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SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT: 
A REPLY TO CHOJNOWSKI’S 

“THREE WAYS TO READ DABROWSKI’S THEORY.”

Abstract: This is a strange case where one 
author criticizes another for the exact op-
posite of what that author said. Referenc-
es are cited but never a single quotation to 
support the misguided criticism. The aim 
of this paper is to set the record straight. 
In particular, Piechowski never suggest-
ed that the  first two levels be dropped 
from Dąbrowski’s theory, yet Chojnows-
ki (2023) repeatedly asserts that he did. 
Developmental potential, a key concept in 
the theory, not only is included in almost 
all Piechowski’s works but he has devel-
oped an empirical formula for it, yet Cho-
jnowski claims that Piechowski makes de-
velopmental potential almost irrelevant in 

favor of the environment. Furthermore, in 
his theoretical speculations, Chojnowski 
comes up with notions about developmen-
tal potential that are directly contradicted 
by how Dąbrowski defined it. The same 
can be said of his ideas about the second 
level in the theory of positive disintegra-
tion. This strange case also raises questions 
about the review process because the re-
viewers appear to have been uncritical and 
unquestioning.

Keywords: theory of positive disintegra-
tion, developmental potential, primary 
integration, unilevel disintegration, self-
actualization, psychic energy, peer review.

I have worked closely with Professor Kazimierz Dąbrowski for eight years, from 1967 
to 1975. The result are chapters and books in which Dąbrowski developed the final 
version of his theory (Dabrowski, 1972, Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1969, Dabrowski, 
Kawczak & Piechowski, 1970, Dabrowski & Piechowski, 19771)).

Correspondence a ddress:C spirgif@earthlink.net, https://orcid.org/0009-0000-7446-4607.
1)  About this work Chojnowski (2023) writes: “Piechowski went so far as to make chang-

es in the two books co-authored with Dąbrowski without Dąbrowski’s permission, including 
changing the title to Theory of levels of emotional development (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977) 
and correcting the subtitles.” Chojnowski got this information second hand and never had 
the courtesy to check the facts with me. This is what happened. Dąbrowski urged me to find 
a publisher for the two volumes. I sent copies of the work to 19 publishers, including Little, 
Brown that earlier published his two books, Positive Disintegration (1964) and Personality-
shaping through positive disintegration (1967). All were rejected. Then in 1977 a new publisher, 
Dabor Science, offered to publish the work and gave a very short term of several months for 
preparing it for print. Dąbrowski was in Poland. We had one long telephone conversation re-
garding this offer to publish the two volumes. In those days, overseas telephone connections 
had to be planned in advance and were not as easy as today. The publisher then requested 
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Chojnowski (2023) claims that in my interpretation “The theory has been changed 
so much that it does not look like the theory of positive disintegration anymore, be-
cause disintegration is no longer its central point.” This is an extreme claim for which 
Chojnowski provides no support and everything I have written on Dąbrowski’s theory 
shows it to be false. The only “change” is my proposal to drop the label “primary in-
tegration,” because primary integration cannot be the starting point for development 
through positive disintegration. Level I remains in place (Piechowski, 2014, 2015).

Chojnowski (2023) cites nothing to support his claim that my interpretation “rejects 
those parts of Dąbrowski’s theory that are more controversial, thus robbing the theory 
of its originality.” He does not specify which parts of the theory are controversial. He 
twice accuses me of “flattening” the theory–an image to boggle the mind. Contrary to 
Chojnowski’s assertions, the references he cites say clearly that I did essential work on 
the concept of developmental potential, even finding an empirical formula for it. I never 
recommended eliminating Levels I and II from the theory, yet Chojnowski says 11 times 
that I did (pp. 261, 263–four times, 266, 267, 268, 269, 271, and 273). The source of 
this false claim can be found in Mendaglio and Tillier (2015, p. 226).

In his theorizing, Chojnowski (2023) has paid no attention to the actual research 
that has been done on TPD over the last fifty years. And yet he proposes to “modify” 
the theory to make it “more coherent” as if the theory was lacking in coherence. Again, 
he does not point to where the lack of coherence lies.

Chojnowski’s lack of grounding in developmental psychology, especially early 
childhood development, leads him to assert long outdated views on child develop-
ment and discount decades of research.

Multilevelness Research Project

From very early on in my work with Dąbrowski I realized that developmental poten-
tial and multilevelness are the principal concepts of the theory of positive disintegra-
tion (Piechowski, 1974), and that it is the concept of DP that makes the theory a good 
theory from a scientific point of view. A good theory not only describes the phenome-
na in question but aims also to explain them. DP is the concept that provides expla-
nation for the attainment of different levels in Dąbrowski’s theory. In most of my wri-
tings and research the DP is always included (Piechowski, 1974, 1975, 1978, 1979, 
1984, 1985, 1986, 1989, 1991, 1997, 1999, 2002, 2003, 2008, 2009; Daniels & Pie-
chowski, 2009; Lysy & Piechowski, 1983; Piechowski & Cunningham, 1985; Pie-
chowski & Miller, 1995; Piechowski, Silverman, & Falk, 1985). The four references 
marked in bold are cited by Chojnowski, it is therefore curious why he says that I con-
sider DP of little importance.

In the chapter, “Discovering Dabrowski’s Theory” (Piechowski, 2008), I describe 
the evolution of the theory of positive disintegration which I helped Dąbrowski final-
ize (Dabrowski, 1972; Dabrowski, Kawczak, & Piechowski, 1970). This involved de-

the change in the title. This was the time when developmental psychology was dominated by 
cognitive development and Kohlberg’s levels of moral reasoning. I decided to change the title 
to emphasize emotional development. I regret not checking this with Dąbrowski but the pres-
sure to submit the manuscript to the publisher and the  lack of ease, and the high cost, of 
overseas telephone communication prevented me from doing so.
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cisions on the dynamisms at each level of development. The chapter reviews research 
that helps us see how the theory works, so it is odd why Chojnowski cites it but shows 
no evidence of being familiar with its content.

In the years 1969-1972, Canada Council funded three years of Dąbrowski’s re-
search to showcase levels of development through positive disintegration. The  cul-
mination of the project were two volumes, the first presenting the theory in detail, 
the second presenting the content analysis of six cases, each at a different level, select-
ed from a  larger pool of autobiographical material. Since a Level IV case was lack-
ing, Dąbrowski chose the French aviator and writer, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. This 
work provided empirical tests of the theory and allowed me to write “A theoretical and 
empirical approach to the  study of development” (Piechowski, 1975) that outlined 
the essential concepts of the  theory and presented an empirical equation for calcu-
lating developmental potential. Plugging in the frequencies of dynamisms and over-
excitabilities in a given case, the equation produces an index of developmental level 
(Piechowski, 2008).

At the  request of the  Editor, Dąbrowski wrote a  foreword to the  monograph. 
Thanks to this we have learned what experiences at the end of the First World War 
drove him to develop his theory. As a 16-year-old in 1918 he witnessed a battle. “When 
the exchange of artillery fire ended, fighting went on with cold steel. When the battle 
was over I saw several hundred young soldiers lying dead, their lives cut in cruel and 
senseless manner. …The juxtaposition of inhuman forces and inhuman humans with 
those who were sensitive, capable of sacrifice, courageous, gave a vivid panorama of 
a scale of values from the lowest to the highest” (Dąbrowski, 1975, p. 233).

Developmental potential: Mostly irrelevant?

Theories need empirical testing. The Multilevelness Research Project produced three 
empirical tests of theory (Dąbrowski & Piechowski, 1977, vol. 2). The method was 
content analysis. Autobiographical material was divided into response units. Each unit 
was analyzed for the presence of dynamisms, and overexcitabilities. The empirical te-
sts were: (1) Reconstitution of the overall structure of levels from individual profiles, 
(2) constancy of developmental potential across earlier and later parts of an autobio-
graphy, (3) three-way agreement in deriving a quantitative index of level between stan-
dard neurological examination used by Dąbrowski, autobiography and Verbal Stimuli 
(open-ended responses to certain emotional items, for instance, great joy, great sad-
ness, inner conflict, and the like). The Project also enabled the formulation of an em-
pirical equation of calculating level of development from the components of develop-
mental potential. The equation is

DP = d + oe

where d is the frequency of dynamisms per response unit of autobiographical material 
of a case, oe is the frequency of overexcitabilities2). The equation is an approximation, 
to be sure, but still surprising that it works at all.

2)  See Piechowski (1975) for details how the formula was derived and how the level index 
was calculated.



Michael M. Piechowski168
Psychologia







 
wychowawcza








 

nr
 3

0/
20

24
, 1

65
–1

82

Dąbrowski defined developmental potential as “differentiated potentials of the de-
velopmental instinct”–“sensual, psychomotor, emotional, imaginational, or intellectu-
al hyperexcitability” (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 31), and as

The constitutional endowment which determines the character and the extent of 
mental growth possible for a given individual. The developmental potential can be 
assessed on the basis of the following components: psychic overexcitability, spe-
cial abilities and talents, and autonomous factors (notably the Third Factor).” (Da-
browski, 1972, p. 293).

The “autonomous factors” are understood as multilevel dynamisms, the agents of 
inner transformation. The first definition refers to raw developmental potential pri-
or to development; the  second definition refers to the  emergence of dynamisms in 
the process of development. The equation DP = d + oe reduces to DP = oe at birth in 
accordance with the first definition.

Developmental dynamisms emerge from the raw fabric of overexcitabilities. One 
case in the Multilevelness Research Project allowed for a test of this. The early part 
of the autobiography (up to age 15) had more instances of the presence of overexcit-
abilities than of dynamisms. In the second part, the instances of dynamisms increased 
while those of overexcitabilities diminished. How this transformation takes place is an 
open question (Piechowski, 1975, 2008).

Chojnowski (2023) cites my chapter, “Discovering Dabrowski’s Theory” 
(Piechowski, 2008) and repeatedly asserts the opposite of what I wrote. The first line 
of the chapter’s section “Limited DP is Not Necessarily Limiting” reads: “Develop-
mental potential is a necessary concept in Dąbrowski’s theory to explain differences 
in attained level of development” (p. 54). As if he has never seen this line, Chojnow-
ski says, “In Piechowski’s interpretation, developmental potential is mostly irrelevant 
and is not understood as genetics” (p. 266) and claims that I believe in “Rejection or 
extreme reduction of the role of developmental potential in determining the scope of 
development of a given individual” (p. 267). What led him to such beliefs is the mys-
tery of an alternate reality.

In his speculations on developmental potential Chojnowski makes the judgment 
that “Such dynamisms as feeling inferior to oneself are even more important than 
overexcitabilities” (Chojnowski, 2023, p. 272). He does not seem to understand, as ex-
plained above, that overexcitabilities are the raw developmental potential at the start of 
development and that dynamisms emerge from the process of transformation of over-
excitabilities into dynamisms (Wells & Falk, 2021).

Intuition, a Missing Component in TPD

Discussing personality theories, Dąbrowski saw a close affinity of TPD with Jung’s 
analytic psychology (Dąbrowski, 1972). Lysy used the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 
and the Overexcitability Questionnaire (open-ended)3) to compare the  functions of 
sensing, intuiting, feeling, and thinking with the five overexcitabilities in 20 counse-
lors (doctoral level) and 22 graduate students in various academic disciplines. The re-

3)  I developed the first overexcitability questionnaire from the material Dabrowski col-
lected and which I analyzed (Dąbrowski & Piechowski, 1972, volume 2; Piechowski, 1979).
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sults showed that the Jungian functions and the overexcitabilities are dissimilar, on-
ly sensual and imaginational OEs correlated weakly with feeling (Lysy, 1979; Lysy & 
Piechowski, 1983).

Lysy used the Definition-Response Instrument (Gage et al., 1981) to assess de-
velopmental level and seek correlations with Jungian functions and overexcitabili-
ties. Regression analysis showed that the strongest correlation with developmental 
level was with intellectual and emotional OEs and with intuition. Dąbrowski often 
spoke of the importance of intuition but did not include it in his theory. Lysy’s re-
sult shows that intuition is a missing component in the theory of positive disintegra-
tion. While Dąbrowski emphasized the importance of intellectual, emotional, and 
imaginational OEs–sometimes called the  Big Three–for multilevel development, 
Lysy’s finding emphasizes the significance of only the first two. This research should 
be replicated and extended.

Who is Cutting Levels from the Theory?

According to Chojnowski (2023), I “suggested deleting the first level from the theory 
because it allows for too much spectrum of diagnosis” (p. 263). I don’t know what “too 
much spectrum of diagnosis” means but I most certainly did not suggest eliminating 
the first level from the theory. What I said was: “Abolishing the concept of primary in-
tegration does not mean that the concept of Level I should be abolished” (Piechowski, 
2014, p. 14), “the concept of primary integration should be abandoned and replaced 
with Level I” (ibidem, p. 17), and “The theory would lose none of its value if the two 
lower levels were never added” (Piechowski, 2015, p. 230).

My argument was that in the light of our knowledge of early child development, 
Dąbrowski’s concept of primary integration has no empirical basis. Primary means 
first in line and this position is held by an intensely emotional, reciprocal, and pro-
foundly social bond (Ainsworth & Wittig, 1969; Bowlby, 1969; Szalavitz & Perry, 
2010). Babies are immensely open to experience and to intense learning (Gopnik, 
2009). Chojnowski rejects this argument by citing outdated views of infancy.

What I  tried to do in the  paper on rethinking Dąbrowski’s theory was to fill 
the blank spaces (Dąbrowski’s description is just a very general sketch) with psycho-
logical knowledge of behaviors that fit Level I, a level of the struggle for survival and 
mentalities than can be subverted. Albert Bandura described eight ways to get around 
one’s conscience while engaging in harmful actions toward others (Bandura, 1986, 
2016).
1.	 Moral justification takes place when, for example, one is persuaded that “killing 

the enemy” serves a higher moral purpose such as protecting one’s country.
2.	 Euphemistic labeling serves to mask the  true nature of unethical behavior; for 

example, in a competitive situation cheating becomes strategic misrepresentation.
3.	 Advantageous comparison serves to minimize reprehensible behavior by comparing 

it with someone else’s actions that are much worse: “What I am doing is not as bad 
as what they are doing.”

4.	 Displacement of responsibility. When orders are followed uncritically it weakens 
personal restraints; at the same time it lessens concern for the well-being of others. 
Obeying orders is not automatic:
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	� It requires a strong sense of responsibility to be a good functionary… The self-
system operates most efficiently in the service of authority when followers as-
sume personal responsibility for being dutiful executors while relinquishing per-
sonal responsibility for the consequences of their behavior. (Bandura, 1986, 
p. 380, emphasis added).

	� Pernicious ideologies can inspire people to do harm with enthusiasm (Nicholson, 
2019).

5.	 Diffusion of responsibility takes place when a group as a whole decides on unethi-
cal action though individually the group members would not agree to it, or when, 
with a complex harmful task, there is subdivision of labor such that each segment 
of the task does not have an obvious relationship to the outcome.

6.	 Disregard for or distortion of consequences occurs when harm is inflicted at a distan-
ce; for instance, dropping bombs from a plane and calling it destroying “targets.”

7.	 Dehumanization shuts off one’s conscience when those who are harmed are seen as 
less than human; for example, when aborigines were hunted as game or when pre-
judice denigrates minorities and refuses them equal rights. Bandura points out that:

	� [Many] conditions of contemporary life are conducive to impersonalization 
and dehumanization. Bureaucratization, automation, urbanization, and high 
social mobility lead people to relate to each other in anonymous, impersonal ways. 
In addition, social practices that divide people into in-group and out-group 
members produce human estrangement that fosters dehumanization. (Ban-
dura, 1986, p. 382, emphasis added)

8.	 Attribution of blame, or blaming the victim, takes place when the mistreated are 
seen as deserving the mistreatment or as having brought it upon themselves.
Normal, decent, law-abiding persons may find themselves in situations that tem-

porarily make them do what Dąbrowski saw as “psychopathic” behavior. Such behav-
ior is deprived of consideration for others. It is moral disengagement that enables in-
dividuals to retain a belief in being good persons. The behavior is not a personality 
structure, but the consequence of a culture that increasingly puts distance between 
people (Bandura, 1986, 2016).

Contrary to the evidence in my paper where I elaborate on unilevel developmen-
tal processes (Piechowski, 2017), Chojnowski claims that I also suggested discarding 
Level II (Chojnowski, 2023, Abstract, pp. 263, 267, 268, 271, 275). Attributing to me 
what I never said, he writes, “later he proposed to cut the second level from the the-
ory as well (Piechowski, 2014, 2017)” (p. 263). Chojnowski does not seem to know 
the difference between a hypothetical statement “if the two levels were never added” 
and a proposition that they should be eliminated. In a complete contradiction of what 
he asserts, he cites the 2017 paper which discusses research showing the kinds of de-
velopmental changes that can be found in Level II.

The Paradox of Level I to V Development

While Chojnowski (2023) respects my argument that development from Level I  to 
Level V in one lifetime is impossible, as there is no multilevel potential and no inner 
psychic milieu at Level I–“At the level of primitive integration, strictly speaking, there 
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is no inner psychic milieu” (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 24)–he does not agree with it. He 
thinks that there are individuals who “choose to activate higher emotions and dynam-
ics and evolve through struggles and tensions to become fully developed personalities” 
(Chojnowski, 2023, p. 265). What is the process by which this would be possible with-
in Level I, and where is the evidence?

First of all, to say that an individual can “choose to activate higher emotions and 
dynamics” goes against the theory–it contradicts the fact that the initial phase of mul-
tilevel development is spontaneous, hence the name spontaneous multilevel disintegra-
tion. The emotions that awaken the process of inner change take the individual by 
surprise (dynamism of astonishment with oneself). An example of this can be found 
in the diaries of Etty Hillesum.

Love does indeed suit me to perfection, and yet it remains a mere trifle, set apart 
from what is truly essential, and deep inside me something is still locked away… 
I seem to be a match for most of life’s problems, and yet deep down something 
like a tightly wound ball of twine binds me relentlessly and at times I am nothing 
more or less than a miserable, frightened creature, despite the clarity with which 
I can express myself. (Hillesum, 2002, p. 4, emphasis added)

Clearly, one does not activate this process of one’s choice. Chojnowski presents no 
evidence to support his position.

Secondly, there is the issue of developmental potential which is minimal or absent 
at Level I. Chojnowski (2023) believes that even a strong developmental potential can 
stay inactive until something activates it, like instincts that are transformed “under 
the influence of higher emotions and values” (p. 272). But instincts and higher emo-
tions are not part of DP! As the potential is carried by the overexcitabilities, a strong 
DP means powerful excitability–how could this stay shut down and not make its pres-
ence known? (Piechowski, 2015). Didn’t Dabrowski indicate that such potentials can 
be seen early in life? “One can already observe in a child one and a half years old cer-
tain well-differentiated potentials of the developmental instinct” (Dąbrowski, 1970, 
p. 31). It is hard to conceive that a nervous system with very limited capacity for a wide 
range of intense emotions, as well as subtle ones, powerful imagination, penetrating 
intellectuality would spring up in such a poor substrate. Just as a thin wire can con-
duct only limited amount of electric current, so a nervous system of limited potential 
cannot support strong overexcitabilities. The other equally unlikely possibility is that 
a one-sided development would become global accelerated development while lacking 
the strength of essential overexcitabilities.

Finally, we have no known examples of individuals who could have started at 
Level I and reached Level IV, let alone V. I thought that the case of John Dean, 
President Nixon’s lawyer could be such a case. Young, highly intelligent, extreme-
ly ambitious, he advanced quickly. Prior to the Watergate scandal he realized that 
the illegal things the president was doing will only lead to trouble. Dean was not 
motivated by the ideals of justice and truth and responsibility to the American peo-
ple, he just wanted to save his own skin (Dean, 1976). The search for a possible 
case must continue, but until it is found, it is fruitless to argue that it is possible to 
awaken such potential in someone who shows no evidence of emotional and intel-
lectual overexcitability.

We have an example of development to Level V. It starts with a strong develop-
mental potential. The life of Peace Pilgrim not only exemplifies the attainment of Lev-
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el V but points even higher to the level of cosmic consciousness (Piechowski, 2009). 
Chojnowski (2023), without any explanation, and without any specific quotation, cites 
this paper, and four others, as evidence that I have robbed the theory of its originality. 
He fails to see how this extraordinary case illustrates multilevel development in very 
close correspondence to Dąbrowski’s terms, and how it gives us insight into the inner 
depth of secondary integration.

Ignoring Attachment Theory

Chojnowski trivializes our knowledge of child development by saying “Piechowski 
claims that people are born as good, sensitive creatures and only later develop certain 
pathological behaviors due to the bad environment they live in” (Chojnowski, 2023, 
p. 263). The study of primary attachment is one of the great achievements of develop-
mental psychology. Not only humans but all primates, monkeys and many other spe-
cies are designed for caring for their young and protecting them. We are social from 
birth (Ainsworth & Wittig, 1969; Bowlby, 1969; Gopnik, 2009; Harlow & Zimmer-
man, 1959; Szalavitz & Perry, 2010; de Waal, 2013).

Dąbrowski developed his ideas before the  advent of attachment theory. This is 
why his view that newborns are in a state of primary integration and that they are 
egoistic by nature is seriously outdated and resoundingly incorrect. Ignorance of child 
development is incomprehensible in an educator and so is insisting that Dąbrowski is 
never wrong and fifty years of developmental psychology can be discounted. The same 
goes for the outdated views of Grzywak-Kaczyńska (cited by Chojnowski), who in 
the 1970s was equally unaware of the results of attachment research. Moreover, there 
is a long history of research on empathy in young children, even in newborns (Eisen-
berg, 1982; Hoffman, 1981; Sagi & Hoffman, 1976).

Self-actualization and Level IV

Chojnowski (2023, p. 262) maintains that I have “a history of disagreements with 
the author of the theory.” That whole “history” regards only two points: (a) showing 
that Maslow’s description of self-actualizing people fits the structure of Level IV, and 
(b) that Level I or primary integration is not the starting point for multilevel develop-
ment.

Dąbrowski chose Antoine de Saint-Exupéry as representative of Level IV. I col-
lected 113 fragments from Saint-Exupéry’s autobiographical writings. The  excerpts 
were first analyzed for the presence of unilevel and multilevel dynamisms and then for 
characteristics of self-actualization (Piechowski, 1978).

Of the 10 characteristics of self-actualization, each one corresponded to one or 
more of the dynamisms.4) The characteristics of self-actualization intersected with dy-
namisms of positive disintegration at 148 points. That is, each unit of text was identi-
fied for a dynamism and for a characteristic of self-actualization. The resulting matrix 
showed that all the dynamisms (except one: autonomy) of Level IV found correspond-

4)  Maslow (1970) described 16 characteristics. The four that form group C and the three 
that form group D were combined for this analysis resulting in the 10 in Figure 1.
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ence with the characteristics of self-actualization. Of Level III only positive maladjust-
ment and hierarchization were strongly represented while guilt and astonishment with 
oneself found only one point each to correspond to Acceptance of Self and Others, 
and to Imperfections of Self-actualizing People.

Dąbrowski felt strongly that Maslow’s claim that satisfaction of lower needs would 
more or less automatically move people to toward self-actualization was fundamentally 
wrong. He didn’t know that Maslow had changed his position and realized that self-ac-
tualization does not necessarily follow satisfaction of all the prior needs (Maslow 1971). 
Furthermore, Dąbrowski did not understand that the demonstration of the  good fit 
between the two independently derived concepts was a confirmation of the power of 
the theory of positive disintegration. It is unfortunate that Mendaglio & Tillier (2015) 
and Chojnowski (2023) look upon it as a disagreement with Dąbrowski rather than as 
the confirmation of the validity of the theory–an infelicitous confounding of personal 
opinion with a theoretical argument. Furthermore, the argument is not purely theoreti-
cal but based on an empirical analysis. Not understanding this shows lack of grounding 
in how theories and empirical tests work.

A Test for Whether Self-actualization Fits Level IV

Anyone who thinks that the characteristics of self-actualizing people do not describe 
people at Level IV would have to show that, for instance, such qualities as more effi-
cient perception of reality (not being easily deceived), acceptance of self and others, 
quality of detachment (positively liking solitude, not needing others in an ordinary 
sense), autonomy, resistance to enculturation (strong sense of self ), problem-cen-
tering (not ego-centered but centered on problems outside themselves and having 
a sense of mission in life), discrimination between means and ends (strongly ethical, 
having definite moral standards), spontaneity (lack of artificiality or straining for ef-
fect), continued freshness of appreciation (derive ecstasy, inspiration, and strength 
from basic experiences of life), Gemeinschaftsgefühl (feel basic underlying kinship 
with everyone, genuine desire to help the human race), democratic character struc-
ture (honestly respectful and even humble before people who can teach them some-
thing, do not pay attention to difference of class, education, race, or color), philo-
sophical, unhostile sense of humor (poke fun at themselves or people in general 
when they are foolish, do not laugh at hostile hurtful humor) (Maslow, 1970), do 
not apply to people who have reached Level IV–people like Eleanor Roosevelt, Paul 
Robeson, Albert Schweitzer, Dag Hammarskjoeld, Janusz Korczak, Bishop Tutu, 
Jan Władysław Dawid, Father Popiełuszko.

The study of Saint-Exupéry paved the way for an analysis of the self-actualization 
profile of Eleanor Roosevelt, and of her personal growth and inner transformation, 
an unquestionable attainment of Level IV (Piechowski, 1990; Piechowski & Tyska, 
1982). Any attempt to negate the validity of Saint-Exupéry’s self-actualization profile 
would have to face the similarity of his and Eleanor Roosevelt’s profiles (correlation 
coefficient of .81), despite their vastly different personalities.

There is also the striking similarity in their philosophies of life. They both stressed 
the necessity to be actively engaged in life, be it socially, politically, or creatively. This 
is what makes for living fully. They both tended to be concerned with problems that 
are universal and central to human existence, and to the existence having meaning, 
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and they both wanted to awaken their fellow human beings to the utter urgency of 
these problems (Piechowski & Tyska, 1982).

The fit between Level IV as the structural skeleton and the rich detail of quali-
ties of self-actualization as the flesh with which to cover the bones is too good not to 
be true. Rev. Charles Payne produced a case study of the emotional development of 
Paul Robeson–singer, actor, and a protest leader, a man of high moral stature–show-
ing him to be both self-actualizing and meeting Level IV criteria (Payne, 1987). Other 
studies of advanced development include Mróz (2002a), Brennan (1987), Brennan & 
Piechowski (1991).

Perhaps the question to decide is this: Do all self-actualizing people meet the crite-
ria of Dąbrowski’s Level IV? The reverse, that all people who meet the criteria of Level 
IV are self-actualizing, can be safely assumed to be true.

In future research the criteria for identifying self-actualizing people should come 
from Maslow’s description of self-actualizing people and not by the means of the Per-
sonal-Orientation Inventory (Shostrom, 1963). As I have argued elsewhere, that inven-
tory is basically limited to the Rogerian concept of openness to experience and does 
not include the much more telling characteristics in Maslow’s description (Piechowski 
& Tyska, 1982).

The Question of Psychic Energy

“Making energy a central notion shows why unilevel disintegration is the most impor-
tant level in the theory” (Chojnowski, 2023, p. 275). A theory is a whole, why would 
one of its elements be more important than the rest? And further: “At this level, enor-
mous amounts of psychic energy are activated and used for inner psychic transforma-
tion. I would argue that this is precisely the activation of an individual’s developmen-
tal potential that occurs at this level” (p. 275). Where is the evidence? Chojnowski 
does not provide any evidence that (a) there is inner transformation taking place at 
Level II (inner psychic transformation is an advanced multilevel dynamism) and (b) 
that there is a developmental potential that’s being activated. The claim that “enor-
mous amounts of psychic energy are activated and used for inner psychic transforma-
tion” is not supported by anything that Dabrowski ever said about unilevel disintegra-
tion (Level II).

Chojnowski doesn’t look at the theory to see where the psychic energy can be lo-
cated. The nervous system carries the energy of overexcitabilities, especially in the in-
tensity of emotions and in psychomotor overexcitability. Originally, psychomotor 
overexcitability described high level of physical tension that seeks release in restless or 
energetic movement, tics, hyperactivity or aggression (Dąbrowski, 1938), but it can be 
extended to a general level of energy of an individual that enables high level of pro-
ductivity, sustained effort, and concentration on a task. Today we recognize that Da-
browski was describing features of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 
autism, and other types of neurodivergence in his description of the overexcitabilities 
(Piechowski & Wells, 2021; Wells & Falk, 2021). The theory of positive disintegration 
as a non-pathologizing framework can be considered a forerunner to the modern neu-
rodiversity paradigm (Walker, 2021; Wise, 2023).

The other element in the theory relevant to the concept of psychic energy is will. 
The concept of will is present in the theory as a disposing and directing center (DDC). 
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At Level I “dominant drive or group of drives act as the DDC, and can do so with great 
unity and force of action. This may be represented by ambition, craving for power, crav-
ing for security or financial gain, etc.” (Dąbrowski, 1996, pp. 32–33). At Level II, “The 
influences directing behavior and its expression come from external sources, or desires, 
moods, and primitive drives, all vying for dominance, but none gain it for an extended 
period. Hence ambitendencies or “a multiplicity of wills”” (Dąbrowski, 1996, pp. 34–
35). In other words the psychic energy within an individual is fragmented and split into 
many wills. What could unite them, Chojnowski does not say but affirms that DP is 
activated here. What part of DP would be up to this task? “Transformation needs fu-
el, and this fuel comes from psychic energy, which comes from transformed instincts, 
which are transformed under the influence of higher emotions and values” (Chojnowski, 
2023, p. 272). He says that instincts are transformed by higher values and emotions and 
thus produce psychic energy. He does not say how higher values and emotions appear 
in a unilevel process to carry out this transformation and by what means. Instincts and 
higher emotions are not part of developmental potential.

A  possible solution to these puzzles can be found in the  two types of inner 
growth identified by Lysy & Piechowski (1983): conserving and transforming. Ana-
lyzing the open-ended response to the six items of the DRI, Lysy found that some 
subjects gave evidence of the process of inner transformation while most others did 
not. At the same time their level indices were in the same range of upper Level II 
and borderline of II and III. At the borderline of Levels II and III, a level index alone 
cannot tell us what kind of inner growth is taking place. In other words, a level in-
dex of 2.5 can belong to either a conserving or a transforming subject. Only exami-
nation of the content of open-ended responses can tell whether the process of inner 
transformation is present or not.

Judith Ann Robert (1984; Robert & Piechowski, 1981) took up the task of ex-
ploring the distinction between conserving and transforming personal growth. Ex-
amining the content of responses to open-ended questionnaires, she found telling 
differences. Conserving and transforming subjects both showed the presence of a hi-
erarchy of values, but the conserving subjects did not show evidence of inner psychic 
transformation that would enable them to put their ideals in action. This process, 
present in the transforming subjects, carries out the specific tasks of inner restruc-
turing. It calls for a  problem-solving process turned inward, one’s own personal 
growth being the  focus. And further, the  transforming subjects had a  distinctly 
more pronounced sense of responsibility toward others and their own development 
than did the conserving subjects.

Robert noted that the transforming subjects did not dwell excessively on their in-
ner conflict–the split between higher and lower in themselves–but instead were active 
in solving the problems presented by their multilevel growth process. This suggests 
that the transforming subjects use their psychic energy more efficiently than the con-
serving ones.

Errors and Anti-Dąbrowski Bias in the Literature

Chojnowski’s (2023) article is only the latest in unfounded assertions about the the-
ory of positive disintegration. For instance, Vuyk, Kerr, & Krieshok (2016, p. 59, Abs-
tract) wrote that “TPD lacks empirical support” while including in their references 
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Piechowski (2008) where empirical support for the theory is presented in detail. Men-
daglio & Tillier (2015, p. 226) say that I have called for “the elimination of primary 
integration” when in fact, as described earlier in this paper, I only proposed to drop 
the term “primary integration” and stay with “Level I.” Chojnowski (2023, Abstract) 
took it further to say that I proposed a serious modification of Dąbrowski’s theory in-
cluding elimination of the first two levels.

In the  Abstract, Chojnowski (2023) follows the  lead of Mendaglio and Tillier 
(2015) to say that the work in the USA focused almost exclusively on overexcitabil-
ity. This flies in the face of a number of publications that included the whole theory, 
at least the description of the five levels or specific dynamisms (Battaglia, Mendaglio, 
& Piechowski, 2014; Brennan & Piechowski, 1991; Grant, 1988; 1990, 1996; Lysy 
& Piechowski, 1983; Mayer, Perkins, Caruso, & Salovey, (2001); Piechowski, 1975, 
1986, 1990, 1992, 1997a, 2002, 2003, 2009, 2020; Piechowski & Tyska, 1982,) and 
the devising of the first method to assess level (Gage, Morse, & Piechowski, 1981) fol-
lowed by the Miller Assessment Coding System that was subsequently used in a num-
ber of research projects and doctoral dissertations (Bailey, 2011; Beach, 1980; Bou-
chet, 2004; Cathcart, 2015; Frank, 2006, 2022; Miller, 1985; Miller & Silverman, 
1987; Mróz, 2002a, 2002b, 2009; Palmer, 2006; Wagstaff, 1997).

When overexcitabilities were introduced to gifted education in 1979, they were 
quickly embraced by educators, counselors, and parents who saw that these charac-
teristics fit many gifted children (Piechowski, 1979). These characteristics have rou-
tinely been pathologized since the late 18th century (Wells & Falk, 2021). Because 
many gifted children can be greatly stimulated, and because they perceive and pro-
cess things differently, gifted children are often misunderstood. Their excitement is 
viewed as excessive, their high energy as hyperactivity, their persistence as nagging, 
their questioning as undermining authority, their imagination as delusional behavior, 
their passion as being disruptive, their strong emotions and sensitivity as immaturity, 
their creativity and self-directedness as oppositional. The great value of Dąbrowski’s 
contribution was to show that these qualities rather than being negative are, in fact, 
positive signs of developmental potential. These children have often been seen as un-
derachievers at best and problematic at worst. Their talents and gifts are still not being 
developed. The Neurodiversity Movement is our hope for change. As overexcitabilities 
are dominant early in development and multilevel dynamisms are rare, consequently, 
detailed discussion of dynamism of positive disintegration would have been premature 
in regard to school-age children.

Conclusion

Chojnowski’s (2023) article shows limited acquaintance with the  literature on Dą-
browski’s theory, and one would look there in vain for references to relevant research. 
He never supports his claims with any evidence.

Chojnowski’s claims that I proposed cutting the first two levels from TPD, con-
sider DP of little importance in favor of the environment, leave positive disintegra-
tion out of the theory of positive disintegration, and strip the theory of its original-
ity are all patently false. He presents nothing to support these extraordinary claims. 
The works that he cites completely contradict his claims (Piechowski, 1975, 1990, 
1992, 2009). How is one to understand this subversion of reality where white is sud-
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denly black? And how is one to account for the failure of the reviewers to ask for 
documentation of such inverted claims?

He advances notions of developmental potential that have nothing to do with how 
Dąbrowski defined it. He hypothesizes activation of the DP by the person choosing 
higher emotions, a notion that goes completely contrary to how Dabrowski defined 
the beginning of multilevel development–as spontaneous which means out of the per-
son’s control. Chojnowski places inner transformation in Level II when it is an ad-
vanced multilevel dynamism.

There is a myth of a “history of disagreements” between Piechowski and Dąbrowski 
which Chojnowski tries to perpetuate. A suggestion to drop the label “primary integra-
tion” but retain “Level I” can hardly be called a disagreement with the theory and its 
author. Only one difference emerged during Dąbrowski’s lifetime–whether characteris-
tics of self-actualization describe individuals who reached Level IV. This is a difference 
of opinion, based on a misconception, that has nothing to do with the demonstrated fact 
that individuals who reached Level IV show characteristics of self-actualization. Rather 
than disagreement, it is an affirmation of the power of the theory.

It needs to be said that Chojnowski’s (2023) article presents only one interpretation–
his own. The one ascribed to Mendaglio and Tillier (2015) is not much of an interpreta-
tion being limited to arguing about Level I, and the one ascribed to me does not exist, it’s 
a phantom. Chojnowski created it out of claims that are the exact opposite of what I said 
in my papers and chapters. One cannot help but see it as an instance of the creation of 
alternate reality–a widespread phenomenon in our world today yet alarming in a schol-
arly publication. This case is also an instance where the peer review process–a process 
designed to check the validity of an author’s claims–failed completely.
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SPROSTOWANIE: ODPOWIEDŹ NA CHOJNOWSKIEGO „TRZY 
SPOSOBY NA ODCZYTANIE TEORII DĄBROWSKIEGO”

Streszczenie: To dziwny przypadek, kie-
dy jeden autor krytykuje innego autora za 
coś zupełnie przeciwnego do tego, co ten 
inny autor napisał. Dane bibliograficzne 
są, ale ani jednego cytatu do uzasadnie-
nia chybionej krytyki. Celem tej pracy jest 
dojście do prawdy. W szczególności, Pie-
chowski nigdy nie proponował, by dwa 
pierwsze poziomy były usunięte z  teo-
rii Dąbrowskiego, mimo to Chojnowski 
twierdzi wielokrotnie, że tak. Potencjał 
rozwojowy, teorii kluczowe pojęcie, nie 
tylko figuruje w prawie wszystkich pra-
cach Piechowskiego, on jeszcze wypra-
cował empiryczne równanie na potencjał 
rozwojowy. Mimo to Chojnowski twier-

dzi, że Piechowski uważa potencjał za coś 
prawie zbędnego na rzecz środowiska. Co 
więcej, Chojnowski rozwija temat poten-
cjału rozwojowego w  zupełnej sprzecz-
ności z tym jak go zdefiniował Dąbrow-
ski. To samo dotyczy idei Chojnowskiego 
na temat dezintegracji jednopoziomowej. 
W tym dziwnym przypadku bezkrytycz-
ność recenzentów budzi wątpliwości co do 
metody aprobowania prac.
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