
1 
 

Appendix D: Timeline based on Project Files in QDA Miner 

 

1929 – Dabrowski did his doctoral dissertation on the psychology of suicide at the University of 
Geneva and published it with his name phoneticized to Dombrowski (Piechowski, 2014b; 2015). 

It is an extremely detailed systematic review of all the possible conditions leading to 
suicide, including suicide by couples and by children. Dabrowski also draws attention to 
cases in which there is a conflict between the individual and social life, “between his 
affective tendencies and a critical stance toward others, between an ideal, that sometimes 
even the subject himself recognizes as unreal, and the world of reality” (p. 87). He also 
discusses cases when strong imagination and a series of disappointments may lead some 
individuals to a deeply pessimistic outlook on life. He speaks of a “thirst for the absolute, 
the unshakeableness of emotions, the firmness of values” that exert a decisive influence 
on how a person who is “hypersensitive, hyperindividualistic, and overexcitable” views 
life (p. 64). Later he will describe these things as inner conflict and positive 
maladjustment. (Piechowski, 2014b) 

 

1937 – The first major work in which the overexcitabilities appear is Dabrowski's 1937 
monograph on the psychological sources of self-mutilation. The overexcitabilities explicitly 
discussed in this work are: psychomotor, emotional, sexual, and sensual (Piechowski, 1995, 
1999, 2000, 2008, 2014b, 2015; Piechowski, Silverman, & Falk, 1985). 

References to the idea of overexcitability first appeared in Dabrowski's study 
"Psychological Bases of Self-mutilation" in Genetic Psychological Monographs, 19, 1-
104, 1937 ("Genetic" means "developmental" here.) (Piechowski, 2000). 

The nucleus of the theory is already contained in the final conclusion of that early 
monograph:  

...voluntary and nonpathological forms of self-mutilation, useful for selfcontrol and 
the harmonization into a higher type of personality, are a very important mechanism 
of self-education, of the completion of sublimation of a way to a philosophy of life, 
based on the ennobling value of suffering. In emotionally overexcitable, introverted 
individuals, this is one of the noblest forms of adaptation to life after having 
experienced hardships, an expression of the protest against injury, suffering, and 
death. (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977) 

 

1938 – The five forms of psychic overexcitability were discovered by Dabrowski prior to the 
formulation of his theory. In his 1938 paper are described "types of increased psychic 
overexcitabilities." (Piechowski, 1975a, 1979, 2000; Piechowski & Colangelo, 1984; Piechowski 
& Cunningham, 1985; Piechowski & Miller, 1995) 
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This first study was followed in 1938 by a description of three more forms of enhanced 
psychic excitability: sensual, imaginational, and intellectual (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 
1977). 

The first paper devoted to overexcitability was "Types of Increased Psychic Excitability" 
(in Polish) in the Bulletin of the Institute of Mental Hygiene (Warsaw) in 1938 
(Piechowski, 2000). 

The theory of positive disintegration is foreshadowed in Dabrowski's 1937 monograph 
“The psychological bases of self-mutilation” and in the 1938 paper on the types of 
increased psychic excitability (Dabrowski, 1937, 1938). In that paper only four types of 
overexcitability are presented: psychomotor, emotional, imaginational, and sensual; the 
intellectual was not included. (Piechowski, 2014b) 

 

1939-1945 – The invasion of Poland in 1939 eliminated any possibility of research or publication 
during the six years of the Second World War. The post-war conditions were very difficult 
because of the devastation of the country and extensive losses of research and clinical staff. 
(Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977) 

 

1949 –The first paper on "Disintegration as a Positive Stage in the Development of the 
Individual" (in Polish) appeared in 1949 in Zdrowie Psychiczne (Mental Health) (Piechowski, 
2000). 

 

1959 – Dabrowski emphasized the disequilibrating, disorganizing, and disintegrating action of 
overexcitability on various areas of psychological functioning. Overexcitability of the 
imagination and the intellect were only hinted at in his 1937 monograph. He gave the fullest 
description of the five forms of psychic overexcitability in his book Social-Educational Child 
Psychiatry published in Poland in 1959, second edition in 1964. (Piechowski, 1995) 

Overexcitability was defined by the following characteristics: (1) a reaction that exceeds 
the stimulus, (2) a reaction that lasts much longer than average, (3) the reaction often not 
being related to the stimulus (e.g., a fantasy image in response to an intellectual 
stimulus), and (4) a ready relaying of emotional experience to the sympathetic nervous 
system (fast beating of the heart, flushing, perspiring, headaches) (Dabrowski, 1964a, 
p.74). There he also discussed the clinical and educational implications of the five 
overexcitabilities as well as challenges they pose in raising a child prone to a high level 
of stimulation. (Piechowski, 1995) 

Dabrowski built his theory over many years. In its initial outline, published in 1959 in 
France in the Annales Médico-Psychologiques, he laid two concepts at its foundation: 
developmental potential and multilevelness. The concept of developmental potential 
addresses the properties of the nervous system that enable us to feel and experience 
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deeply and to transform the experience in the course of personal growth. The concept of 
multilevelness introduces the notion that the extremes for good and for bad of human 
emotions, motivations, values, strivings, and behaviors make more sense if examined 
through a prism of levels. (Piechowski, 2014a) 

In his first outline of development through positive disintegration, which appeared in 
French in 1959, overexcitability does not even have a section. Under the communist 
regime, publication of the book On Positive Disintegration was delayed until 1964 
(Piechowski, 2014b). 

 

1964 – Dabrowski's first full statement of his theory was published in 1964 although the book 
was written several years earlier. Poland was under communism and the manuscript had to wait 
for sufficient thawing of restrictions and censorship before it could be finally published by the 
State Physicians Publishing House. (Piechowski, 2000) 

In translation the title of the book is On Positive Disintegration and the subtitle reads: An 
Outline of the Theory of Human Mental Development through Mental Disequilibrium, 
Nervousness, Neuroses and Psychoneuroses. (Piechowski, 2000) 

His first major work on the theory of positive disintegration was published also in 1964 
(Dabrowski, 1964b) and much of it in revised form was incorporated into Personality 
Shaping through Positive Disintegration which appeared in 1967. (Piechowski, 1995) 

In the first formulation of his theory, Dabrowski stressed the distinction between unilevel 
and multilevel growth processes. The whole thrust of his explanation of the theory was 
toward elucidation of the different dynamics of inner growth: unilevel--with inner 
conflicts, poor resolution, and little if any inner transformation (in other words, a 
disintegration that recycles problems); and multilevel-with strong inner conflicts pushing 
for a resolution by inner transformation from a lower to a higher level (a process of 
dismantling the old self and letting a new self grow). (Piechowski, 2000) 

The constructs of levels became more defined than they were in Dabrowski’s first 
extended presentation of his theory in 1964 (in Polish) or in 1967 (English version) where 
the main emphasis was on distinguishing multilevel from unilevel process. Most of the 
dynamisms of Levels IV and V were not even identified and named. (Piechowski, 2009) 

 

1965-66 – When Dabrowski arrived in Montreal in 1965-1966, his theory was not yet completed. 
He met there with the philosopher Andrew Kawczak. Together they worked on the 72 formal 
statements defining the theory (Battaglia, 2002). None of them address developmental potential. 
(Piechowski, 2008) 

"In 1966 the senior author started teaching in the Department of Psychology at the 
University of Alberta" (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977). 
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1967 – The larger portion of this book [See above (1964) On Positive Disintegration] - 
description of the theory and the case examples of Michelangelo, C.W. Beers, J. Ferguson, and 
J.W. Dawid - was subsequently translated (with some errors) into English and published as 
Personality-Shaping through Positive Disintegration. (Piechowski, 2000) 

In place of a chapter on psychophysiological theories (Janet, Freud, Adler, Jung, 
Rorschach), a chapter on "Methods of Personality Shaping" was introduced (Piechowski, 
2000). 

In this work, thanks to a different translator, the term is "excessive excitability" and it 
embraces the standard five forms. "Excessive excitability is, among others, a sign that 
one's adaptation to the environment is disturbed. These disintegration processes are based 
on various forms of increased psychic excitability, namely on psychomotor, imaginative, 
affectional, sensual, and mental hyperexcitability." (Dabrowski, 1967, p. 61) 

"Their description at that time still contained more terms usually associated with neuroses 
than developmental potential" (Piechowski, 1995). 

I started working with Dabrowski in the winter of 1967, soon after taking a faculty 
position at the University of Alberta in Edmonton. I had previously heard from an Italian 
friend about Dabrowski's theory that psychoneurosis should be treated not as an illness 
but rather as a process of emotional growth. This intrigued me. At 64, Dabrowski made a 
strong impression with his goatee, intense eyes, animation, lively gesticulation, friendly 
smile, and vibrant voice. 

Dabrowski suggested that we meet on Sunday afternoons to go over these fractured texts. 
Sentence by sentence, I asked what he meant, and he explained. Dabrowski had the 
tendency to write a sentence where a paragraph was needed, so I kept asking for 
elaboration. Bit by bit, his theory emerged. Dabrowski talked passionately about the inner 
psychic milieu, the processes of positive disintegration, multilevelness (often coupled in 
one breath with multidimensional diagnosis), and the dynamisms. The thrust of his 
thinking was directed toward multilevel disintegration, and it was about this time that the 
conception of levels IV and V began to take its final form. (Piechowski, 2008) 

  

1968 – In the summer of 1968, Dabrowski was invited to the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, 
California to give a weeklong workshop. The invitation came through his contact with Abraham 
Maslow, who saw great promise in Dabrowski's theory as one that emphasized human potential 
(Maslow, 1968). Dabrowski asked me to come along to help him present the theory. 
(Piechowski, 2008) 

Dabrowski had two pieces of our collaboration translated into French and published in 
Annales Médico-Psychologiques. The first, on the inner psychic milieu, contained my 
initial attempt to create a visual picture of the dynamisms of the theory that would place 
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them in the order that Dabrowski felt they tended to emerge (Dabrowski, 1968). 
(Piechowski, 2008) 

 

1969 – The second piece was on higher emotions and values, in which Dabrowski argued for an 
objectively based, universal hierarchy of values (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1969) (Piechowski, 
2008).  

Dabrowski, K. & Piechowski, M. M. (1969) Les émotions superieures et l'objectivité 
d'évalutation. Annales Médico-Psychologiques, 127(2), 589-613. 

 

1969-1972 – In 1969 [Dabrowski] was awarded a three-year grant by Canada Council to study 
levels of emotional development. Research was completed in 1972 and reported in 
Multilevelness of Emotional and of Instinctive Functions, Volume 2: Types and Levels of 
Development, containing methods and their application in seven case studies. The present 
volume contains four of them: no. 1, no. 3, no. 6, and Saint-Exupery. (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 
1977) 

Eventually Dabrowski received a grant to develop ways of assessing levels of emotional 
development. His research team collected a number of life histories and administered 
psychological tests. It fell to me to develop a method of analyzing the life histories. This 
research was designed to showcase Dabrowski's conception of levels and application to 
clinical work. As a happy byproduct, it provided a strong empirical test of his theory. 
(Piechowski, 2014a) 

 

1970 – The result of these sessions were chapters in Mental Growth through Positive 
Disintegration, a work that owes a very significant part to Andrzej Kawczak, a philosopher at 
Loyola University of Montreal, who worked with Dabrowski for a number of years. (Piechowski, 
2008) 

In that book a wide range of subjects was tackled, among them, the philosophical 
background of the theory, the inner psychic milieu, the role of higher emotions in the 
development of nonarbitrary value hierarchy, and a formulation of seventy-two 
hypotheses concerning mental development. (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977) 

[Regarding OEs in Personality-Shaping (1967)] Their description at that time still 
contained more terms usually associated with neuroses than developmental potential. But 
in Mental Growth through Positive Disintegration, published in 1970, the OEs appeared 
under the rubric of "Differentiated Potentials of Developmental Instinct" At this point 
their description took on a distinctly positive note. (Piechowski, 1995) 
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The dynamisms of Levels IV and V did not appear until 1970, (also those that were not 
level-specific but changed character in each level) however the structure of the five levels 
was not yet fully worked out (Piechowski, 2000).  

As a component of developmental potential, overexcitability does not appear until 1970 
in Mental Growth through Positive Disintegration. Also, not until that time, did 
Dabrowski have all the moving and transforming forces of personal growth (the 
dynamisms) in place (Piechowski, 2008). (Piechowski, 2014b) 

Pages of the book, particularly pages 31-32, show how the concept of developmental 
potential was beginning to take form: the coexistence of overexcitabilities and of certain 
opposing traits like introversion and extraversion with potential for transformation 
(Piechowski, 2015). 

As the project was getting off the ground, I left the University of Alberta in January of 
1970 to become once again a graduate student at the University of Wisconsin, this time in 
counseling. My departure did not make Dabrowski happy. However, our close 
collaboration continued until 1975. (Piechowski, 2008, 2014a) 

August 1970 - First International Conference on the Theory of Positive Disintegration, 
Laval, Quebec. 

 

1971 – Dynamics of Concepts published in Polish: Pojecia zyja i rozwijaja sie. Ze studiow nad 
dynamika pojec. London 1971, Gryf Publication. 

 

1972 – The years 1970 and 1971 were spent working together on his book Psychoneurosis Is Not 
an Illness (1972). Pages with clarifications, elaborations, inclusion of new clinical examples, and 
successive revisions grew to a stack one foot high. (Piechowski, 2008) 

Dabrowski's theory took many years to evolve to its final form in 1972 (Piechowski, 
2008). 

The "third factor" (always referred to in quotation marks) was conceived and described 
years before the "second factor". Hierarchization did not become a distinct dynamism 
until 1972, the result of analysis of the cases in the re-search project that culminated in 
volume two of Multilevelness. (Piechowski, 2000) 

Finally having the complete list of dynamisms prepared the ground for the detailed 
analysis of case material that constitutes volume two. Definition of the structure and 
character of the five levels did not emerge until the years 1972-74, the period of the most 
intensive work on Multilevelness. Note that the manuscript of volume one was completed 
two years after volume two. (Piechowski, 2000) 

Dabrowski published two books under the name P. Cienen – Existential Thoughts and 
Aphorisms and Fragments from the Diary of a Madman.  
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Multilevelness of Emotional and Instinctive Functions: Part 2: Types and Levels of 
Development (Dabrowski & Piechowski, with King (Rankel) and Amend). 

 

1973 – Publication of Dynamics of Concepts in English (Dabrowski with Kawczak and 
Sochanska). 

I decided to create an overexcitability questionnaire to give to the gifted middle and high 
school students attending the Laboratory. This was the first OEQ. It had 46 open-ended 
questions formulated from the 433 expressions of overexcitability that I had collected 
from autobiographies and Verbal Stimuli I had just finished analyzing. (Piechowski, 
1979, 2008) 

I asked my fellow assistants for names of the students they found most interesting. I then 
invited these students to participate in my research. When they agreed, I sent them a 
questionnaire of 46 items...Because I didn't want to scare off the students with the length 
of the questionnaire, I mailed it in two five-page installments. In the end I received 31 
completed questionnaires, which meant about 1,400 responses to look at-an abundance of 
interesting material. As I was reading through it, I saw that the students interpreted the 
questions in their own way. In other words, the questions did not determine the type of 
response. (Piechowski, 1979, 2014b) 

 

1974 – Completion of Multilevelness of Emotional and Instinctive Functions. Part 1: Theory and 
Description of Levels and Behavior (Dabrowski). 

Publication of "Two Developmental Concepts: Multilevelness and Developmental 
Potential" (Piechowski). 

  

1975 – Publication of "A Theoretical and Empirical Approach to the Study of Development" 
(Piechowski). 

Publication of Formless forms: The conceptual structure of theories of counseling and 
psychotherapy (Piechowski). 

 

1976-1977 – After getting my degree in counseling from the University of Wisconsin, I took a 
faculty position at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. My first graduate student, 
Margaret Lee Schmidt, chose for her Master's thesis the comparison of Kohlberg's and 
Dabrowski's theories (Schmidt, 1977). (Piechowski, 2008) 

Publication of Theory of Levels of Emotional Development, Vols. 1 & 2 (Dabrowski & 
Piechowski). 
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1978 – Publication of " Self-actualization as a developmental structure: A profile of Antoine de 
Saint Exupéry" (Piechowski). 

As Saint-Exupéry was Dabrowski's choice, I submitted the paper under my name and his. 
I sent a copy to Dabrowski but got no response. It took almost two years before I got the 
galleys. They came without Dabrowski's name on them. As it turned out, he wrote to the 
editor of Genetic Psychology Monographs asking that his name be dropped from the 
paper. To his credit, he did not block the publication, but it was odd that he did not 
inform me of his decision. So I asked him, and he explained that every paper on his 
theory should have his name as the first author. However, there was also another reason. 
He felt strongly that Maslow's belief that satisfaction of lower needs would more or less 
automatically move people toward self-actualization was fundamentally wrong. He didn't 
know that Maslow had changed his position and realized that self-actualization does not 
necessarily follow satisfaction of all of the needs below (Maslow, 1971). I believe he 
must not have read Maslow's description of self-actualizing people nor gotten through my 
paper (it is rather dense). His conclusion was that his theory and Maslow's could not be 
commensurate. He never understood that by providing a theoretical structure for 
Maslow's concept of self-actualization, his theory was showing its power. Here were two 
independently developed conceptions that had a perfect correspondence. How often does 
this happen? (Piechowski, 2008) 

 

1979 – After we all graduated, Nick and another of our officemates, Ron T. Zaffrann, conceived 
the idea of putting together a book under the title New Voices in Counseling the Gifted 
(Colangelo & Zaffrann, 1979). It was the first book of its kind and was graced by a general 
chapter on developmental potential and one on a clinical example of multilevel potential 
(Ogburn-Colangelo, 1979; Piechowski, 1979a). (Piechowski, 2008) 

This chapter describes a psychological model of giftedness based on the concept of 
developmental potential taken from Dabrowski's theory of human development. The 
model deals with the underlying dimensions of giftedness with emphasis on creative 
potential. The main part of the paper is a description of five forms of psychic 
overexcitability-the principal components of the developmental potential. (Piechowski, 
1979) 

The description and examples illustrating the five forms of overexcitability are derived 
from two sources: 

1. A systematic examination of 433 instances of overexcitability identified in 
autobiographical material (Piechowski, 1973). The original source of this material was a 
study of six subjects plus a historical case of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, the author of The 
Little Prince (Dabrowski and Piechowski, 1972). Of the six subjects, four were gifted: a 
folksinger (female), a painter and writer (17-year old male, high school junior), an art 
teacher and poet (female), and a psychologist (female) who was also a writer and poet. 
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry was both gifted and creative (one of the most valued and best-
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selling writers in France to this day), a man of universal values, and a self-actualizing 
individual. (The complete study of Saint-Exupéry is reported in volume 2 of Dabrowski 
and Piechowski, 1977, and in Piechowski, 1978.) The breakdown in the amount of 
material representing each form of overexcitability was as follows: psychomotor–68 
instances, sensual–15, intellectual–61, imaginational–83 emotional–206. 

2. Pilot material collected in 1973-75 at the Research and Guidance Laboratory for 
Superior Students at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. High school students of 
superior ability participating in the program at the laboratory were asked to answer an 
open-ended questionnaire of 46 items. The questions were designed to elicit material 
representative of the five forms of psyche overexcitability. Thirty one completed 
questionnaires were received. (Piechowski, 1979) 
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