,
1973, p. 138)

In the following quote, Dąbrowski gives examples of transcending
psychological type:

[A] manifestation [of inner psychic transformation] is the
transcending of psychological type by introducing traits of
[the] opposite type, for example, an extravert becomes some-
what introverted, or an impatient and irascible person becomes
patient and gentle, or a timid and anxious person turns into a
confident leader. (Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 39)

While Dąbrowski does not specifically link transcending one’s
own psychological type with creative persons, it is interesting that a
well-known creativity researcher has observed in his analysis of 
interviews with 91 eminent creative persons that they exhibit just 
this type of rich personality structure that is described by Dąbrowski,
i.e., a personality that embraces opposite traits as complementary ones. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Characteristics of Highly Creative Persons
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) found that creative persons are character-
ized by complexity―i.e., that they are able to move from one extreme
to another in a range of personality dimensions:

1. On the one hand creative persons are capable of long periods 
of sustained and concentrated activity and on the other they 
often take long periods of rest and sleep.

2. They exhibit critical intelligence (an IQ of 120 or above) and 
at the same time a certain childish naïveté (a combination of 
both convergent and divergent thinking).

3. They are both playful and responsible (disciplined and 
perseverant).

19 Volume 15, 2016

Laurence F. Nixon



4. They have active imaginations but are not delusional. They 
have original, but not bizarre, ideas―their original ideas are 
rooted in reality.

5. They are both introverted (comfortable being alone) and 
extraverted (capable of socializing and aware of the 
importance of networking).

6. They are proud of their achievements and modest at the same 
time. They are aware of the role played by good luck in their 
success, but not lacking in self-confidence and not given to 
false modesty. They are both ambitious and at the same time 
selfless. They are both competitive and cooperative.

7. Highly creative persons are capable of being energetic and 
assertive as well as sensitive and nurturing. 

8. They are both conservative and traditional as well as 
rebellious and iconoclastic.

9. They are both passionate and at the same time objective.

10. They experience both intense suffering and intense joy. 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, pp.  55–76)

Not only are the results of Csikszentmihalyi’s research consistent
with Dąbrowski’s notion of transcending psychological type, but 
according to Dąbrowski, in an unpublished manuscript, Developmental

Psychotherapy, this ability to move from one end of a personality trait
spectrum to another frequently represents a loosening of lower level
structures and corresponds to a shift from level II to III.

Loosening or even breaking-up of structure by means of polar-
ized fluctuation often corresponds to a period of accelerated
development in an individual. It is an essential element of
unilevel disintegration, which is slowly transformed into 
multilevel disintegration with its hierarchical organization and its
characteristic components of valuation. (Dąbrowski, n.d., p. 129)

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Dąbrowski on the Function of Creative 

Works of Art in Personality Development
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

When the stress of multilevel development gets to be too intense,
Dąbrowski prescribes art and music appreciation as part of the remedy.

Systematic exercises aimed at lessening tension of the 
vegetative nervous system and a “rotation of psychic crops”
are advocated…In some cases it may be beneficial for the
individual to become involved, for a certain period of time,

20Advanced Development Journal

Creativity and Positive Disintegration



with…nature…[and] with appreciation of art and music, etc.
(Dąbrowski, n.d., p. 202)

An engagement with the arts not only allows for relief from stress,
but also provides time for reflection and a deeper awareness of the
process of one’s development. 

If the candidate for personality is in the period of great creative
tension, if he is advanced in development, and consequently 
if he reveals the sharp tenseness of multilevel disintegrative 
dynamisms, then of great help at this stage may be an isolation
in peaceful conditions, which helps one to order one’s sensa-
tions by an interruption of actual sensations and by a deepening
of certain elements of the inner milieu. The conditions of 
“satiating oneself” in such an internal “constellation” with 
plastic sensations, music, and primarily with calmness would
be compatible with the impressions and opinions of Aldous
Huxley as to the importance of these sensations for the spiritual
life of man. (Dąbrowski, 1967, pp. 150–151)

In addition to providing relaxation from the tensions of multilevel
development, creative works of art can provide models of the
processes involved in positive disintegration.

It appears, therefore, that truly inspired art contains strong 
intellectual, religious, and moral elements, [and] that it 
pictures the drama of man’s development, its process of 
disintegration, the dynamics of its relation to the personality
ideal, its changeability and its developmental conflicts, 
its progress from sensualism and materialism to mysticism, 
from rationalism to intuitionalism, from instinctive to
suprainstinctive attitudes and from the biological to 
suprabiological dimension. Such elements are found, in 
various configurations and intensities, in the works of 
[the sculptor] Phidias, Socrates, the great Grecian tragedians,
and in the works of Michelangelo, Dante, Shakespeare, [the
poet] Mickiewicz, and others. (Dąbrowski, 1967, p. 35)

Creative works of art in various ways model the process of 
positive disintegration, but this is not the case for all works of art.
Dąbrowski distinguishes between works that are unilevel and those
that are multilevel, and he gives examples of creative persons and 
their works at both levels II and III (and beyond).

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Unilevel and Multilevel Creativity in the Arts
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Compared to the large number of examples of multilevel creators
and art works mentioned by Dąbrowski, there are very few references
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to unilevel creators and unilevel art works. But there are some. In a
general description of unilevel disintegration, Dąbrowski notes that,

Not infrequently [in level II creativity] there is [a] fascination
with the pathology of human behavior and experience. The
films of Ingmar Bergman or Buñuel, the surrealistic art of 
Picasso and Salvador Dali, action painting, pop-art and op-art,
are prominent examples. (1996, p. 34)

And in the section on aesthetic attitude at the five levels of person-
ality, regarding level II, we read,

Esthetic experiences do not tend to be mutually related within 
a larger context of development and [a] search for the “new”
and “higher.” They are not a means of transformation and 
hierarchical differentiation of esthetic experience as a part of
emotional and cognitive growth. They are not linked with 
the inner psychic milieu, which is weak anyway. Frequent 
attitude of “art for art’s sake” (Oscar Wilde), although “human” 
experiences begin to act as stimuli for esthetic experience and
esthetic expression, thus leading to beginnings of psychological
content in art. (Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 98)

Bergman, Buñuel, Picasso, Dali, and Wilde are examples of creative
persons whose works Dąbrowski considered to be unilevel.

In contrast to unilevel creators and creations, multilevel ones are
characteristically multidimensional as well as multilevel. In his 
description of the aesthetic attitude at level III, Dąbrowski states,

Moral and religious strivings appear in artistic expression.
[There is a] Need for finding and expressing philosophical 
elements in art. [A] Need to relate to such creators as Dante,
Michelangelo, Shakespeare, Beethoven, Chopin, Bach.
(Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 99)

Dąbrowski is obviously identifying as multilevel the works of
these writers, composers and of the sculptor, painter and architect,
Michelangelo.

Sometimes Dąbrowski identifies specific works of literature and
visual art as examples of multilevel creations, as in the following 
passage:

Characteristic examples of multilevel creativity are Greek
tragedies, Shakespeare’s tragedies, Dostoyevsky’s Crime and 

Punishment as a demonstration of the rift between the higher
and the lower, Van Gogh’s paintings, the chimeras of Notre
Dame in Paris. Another important expression is a deeply 
emotional experience felt in relationships such as between 
Desdemona and Othello, Ophelia and Hamlet, or the theme of
friendship in E. M. Forster’s Passage to India. (Dąbrowski,
1996, p. 36)
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Possibly Dąbrowski considered the chimeras were multilevel because
they illustrate the exclusion of evil from the church interior, thus 
implying a distinction between lower and higher values. Dąbrowski
does not usually provide reasons for his assigning art works to one
level or another.

In an analysis of fear, dread and anxiety at level III, Dąbrowski 
begins the subsection on the role of the creative instinct in transform-
ing fear, dread and anxiety by saying,

[The] Creative instinct brings new contents into states of fear.
The “new” can be expressed on the one hand by attitudes of
curiosity toward fear (introduction of elements of analysis and
intuition), and on the other it may express an urge for active
transformation of experienced fear to other kinds of fear, 
usually of [a] higher level, as for instance, into alterocentric
and existential fears, and thus gain control of primitive states 
of fear. The element of curiosity brings complexity into the 
experience of fear and leads to the discovery of its new 
dimensions, such as anxiety, dread, or terror, even agony …
Many have experienced a kind of saturation with fear which
leads to an altruistic transformation. Killing fear for oneself
makes room for a new kind of fear―a fear for the sake of 
others. The content of fear is expressed in painting (e.g., 
Goya), literature (e.g., Kafka), or music, especially in modern
music (e.g., Penderecki). One observes the beginning of a 
positive attitude toward fear, or even its friendly acceptance
(e.g., Kierkegaard). (Dąbrowski, 1996, pp. 53–54)

Although not explicitly stated, given the context, it seems reasonable
to infer that Dąbrowski feels that Goya, Kafka, and Penderecki have
produced works that do not just deal with fear, but deal with it in a
multilevel manner.2

In his description of the reality function3 at level III, Dąbrowski
explains how the reality function is transformed by the creative 
instinct, and in the process he identifies a number of authors and 
composers who have produced multilevel works.

[The] Creative instinct has a fundamental influence on the
transformation of [the] reality function. How often in the 
development of prominent personalities, creative writers, 
composers, artists (e.g., Kierkegaard, Keats, Kafka, Proust,
Emily Dickinson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, T. S. Eliot, 
Ezra Pound, Saint-Exupéry,  Pearl Buck, W. H. Auden, 
Dag Hammarskjöld, J. S. Mill, Chopin, Gustav Mahler,
Michelangelo, Gabriel Marcel) the realization appears that 
it is better to be restless, to suffer depressions, and even to 
be gravely ill, if these afflictions give in return the possibility
of finding access to the world of “higher reality,” a world 
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of new ideas, new creative stimuli, new intense dreams.
(Dąbrowski, 1996, pp. 61-62)

In Developmental Psychotherapy, Dąbrowski gives several 
examples of creative persons who exhibited what he refers to as 
positive infantilism.

Infantilism is often found…among outstanding individuals in
the field of art and science …To this group belong Beethoven,
Chopin, Keats, [the poet, playwright and novelist] Musset, 
[the poet] Słowacki, Shelley, Rousseau, Chagall, Walt Disney,
and hundreds of others … individuals with infantile traits are
often adjusted to a “reality of a higher order.” (Dąbrowski, n.d.,
p. 130)

And in Personality-shaping through positive disintegration, in 
his discussion of aesthetic qualities Dąbrowski provides yet more 
examples of creative persons who have produced multilevel art 
works (See above citation from Dąbrowski, 1967, p. 35). In the 
above passages Dąbrowski has provided specific examples of 
authors, composers, and artists who have created works that he 
judges are multilevel and therefore able to inspire a multilevel 
perspective in those who engage with them.

We also learn from the passages just cited about the various ways
creative works of art can facilitate the process of positive disintegration:

1. They make a distinction between lower and higher values.

2. They contain moral and religious themes and present examples 
of moral and religious striving, and therefore provide 
inspiration for transcending purely self-centered and 
materialistic goals.

3. They provide examples of emotionally profound relationships.

4. They illustrate the possibility of transforming unidimensional 
and unilevel emotions (e.g., primitive fear) into a wider range 
of feelings, as well as ordering these feelings in accordance 
with a hierarchy of values, thus permitting control over the 
lower level feelings and the cultivation of higher level feelings.

5. They enable those who encounter them to discover the 
developmental opportunities in a variety of experiences 
(e.g., immaturity, restlessness, and depression) normally 
seen as purely negative.

At this point I would like to refer to some recently conducted 
studies on the effects of the arts on personality change done by 
researchers at the University of Toronto, which I feel lend empirical
support to the comments made by Dąbrowski on the developmental 
effects of exposure to multilevel works of art.
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––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Research on the Developmental Effects 

of Engagement with Art Works
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

A team of researchers consisting of Maja Djikic and Keith Oatley
and their colleagues at the University of Toronto are investigating the
effects of art works on changes in personality in the direction of 
personality development. In reviews of research undertaken on the 
effects of reading literary works on personality they cite several studies
demonstrating anticipated changes in a single dimension of personality
such as increased ability to infer the desires, beliefs, and emotions of
others, increased empathy, and increased pro-social behavior (Djikic,
Oatley, & Moldoveanu, 2013).

Djikic, Oatley, and colleagues have conducted a number of 
experiments in which they have shown that engagement with the arts
induces modest changes in personality (or what Dąbrowski refers to 
as a loosening or breaking up of psychic structures, or personality 
disintegration) that are unique to each individual. These studies mostly
looked at the effects of literary works, but one study examined the 
effect of music and another the effect of painting.

In the Djikic, Oatley, Zoeterman and Peterson (2009) study, 
participants were assigned to an experimental group with the task of
reading a short story by Anton Chekhov (The Lady with the Toy Dog)
or to an experimental group in which the details of the Chekhov story
were written up as a court case. Participants completed: (1) before and
after the intervention, the Big Five Inventory with scales for the traits
of extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism, and
openness to experience; (2) after the intervention, an emotion checklist
of 10 emotions and checklists designed to determine the extent to
which the participants found the texts (a) interesting and (b) artistic.

There was no difference in level of interest in the two texts, 
and therefore level of interest was not an intervening factor, but the
Chekhov story was considered more artistic than the court case 
scenario (mean score of .77 versus .69). The hypothesis that predicted
that the Chekhov story would produce a greater emotional response
and more personality change (as measured by a composite index of
changes in the Big Five traits) was confirmed. The researchers 
concluded that,

This study [with the Chekhov short story] demonstrates that …
reading literary art can have an effect even on non-avid 
readers….We hypothesize the effect involves a softening of
what are usually the rather rigid boundaries of our self-
schemas. By projecting ourselves into fictional stories and the
minds of fictional characters we open ourselves up to greater
possibilities for who we may become. It is important to stress
that participants did not show a collective change in the same 
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direction: not all of them became more extraverted, or open, 
or conscientious, for example. In other words, they were not
persuaded by a moral embedded in the story. Rather each
reader experienced a unique fluctuation in their entire personal-
ity profile. Reading Chekhov induced changes in their sense 
of self―perhaps temporary―such that they experienced
themselves not as different in some way prescribed by the story
but as different in a direction toward discovering their own
selves….We might even start to think of literature in 
particular, and the arts in general, as functionally related to
human personality development. (Mar, Djikic, & Oatley, 2008,
p.127)

The notion of softening rigid boundaries of self-schemas is very similar
to Dąbrowski’s description of positive disintegration as the loosening
of primitive psychic structures.

In Developmental Psychotherapy Dąbrowski explains that devel-
opmental progress requires the discovery of richer and higher creative
functions, which in turn require the loosening or breaking up of more
primitive structures.

What is positive disintegration? Is it indeed paradoxical, or is it
a new and more accurate concept of positive developmental
processes? 

According to the author the latter is correct. He differenti-
ates between negative disintegration, which usually manifests
in serious psychic and organic disturbances and psychosis―
and positive disintegration―which consists of the loosening or
breaking up of those human psychic structures and functions
which are primitive, lower, narrow, and anti-developmental,
a loosening which allows the development of richer, higher,
creative functions. (Dąbrowski, n.d., p. 4)

In a study where the intervention was one of eight literary essays
(the essay genre) or one of eight short stories (the narrative genre), 
the University of Toronto researchers found that it was the perceived
literary quality (not genre) that predicted personality change (Djikic,
Oatley, & Carland, 2012). Those who read the short story had lower
scores on a scale measuring the need for cognitive closure than did
those who read the essays (Djikic, Oatley, & Moldoveanu, 2013). A
lower need for cognitive closure is consistent with Dąbrowski’s notion
of persons at level III having a higher tolerance for frustration―they
are “able to perceive the positive aspects of frustration,” which “leads
to [the] activation of creative tendencies” (Dąbrowski, 1996, p. 112).

Djikic (2011) also looked at the effect of music on personality
change. One of the things I found so interesting about her report on
this experiment was the passage in the introduction of her report that
seems to correspond so well with the theory of positive disintegration.
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According to dynamical systems theory,4 change in stable
systems (including psychological systems) is preceded by a
type of discontinuity called critical fluctuations …such that
one can see an increased variability in the system before it 
reorganizes and transitions to a new stable level. The increase
in variability in traits (evidenced as a discontinuity, or a 
crisis) has been found just prior to adversarial growth in 
psychotherapeutic situations…through crystallization of 
discontent before significant life changes…and in develop-
mentally active life periods…To be a developmentally active
force, art needs to be able to produce fluctuations in personal-
ity that precede long-term changes. I hypothesized that art
provides a controlled means of introducing the variability into
a personality system—an opportunity that, if taken, may lead
to a long-term developmental change. (Djikic, 2011, p. 237)

In reading these comments I cannot help but think that Djikic and her
colleagues would profit immensely by being introduced to the theory
of positive disintegration.

The music experiment reported by Djikic consisted of administer-
ing the Big Five Inventory to 87 participants before and subsequently
being randomly assigned to listen to a song by Franz Schubert
(Ständchen) in one of three conditions: (1) music and lyrics, (2)
music alone, or (3) lyrics alone. The greatest amount of personality
change occurred as a result of listening to music alone. Music was
found to have the “potential to cause fluctuation or change in stable
ways that individuals perceive themselves” and the authors felt the
results “may demonstrate the potential of music (and art in general) to
open up one’s personality…to a more lasting personality change.”

The studies on the effects of literature and music just described
indicate that the arts can produce some variation in self-reported 
personality traits irrespective of the psychological predisposition of 
the subjects. However, in an experimental study published in 2012,
Djikic, Oatley and Peterson examined the effect of visual art of two
kinds (abstract versus narrative) on two types of persons (serene 
versus unsettled). 

The participants (N = 61) completed a set of questionnaires, 
including a measure of unsettledness (at the moment of viewing the
paintings) and the Big Five Inventory. Then they viewed a series of
paintings, Giotto's Seven Vices, either unmodified to exhibit a high
narrative structure or modified to exhibit a low narrative structure, 
and then filled out the Big Five Inventory a second time.5

Among the results reported were the following: (1) the degree 
of unsettledness was negatively correlated with personality change 
(r = -.39), and (2) in the condition of low narrative coherence, serene
individuals experienced significantly more personality fluctuations
than unsettled individuals. The results suggest that unsettled persons
may need more narrative coherence in the art they engage with, while
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serene individuals, open to less-structured and more ambiguous art,
experience greater personality instability.

These results are consistent with Dąbrowski’s observation 
that relaxation allows people the freedom to imagine experiencing 
different emotions, to undergo changes in their psyche, and to engage
in different behaviors.

In meditation and even in contemplation, or when relaxed, they
imagine in their psychic mirror this or another period of their
life, they analyze such periods, they analyze all the important
activities of that period, they put them in a hierarchical 
order, and many dynamisms of the inner psychic milieu are
introduced in order to see and feel the dynamics of their own
development.

With some practice, they can represent in an analytical 
and hierarchical way, in their imagination, many different 
emotions, many different changes in the psyche and many 
different actions. The readiness to represent themselves as an
object, as an image in a mirror with movements and psychic
expression gives such people a good basis for development
through positive disintegration. (Dąbrowski, n.d., p. 259)

––––––––––––––––––––––––
Conclusion     

––––––––––––––––––––––––

1. While acknowledging the usual understanding of the term creativity,
as useful innovation, Dąbrowski’s primary concern is with the manner
in which creativity applies to personality development.

2. Persons in any given creative domain (in broad terms) have 
characteristic overexcitability profiles.

3. Dąbrowski's understanding of creativity is dynamic. The quality 
of creativity varies according to the personality level of the creative
person.

a. In Dąbrowski’s view, the most complete type of creativity is 
one that is multilevel―one that presupposes, and points to, 
a hierarchy of values.

b. The lower the level of personality, the more limited is the 
creative capacity.

c. There is a body of research that suggests that creativity is not 
always positive. Creativity (one presumes at lower levels of 
personality development) can actually enhance dishonesty and 
justification for dishonest behavior.

4. Works of art can serve a number of developmental functions.
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a. They can provide relief from the stress of personality growth 
and allow time for reflection.

b. They can provide models of developmental processes.

c. They can initiate a loosening up of psychic structures, or 
fluctuations in the way people see themselves―i.e., they 
can gently facilitate positive disintegration.

5. Dąbrowski provided examples, usually without giving reasons for
his designation, of artists and creative products that in his view were
either unilevel or multilevel.

Notes

1. For Dąbrowski, “Intuition is an indispensable component of any 
creative research and any act of discovery in daily life” (1973, p. 191).

2. For a commentary on Goya’s etching and a commentary on a 
composition of Penderecki (by an art historian and a conductor 
respectively) in which are discussed the transformation and “friendly
acceptance” of fear in those works, see Roberta M. Alford (1960),
“Francisco Goya and the Intentions of the Artist,” The Journal of 

Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 18 (4), pp. 482–493;  and Robert 
Henderson (1967), “Penderecki's St Luke Passion,” The Musical

Times, 108 (1491), pp. 422–423. The comments of these two authors
correspond with Dąbrowski's discussion of the transformation of 
states of fear resulting from exposure to the arts (Dąbrowski, 1996, 
pp. 53–54).

3. As defined in Psychoneurosis Is Not an Illness, the reality function
is,

A function which guides the behavior of the individual in his 
testing of internal and external reality. It adapts his behavior to 
the demands of those levels of reality which he perceives as the
more vital. Reality function at a low level deals with the basic
needs of everyday living. Reality function at a high level deals
with the experiences and processes of inner creative reality.
(Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 304)

4. For an analysis of the complementarity of dynamical systems theory
with the theory of positive disintegration, see Laycraft, 2012.

5. Since changes in personality traits due to reading a work of 
literature or listening to music were found in previous research to 
be idiosyncratic (Djikic et al., 2009; Djikic, 2011), a measure of 
non-specific personality change (Personality Change Index) was 
determined by regressing scores for the five traits (measured by the
Big Five Inventory) at Time 2 on the scores for Time 1, followed by
summing the absolute values of standardized residuals over the five
traits.
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