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THE TRAINING OF THE WILL 
By ROBERTO ASSAGIOLI, M.D. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
THE NEED TO TRAIN THE WILL 
 
The wide gulf between the external and inner powers of modern man is the most important and 
profound cause of the individual and collective evils which hinder the progress and even menace 
the future of our civilization. 
Modern man has paid dearly for the external powers and advantages he has gained; while his 
life is richer, broader and more intense, it is at the same time much more complicated and ex-
hausting. Its rapidly increasing pace, the countless enticements it offers, the complicated eco-
nomic and social machinery in which it has enmeshed him, make ever increasing and more in-
sistent demands upon his nervous energy, his mental powers, his emotions and his will. To real-
ize this, one has only to observe the day's work of an active business man, scientist or promi-
nent politician, the daily round of a leading society woman, of an actress, or of a housewife with 
a large family. 
Frequently the individual has not the resources to cope with the hard necessities, to resist the 
enticements or to avoid the many pitfalls of such a life. Nervous equilibrium is destroyed, the 
person is overwhelmed by despondency and a sense of frustration and even despair, and he 
allows himself to be mastered by his lower drives. 
In order to remedy these evils, to eliminate this lack of balance between the outer and the inner 
powers of man, two generally applicable methods can be used. One is simplification of the ex-
ternal life; the other is the development of the inner powers. 
Everyone can resist, at least to some extent, the attractions of the world and the rush of modern 
life, can eliminate some of its unnecessary complications, re-establish a closer contact with na-
ture, and learn to relax and rest at intervals. 
However, this first method is in itself insufficient and in many cases difficult to apply. Duties of 
every kind, family ties, professional obligations, etc., keep us bound to the wheel of modern life 
and often compel us to participate in its hurried pace. Very few of us possess the will power to 
resist the general current. 
Moreover, modern man would certainly not give up the powers over nature which he has ac-
quired, and it would not be desirable for him to do so. The evil does not lie in the powers them-
selves but in the use man makes of them and in the fact that he allows them to overcome him 
and make him their slave. 
For these reasons it is necessary to use also the other method-the development of the inner 
powers; it is necessary for the sanity, happiness and dignity of modern man that he should de-
velop his inner powers with the same intense desire and concentration that he now devotes to-
wards external achievements. The very pivot of all development of the inner powers is the train-
ing of the Will. 
St. Augustine, with one of his concise and apt expressions, said, "Homines sunt voluntates" 
(men are wills). 
Indeed, it is the will that constitutes the real innermost center of man; it is that which makes him 
truly himself. Without it, the ablest and most intelligent individual would be no more than an in-
genious automaton. 
The man of weak will is like a cork on the ocean, tossed by every wave; or like the weather 
vane, turned about by every gust of wind. He is the slave not only of the will of others and all 
external circumstances, but also of his drives and desires. He is unable to make adequate use of 
his talents and aptitudes; he is unable to live up to his convictions. 
On the other hand, the man who has developed a strong and steady will finds his rightful posi-
tion in the world by overcoming all obstacles, both those created by circumstances and those 
due to his own weaknesses or urges. 
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Thus he acquires the power to reach the goals he has chosen; in other words, he succeeds, and 
also gains that which is better than worldly success: the satisfaction of having attained his ends 
through his own efforts, by means of his will, and the assurance of having within himself the 
power to fight and to win again and again, if necessary. 
Such a man has eliminated from his consciousness one of the most common causes of unhap-
piness and failure-that is, fear. He has learned to face life with resolute and steadfast confidence 
and say to it: "I know thee and I fear thee not." 
But it is not enough that the will should be merely strong; such a will is liable to errors and ex-
cesses which may lead the individual astray and bring about dangerous reactions. There are 
psychological laws as exact and certain as natural laws, and their neglect or violation brings in-
evitable and often severe punishment. Thus we frequently see people of strong will misusing 
their precious instrument by violent clashes or exaggerated efforts; they use methods which are 
too harsh and aggressive, resulting in inner and external conflicts and in nervous and psycho-
logical troubles. Instead, by using more skilful and harmonious ways, based on a sound knowl-
edge of the constitution and functioning of the psyche, they could make headway more easily; 
they could handle the opposing forces so as to utilize them constructively, thus attaining the de-
sired ends with a minimum of effort. 
But even when the will is endowed with both strength and skill, it is not yet a complete will, nor is 
it always helpful; it may even be a very harmful weapon, for if such a will is directed, consciously 
or unconsciously, towards evil ends, it becomes a real danger to society. A man of strong and 
able will, capable of using his natural gifts to the utmost, can overpower and corrupt the will of 
others; one who dares everything, fears nothing, and whose actions are not restrained by any 
moral law, by any sense of love and compassion, can have a disastrous influence on a commu-
nity or on an entire nation. 
There are also moral and spiritual laws which are no less strict and inviolable than the physical 
and psychological laws, although their action is more subtle and less obvious. The great law of 
action and reaction, of rhythm and equilibrium, which operates in the natural world is just as 
powerful in the moral and spiritual spheres. Those who do evil attract evil upon themselves, 
those who are violent and merciless ultimately provoke the violence and cruelty of others against 
themselves. History offers many such examples from Caligula to Rasputin and to Hitler. 
Therefore it is necessary, both for the general welfare and our own, that our will should be good, 
as well as strong and skilful. Only this is the true, the whole will; only such a will can give us both 
practical success and the highest inner satisfaction. In it lies one of the secrets of the great men 
and women whom we admire and revere. 
The question now arises: Is it possible to form and develop a will of this kind? How should one 
set about such a task? And by what means can it be accomplished? It is possible to develop 
such a will; the past and the present give us many examples of men and women who have 
achieved it. The means to this end do exist and have always been more or less known and 
used. In recent times much progress has been made in this respect: the investigation of the less 
known facts and the laws of human psychology, of the various manifestations of the emotions 
and of the powers latent in the self, has been undertaken and actively carried on. 
The will is often confused with strong drives, with obstinacy, with impulse, with intense outward 
activity. It is a common thing to consider and admire, as persons endowed with a strong will, the 
business man who, from small beginnings, has built up a fortune; the stern and authoritative 
general; the explorer who faces dangers and discomforts. It is, however, quite possible that all 
these do not really possess a strong will and that they may be "possessed" by a drive, such as 
greed for money, ambition, the thirst for sensation or the glamour of adventure. 
In order to know what the will really is, we must discover it in ourselves. It is an inner condition 
difficult to describe or define. It is one of those fundamental experiences which cannot actually 
be communicated by means 
of words, but which must be lived individually. Who could explain what the sense of beauty con-
sists of, and how it is kindled in human beings? It is a "revelation", an "awakening", which may 
come to a man as he looks at a glorious sunset, a majestic glacier or into the clear and innocent 
eyes of a child; it may arise while contemplating "The Last Supper" of Leonardo da Vinci or 
Michelangelo's "David"; while reading one of the literary masterpieces or listening to the celestial 
harmonies of Wagner's "Parsifal". 
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This awakening sense of the beautiful, confused at first, becomes clearer and more developed 
through repeated experiences of an aesthetic kind, and is also cultivated through the study of 
aesthetics and the history of art. But no amount of intellectual study can by itself take the place 
of the initial revelation. 
On the other hand, while the aesthetic sense cannot be taught, its awakening can be facilitated 
and often brought about by creating favorable circumstances for this purpose; for instance, by 
the quiet and repeated contemplation of natural scenery and works of art, or by opening oneself 
to the charm of music. 
The same is true concerning the will. At a given moment, generally in a crisis, we have a vivid 
and unmistakable inner experience of its reality and nature. In the face of danger, when the in-
stinct of selfpreservation urges us to take refuge in flight, or when fear threatens to paralyze our 
limbs, suddenly, from the mysterious depths of our being, there arises an unsuspected energy 
which enables us to place a firm foot on the edge of the abyss or to confront our aggressor with 
calmness and resolution. Before the threatening attitude of a superior, or when confronting an 
excited mob, when every personal reason would induce us to yield, the energy of the will gives 
us the power to say resolutely: "No! At all costs I stand by my convictions; I shall carry out what I 
consider to be my duty." Similarly, when we are in the presence of some insinuating and seduc-
tive temptation, the energy of the will rises up, shakes us out of our dangerous acquiescence 
and sets us free from the snare. 
In other cases, the inner experience of "willing' comes to us in a more quiet and subtle way. In 
times of silence and meditation, in the careful examination of our motives, or in the thoughtful 
pondering on decisions, there arises within us a "voice", small but distinct, that urges us in a cer-
tain direction; a voice different from that of our ordinary motives and impulses. We feel that it 
comes from the real and central core of our being. Or else, in this inner illumination, we come to 
realize that the essential note of the spirit is the Will, an overwhelming energy that brushes aside 
every obstacle and asserts itself, irresistible and effective. However, the simplest and most fre-
quent way in which we discover our will lies in determined action and struggle. When we make a 
physical or mental effort, when we are actively wrestling with some obstacle or opposing forces, 
we feel a specific power rising up within us; we become animated by an inner energy and ex-
perience a sense of "willing'.  
 
In these last cases, however, this is rarely the pure and unalloyed will, since our action is not 
determined only by a direct act of the will, but also by a multiplicity of desires, hopes, fears, 
needs, drives. It is well to realize thoroughly the full meaning and the immense value of the dis-
covery of the will. In whatever way it happens, either spontaneously or through conscious action, 
in a crisis or in the quiet of inner recollection, it constitutes a most important and decisive event 
in our lives. The will is the central power of our individuality, the innermost essence of ourself; 
therefore, in a certain sense, the discovery of the will means the discovery of our true being. 
 

METHODS OF TRAINING OF THE WILL 
The Strong Will 
Many people would like to possess a strong will, but few have the determination to acquire it. 
Most people are consciously or unconsciously deterred by the efforts and perseverance it en-
tails. Yet this is hardly reasonable. Anyone who really wants to master a foreign language or to 
play a musical instrument is willing to devote all the time, energy and expense necessary to their 
study. Why not then do the same for the development of the will? It is illogical to expect that the 
strengthening of the will can be achieved without the perseverance and the effort which are re-
quired for the development of any other ability, either mental or physical. 
Therefore, the first indispensable condition for acquiring a strong will is the earnest resolve to 
devote to its attainment whatever time, energy and means are necessary. As Tame said, one 
must "will systematically and earnestly, every day, for a year, for two, for three years...Man can 
re-make himself, still more, he can make himself; it is a great power, a noble task for a lofty spirit 
and a generous heart."  
(Correspondence, Vol. II, p. 251.) 
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Here someone may object and say: "In order to do so, I would need a firm and decided will, and 
that is just what I lack." This objection is not valid; it constitutes one of the many "vicious circles" 
in which men imprison themselves through laziness and lack of faith. All, even the weakest, 
have at least a little will power and, although it may only exist in an embryonic state, still it is suf-
ficient for beginning the work. The cultivation of the will is really, in one respect, easier than that 
of the other abilities, because the individual gradually evolves an ever-increasing fund of voli-
tional energy, which he can use for its further development, just as the owner of a prosperous 
industry can invest its returns in enlarging the plant and increasing the production. Every individ-
ual, therefore, has the capacity to develop his will power. In the face of this truth, so simple, cer-
tain and stimulating, no sophism can stand, no denial is possible. He who will not set himself to 
the task is a traitor to himself, and he should realize that the fault is his own and that he is re-
sponsible to himself and to others for all the consequences resulting from his indolence. 
Now, without further preliminaries, let us examine the best practical methods for developing 
strength of will. 
 

Preparation 
To insure success, it is of paramount importance that a proper preparation be made to create 
the initial urge and impetus; this preparation should arouse a lively, fervid and even passionate 
desire to develop the will, leading to the firm decision to do all that is necessary for attaining that 
end. For this purpose, the following exercises will be found very helpful: 
 

1. Settle yourself into a comfortable position, with your muscles relaxed.  
Reflect on the foregoing statements and apply them to yourself. 
a. Picture to yourself as vividly as possible the harm, to yourself and to others, which has actu-
ally occurred, and which might occur, as a result of the present weakness of your will. Examine 
these occasions, one by one, formulating them clearly; then make a list of them in writing. Allow 
the feelings, which these recollections and forecasts arouse, to affect you intensely: shame, dis-
satisfaction with yourself, revulsion against the repetition of such conduct and an earnest desire 
to change this condition. 
b. Picture to yourself as vividly as possible all the advantages the training of your will can bring 
to you; all the benefits and satisfactions that will come from it to yourself and to others. Examine 
them carefully, one by one, formulate them with clarity, and write them down. Allow the feelings 
aroused by these anticipations to have full sway: the joy of the splendid possibilities that open up 
before you; the intense desire to realize them; the strong urge to begin at once. 
c. Picture yourself vividly as being in possession of a strong will; see yourself walking with a firm 
and decided step, acting in every situation with full self-control; see yourself successfully resist-
ing any attempt at intimidation or enticement; visualize yourself as you will be when you have 
attained inner and outer mastery. This is the technique of the "Ideal Model". The whole exercise 
makes use of the technique of visualization because of its value and effectiveness in any crea-
tive process. 
 

2. II. This exercise consists of using reading material particularly suited to the cultivation 
and reinforcement of the feelings and determinations aroused by the mental visualization 
of the previous exercise. It should be encouraging, optimistic and dynamic in character, 
apt to arouse self-reliance and to incite to action. Very suitable for this purpose are biog-
raphies of outstanding personalities who have possessed great willpower, and books and 
articles intended to awaken the inner energies. But in order to get full benefit from such a 
course of reading, it must be performed in a special way. Read slowly, with undivided at-
tention, marking the passages that impress you and copying those that are most striking 
or which seem specially adapted to your case. It is well to re-read these passages sev-
eral times, absorbing their full meaning. Through the conscious awakening of the will we 
feel enriched and more real. A new feeling of confidence, a sense of security, of "whole-
ness" and joy rises in us. It seems to us that we have awakened from a state of torpor 
and that we begin now to truly live. Thus it is not surprising that the Polish thinker, Ci-
eskowsky, asserted the priority of the will over all other psychological functions. Instead 
of Descartes' "I think, therefore I am", Cieskowsky says: "I will, therefore I think and am." 
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This inward flame, however, if left to itself, pales and flickers out, or gives forth only in-
termittent flashes. It must be assiduously nourished in order that it may shine brightly and 
vividly. The newly awakened will easily becomes overpowered by a thousand ideas and 
imaginings, is driven asunder by desires and emotions that agitate us. It is necessary to 
protect it, to cultivate it, to exercise it. This end can be achieved through a systematic 
training, which can be called "the gymnastics of the will".  

 

The Gymnastics of the Will 
The foundation of the method is simple. Every organ of our body and every function can be de-
veloped by exercise. Muscles become stronger by a series of contractions. In the same way, our 
will grows by "willing'. In order to strengthen a specific muscle, or group of muscles, as in the 
case of a weakened limb, there are exercises arranged in such a way as to put into motion only 
that weak part of the body. In a similar manner, in order to strengthen the will, it is best to exer-
cise it independently of every other psychological function. This can be accomplished by per-
forming deliberate acts which have no other purpose than the training of the will. The application 
of such seemingly "useless exercises", has been strongly advocated by the great psychologist, 
William James, in these terms: "Keep alive in yourself the faculty of making efforts by means of 
little useless exercises every day, that is to say, be systematically heroic every day in little un-
necessary things; do something every other day, for the sole and simple reason that it is difficult 
and you would prefer not to do it, so that when the cruel hour of danger strikes, you will not be 
unnerved or unprepared. A self-discipline of this kind is similar to the insurance that one pays on 
one's house and on one's possessions. To pay the premium is not pleasant and possibly may 
never serve us, but should it happen that our house were burnt, the payment will save us from 
ruin. Similarly, the man who has accustomed himself steadily, day after day, to concentrating his 
attention, to will with energy, for instance, not to spend money on unnecessary things, will be 
well rewarded by his effort. When disasters occur, he will stand firm as a rock, even though 
faced on all sides by ruin, while his companions in distress will be swept aside as the chaff from 
the sieve." (William James, Talks to Teachers-New York, Holt, 1912, pp. 75-76) 
 
Later, E. Boyd Barrett based a method of will training on exercises of this sort. It consists in car-
rying out a number of simple and easy little tasks, with precision, regularity and persistence. 
These exercises can be performed by anyone with facility, no special conditions being required. 
It is enough to be alone and undisturbed for five or ten minutes every day. Each task or exercise 
has to be carried out for several days, usually a week, and then replaced by another in order to 
avoid monotony and the formation of a habit leading to automatic performance. Here is an exer-
cise of this kind, quoted from Boyd Barrett's book Strength of Will and How to Develop It (New 
York, Harper, 1931): 
"Resolution-Each day, for the next seven days, I will stand on a chair, here in my room, for ten 
consecutive minutes, and I will try to do so contentedly." 
At the end of this ten minutes' task write down the sensations and the mental states you have 
experienced during that time. Do the same on each of the seven days. The following are ex-
cerpts from reports contained in the book: 
1st day: Exercise a little strange, unnatural. Had to smile or cross my arms and stand akimbo in 
order to feel contented. It was arduous to me to hold or keep myself in an attitude of voluntary 
satisfaction doing nothing. Naturally I was distracted by various thoughts, for instance: 'What will 
this experience lead to?', etc. 
2nd day: The time of the exercise passed easily and agreeably. I had a sense of satisfaction, of 
pride, of virility. I feel 'toned up' mentally and physically by the mere fact of exercising my will, 
and by holding to my resolution. 
3rd day: Have had a sense of power in performing this exercise imposed by myself on myself. 
Joy and energy are experienced in willing, and in the practice of willing. This exercise 'tones me 
up' morally, and awakens in me a sense of nobility, and of virility. I maintain an attitude, not of 
submission and resignation, but to will actively what I am doing, and it is this that gives me satis-
faction." 
Boyd Barrett proposes several other exercises of the same kind, which we quote in part: 
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1. Repeat quietly and aloud: 'I will do this, keeping time with rhythmic movements of a stick or 
ruler for five minutes. 
2. Walk to and fro in a room, touching in turn, say, a dock on the mantelpiece and a particular 
pane of glass for five minutes. 
3. Listen to the ticking of a clock or watch, making some definite movements at every fifth tick. 
4. Get up and down from a chair thirty times. 
5. Replace in a box, very slowly and deliberately, one hundred matches or bits of paper. (An 
exercise particularly adapted to combat impulsiveness.)" 
Similar exercises can be invented ad libitum. The important thing is not the doing of this or that 
exercise, but the manner in which it is performed. It should be done willingly, with interest, with 
precision, with style. Try always to improve the quality of the work, the dearness of introspection, 
the fidelity of the written account, and above all to develop the awareness and the energy of the 
will. It is good to compete with oneself; in other words, to assume a "sporting attitude" in the best 
sense of the word. 
 

Exercises of the Will in Daily Life 
Daily life, with its duties and occupations, presents countless opportunities for developing the 
will. Most of our activities can be helpful in this way, because through our purposes, our inner 
attitude, and the way in which we accomplish them, they can become definite exercises of the 
will. For instance, the mere fact of rising in the morning at a definite time can be such a drill, if for 
that purpose we rise ten or fifteen minutes earlier than usual. 
Also, getting dressed in the morning can be used as such an opportunity, if we accomplish the 
various necessary movements with attention and precision, rapidly yet not hurriedly. Here is a 
very important precious ability to develop in daily life: to learn how to "make haste slowly". Mo-
dem life with its stress and strain tends to create in us the habit of hurry, even when the occa-
sion does not require it-a result of "mass suggestion." 
To make haste slowly is not easy, but it is possible; and it paves the way for efficiency and pro-
ductiveness, without tension and without exhaustion. It is not easy because it requires of us that 
we be almost dual: the one who acts, and the one who simultaneously looks on as the observer; 
yet simply to try to do this constitutes a good way of developing the will. 
Also, during the rest of the day-be it at the office or in professional work, or attending to domestic 
duties-one can do numerous exercises for the development of will, which at the same time, may 
enable one to unfold certain needed qualities. For instance, learning serenity or "self-
recollectedness" during one's daily work, no matter how tedious the task may be; or to control 
emotion and acts of impatience when confronted with minor difficulties and annoyances, such as 
finding oneself in a crowded train, or waiting for the opening of a door, or when noticing the mis-
takes or faults of a dependent, or experiencing the injustice of a superior. 
Further, when we return home, we have opportunity for similar valuable exercises: controlling 
the impulse to give vent to our bad temper-perhaps caused by various vexations, preoccupa-
tions or business worries -bearing serenely whatever comes our way and trying to adjust any 
disharmonies in the home. At the table, an exercise just as useful for health as for the will is to 
control the desire or impulse to eat quickly, while thinking of business, etc. We should compel 
ourselves to masticate well and enjoy our meal with a relaxed and calm mind. In the evening we 
have other occasions for training, such as to resist the allurements of people or things that tend 
to divert us from our chosen tasks. 
Whether away at business or in the home, wherever possible, we must resolutely cease working 
when tired, controlling the desire to hurry just to get a job finished. Rather we should give our-
selves wise rest and recreation; a short rest taken in time, at the outset of fatigue, is of greater 
value than a long rest necessitated by exhaustion. Short and frequent rest periods have been 
applied in industry and have resulted in increased output by workers. 
During these rest periods, a few muscular exercises or relaxation by means of closing the eyes 
for a few minutes will suffice. For mental fatigue, physical exercises are generally the most bene-
ficial, though each individual can find out by practice what suits him best. One of the advantages 
of such short and frequent interruptions is that one does not lose interest in, nor the impetus for, 
the work in hand, and at the same time one overcomes fatigue and nervous tension. An ordered 
rhythm in our activities generates harmony in our being; and harmony is a universal law of life. 



7 von 13 

© aeon - Zentrum für Psychosynthese und ganzheitliches Heilen 
CH-4053 Basel, Dornacherstrasse 101, T. +41 (0)61/262 32 00  E-mail: willkommen@aeon.ch  Web: www.aeon.ch 

 
A good exercise is to retire at a fixed hour, resolutely interrupting one's reading or an interesting 
conversation. It is difficult, especially at first, to do all these exercises well, and to attempt them 
all at once would easily lead to discouragement. Therefore, it is advisable to begin with only a 
few, spread over the day; and when success has been achieved with these, to increase their 
number, varying, alternating the exercises and performing them cheerfully and with interest, 
scoring successes and failures, setting oneself records, and trying to meet them in a competitive 
sporting attitude. Thus the danger is avoided of making life too rigid and mechanical, and we 
make interesting and colorful what otherwise would be tiresome duties; also all with whom we 
are associated become our cooperators (without their knowing it!). For instance, a dogmatic su-
perior or an exacting partner becomes, as it were, the mental parallel bars on which our will-the 
will to right human relations-can develop its force and proficiency. Delay in being served with a 
meal gives us the opportunity to exercise patience and serenity, as well as the chance to read a 
good book while waiting. Talkative friends or time-wasters give us the chance to control speech; 
they teach us the art of courteous but firm refusal to engage in unnecessary conversations. To 
be able to say "no" is a difficult but very useful discipline. 
 

Physical Exercises in the Training of the Will 
These constitutes a very effective technique when used with the specific intention and purpose 
of developing the will; for as the French writer, Gillet, has expressed it, "gymnastics are the ele-
mentary school of the will...and serve as a model for that of the mind." In reality, every physical 
movement is an act of will, a command given to the body, and the deliberate repetition of such 
acts-with attention, effort and endurance-exercise and invigorate the will. Organic sensations are 
thus aroused: the consciousness of physical vigor, a more rapid circulation, a sense of warmth 
and agility of the limbs, and their ready obedience; all produce a sense of moral strength, of de-
cision, of mastery that raises the tone of the will and develops its energy. However, we repeat, to 
extract from such exercises the utmost benefit, it is necessary that they be performed with the 
exclusive aim, or at least with the principal objective, of training the will.  
Such exercises must be performed with measured precision, and with attention. They must not 
be too violent or too fatiguing; every single movement or group of movements must be executed 
with liveliness and decision. Exercises or sports best fitted for this purpose are not the ones of a 
violent or exciting nature, but rather those that call for endurance, calmness, dexterity and cour-
age, permitting interruption, and variety of movement.  
Many outdoor sports-such as golf, tennis, skating, walking, and climbing-are particularly suited 
for the training of the will; but where they are not possible, suitable selected physical exercises 
can always be carried out in the privacy of one's room. 
 

Characteristics of the Strong Will 
These can be summed up as: 
Energy 
This is obvious and requires no comment, but it is necessary to realize that energy is not 
enough. There is no doubt that, if a difficult task has to be performed or a strong impulse re-
sisted, a great deal of energy is required. But if such actions are only occasional and sporadic, 
one could not say that the will is really strong; in order to be so it must also possess: 
Persistence 
This is the capacity to repeat the actions decided upon regularly and for a long time. For certain 
tasks of great length, tenacity of purpose is needed more than energy, and the former partly re-
places the latter. 
We have a typical example of this in Charles Darwin, who possessed so little physical and nerv-
ous energy that he was unable to carry on a long conversation and could work for little more 
than an hour a day. He overcame this shortcoming, however, by adopting the method of "little 
and often", and in this way he gave to the world his big, epoch-making book. 
Concentration 
Constancy and energy are not enough, if the multiplicity of our interests and undertakings dis-
perses our forces into a thousand little streamlets. It is of little value to have the energy and per-
sistence to remain at a desk for ten hours, if during that time we divide our attention among 
many books, or if we deceive ourselves into thinking that we can carry on many projects concur-
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rently. This is the reason why many active, remarkable and intelligent people produce nothing of 
vital importance. 
 

The Skilful Will 
Strength of will, alone, as it has been pointed out, is not enough; the will must also be intelligent 
and skilful. 
Before we start any external action which brings about visible results, the will must first work 
from within, from the mind, and from there influence the various energies that play within us. 
Modern psychology has shown that we cannot perform the simplest voluntary act, for instance, 
the movement of a muscle, unless the image of the movement has first been evoked. It has also 
shown that, if the will puts itself into direct opposition to other psychological forces and mental 
activities, such as imagination, emotions and drives, it will often be overpowered. Its true func-
tion is to direct, to stimulate, to regulate the activities of the various aspects of our being so that 
they may lead us to the goal predetermined by us. 
If we wish to achieve success in life we must know the principal facts and laws concerning the 
wonderful mechanism of our being and the laws that regulate it. The ignorance that prevails in 
this field, even among the educated, is great, and grave mistakes are continually being made; 
elementary psychological laws are violated, and absurd methods used. Some try to achieve their 
aim by violent efforts of the will without securing the cooperation of the other functions; many-
lacking a proper sense of responsibility, or because of an erroneous fear of the consequences of 
"repression"-give free rein to their drives, with the same results as if they allowed themselves to 
be carried along in a car without guiding it by the use of the steering wheel. These ways of living 
are primitive, resulting in an enormous dissipation of energy, followed by exhaustion, nervous 
and psychological disturbances and even-in a number of cases-crime and suicide. 
It is evident that we should know the psychological world in which and on which the will has to 
operate; what are the elements that compose that world, the forces active in it, the laws that 
regulate it, and the most practical and effective means of obtaining the desired results. There is 
no reason to get discouraged in facing such a task; it is not as difficult as it appears at first. It 
means the acquiring of some clear and simple knowledge which is within the reach of everyone. 
As it is not necessary for the driver of a car to understand the difficult theories of advanced me-
chanics, so it is not necessary for one who wishes to achieve self-mastery to know the innermost 
nature of the psychological forces, or to be an advanced student of philosophy. It is enough for 
him to be acquainted with the principal facts and laws of psychology that will serve his practical 
purposes. 
 

The Principal Facts and Laws of the Psychological Life 
The elements which constitute our inner being can be roughly classified into:  
(1) impulse; (2) emotion; (3) knowledge.  
The first class includes all basic drives, tendencies, and volitions; to the second class belong 
emotional states and feelings of every kind; the third class comprises the sensations of sight, 
hearing, etc., and all mental pictures, opinions, concepts and ideas. 
These elements, however, should not be regarded as inert, static, fixed, but as living forces in 
constant activity and transformation, whose dynamics are regulated by laws which are just as 
definite as those that govern physical energies. 
From among the many laws of the psychological life we shall briefly mention those most useful 
for practical purposes. 
1. Images, mental pictures and ideas tend to produce the physical conditions and external acts 
that correspond to them. 
Some psychologists have formulated this law in the following ways: 
a. Every image has in itself a motor element, and 
b. Every idea is an act in a latent state. 
This explains, at least in part, the power of "suggestions" or "persuasion", which so often drive 
us, or which we use even unconsciously. It also accounts for the overwhelming influence of 
mass suggestion so cleverly and successfully exploited by advertisers and other "persuaders". 
To the objection that one is generally not aware of images and ideas transforming themselves 
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into acts, the reply can be made that ordinarily numerous mental pictures are crowding in on us, 
clashing and hindering each other from manifesting. 
2. Attitudes, movements and actions tend to evoke and intensify the ideas, images, emotions 
and feelings that correspond to them. This is clearly proved by the following experiment: If we 
shut the fist of a hypnotized person, he gradually shuts the other fist, raises his arm, closes his 
lips tightly, frowns, and his entire aspect expresses anger. To "play a part" in life tends to arouse 
the corresponding ideas and feelings; thus, speaking with a harsh voice and behaving as if one 
were angry tends to really awaken anger. One often sees this in boys who begin to fight for fun 
and, gradually becoming excited, end by fighting in earnest.  
On this law is also based the method used by some researchers to penetrate into the psycho-
logical condition of others. They imitate artificially the body postures and the facial expression of 
those they are observing, and in so doing arouse in themselves the corresponding psychological 
condition. 
3. Ideas and images tend to awaken emotions and feelings that correspond to them. For exam-
ple, the sight of a funeral evokes feelings of sadness, awakens the fear of our own death and of 
that of someone dear to us; the idea of a possible danger arouses emotions of fear. Thus ideas 
and images tend to produce: (1) acts, in accordance with the first law; (2) emotions, in accor-
dance with the second law. 
 
But which prevail-acts or emotions? This depends on two factors: a. the nature of the idea or 
image; b. the psychological type of the person. For instance, the idea of danger awakens in an 
active person primarily the urge to use the practical means to avoid it. In an emotional type fear 
is awakened to such an extent as may paralyze action. In a mental type the ideas and the men-
tal images will be stronger than the emotions and will tend to awaken other ideas and images. 
4. Emotions and impressions tend to awaken and intensify ideas and images that correspond to 
or are associated with them. For instance, the fear of becoming ill awakens a series of images of 
illness, which is harmful, both because it is depressing, and still more because the mental pic-
tures thus evoked tend to produce the corresponding physical states, that is, psychosomatic 
troubles (through the action of Law One). 
5. Attention, interest, affirmations and repetitions reinforce the ideas and images on which they 
are centered. 
Attention renders the images and ideas clearer and more exact, and enables us to find in them 
new elements and new particulars. It may be compared to a lens through which we observe an 
object. The image is made larger, clear and sharp. That which is at the center of our attention is 
well-defined, whereas that which is at its circumference remains dim. (The latter can be called 
"marginal consciousness"; it belongs to a semiconscious sphere, an intermediate zone, between 
the conscious and the unconscious.) 
Interest makes ideas and images more outstanding. It makes them occupy a bigger space in the 
field of our consciousness and remain in it for a longer span of time. It enhances and reinforces 
attention. Conversely attention tends to increase interest. Affirmations produce an identification 
with the images or ideas which we assert and thereby give them stronger suggestive force and 
effectiveness. 
Repetition acts like the blows of a hammer on a nail and brings about the penetration and fixa-
tion of the idea or image, until it dominates and even obsesses the mind. It is a technique used 
all the time by advertisers, and the millions they spend in putting the same advertisement under 
the eyes of the public so many times are convincing proof of the effectiveness of repetition. Inci-
dentally, may I advise the careful study of the various psychological techniques employed by 
advertisers, both to prevent ourselves from yielding irrationally to their influence, and also to util-
ize them for good purposes in the training and use of our will. 
6. The repetition of actions intensifies the urge to further reiteration and renders their execution 
easier and better, until they come to be performed unconsciously. 
Habits are useful; they represent a great saving of energy. One can compare them to streets or 
roads. It is so much easier and more convenient to walk on a street than it is to thread one's way 
through the undergrowth of uncultivated land. As the repeated habitual actions are taken over by 
the unconscious, the conscious is freed for other and higher activities. This is an established fact 
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concerning biological functions. What a burden it would be for us if we were obliged to breathe 
and digest consciously! 
Gustave Le Bon in his book, La Psychologie de l'Education, goes so far as to state that educa-
tion is "the art of making the conscious pass into the unconscious". This is true concerning learn-
ing and skills, but it is certainly not true about all education; one might say that just the contrary 
is true regarding the higher aspects of education: in so far as education maintains its etymologi-
cal meaning, its purpose and function is to "draw out" from the unconscious its latent possibili-
ties, to activate the energies dormant in it, particularly in its higher section, the superconscious. 
Moreover, there is danger in habits; they tend to limit us and make us follow only beaten tracks. 
But as William James has aptly said: "Will and intellect can form habits of thought and will. We 
are responsible for forming our habits and even when acting according to habits we are acting 
freely." 
7. Ideas, images, emotions, feelings and drives combine and group themselves, forming "psy-
chological complexes". 
Thus psychological groupings are created which may grow to the point of becoming actual "sub-
personalities", having a semi-independent life. They develop as the various "selves" described 
by William James (the family self-the professional self-the social self). 
8. Psychological complexes find and use-without our awareness, independent of, or even 
against, our will-the means of achieving their aims. 
This law explains why drives and other psychological forces seek to and often succeed in evad-
ing or overpowering our control. It has been called by Baudoin "the law of subconscious final-
ism", and he ably describes its workings and points out the ways of utilizing it, in therapy and 
education, in his book Suggestion and Autosuggestion (London, Allen and Unwin, 1920). The 
knowledge and the use of this law are important, because it makes possible three basic tasks of 
the will. The first is not to be or remain under the dominance of these complexes or sub-
personalities. This requires that we recognize them, disidentify ourselves from them, and thus be 
able to master them. The second task is that of utilizing them opportunely according to the 
needs, the circumstances and the aims we want to achieve. The third task is to modify these 
complexes, to mould these sub-personalities and then to harmonize them with each other as 
component parts of our general psychosynthesis. 
9. The psychological energies which remain unexpressed and are not discharged into action 
accumulate, operate and are transformed in the unconscious, and can produce physical effects. 
This is the source of many psychological and psychosomatic troubles it also indicates the way of 
curing them. It holds the key for the conscious transformation and sublimation of our drives 
(sexual, aggressive, etc.), which is one of the most important methods of therapy, education and 
creative activity. 
 

THE GOOD WILL 
In our consideration of the education of the will up to now we have been regarding the individual 
as an isolated unit and his will as an instrument of personal advantage. But in reality the isolated 
man does not exist; he is in constant interaction with his family, his working associates and soci-
ety in general; he has many and diverse relationships with his fellowmen and with the world. 
Therefore, two problems of the greatest practical importance confront us. They concern: 
I. The relation of our will to that of others; 
II. The relation of our will to the universal Will. 
An individual who, however strong and able he may be, fails to take these relationships into con-
sideration inevitably arouses reactions and conflicts that may overwhelm the structure he has 
laboriously raised. Yet modem life presents the spectacle of a general clash of wills on the part 
of those who compete for dominance in all fields. Class is in conflict with class, party with party, 
and nation with nation, while within the family unit there is frequent strife between husband and 
wife, between parents and children, and between relatives. 
Incalculable is the enormous wastage of physical and psychological energies, of time and 
money, of volitional energy, and the sum of human suffering bred from these struggles. Truly, 
our civilization has adopted ways of life that are as uneconomic, wasteful and exhausting as they 
are the reverse of spiritual. This has been a matter of deep concern to those who are practical in 
a truly spiritual sense. They have endeavoured and are endeavouring to replace competition by 
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co-operation, conflict by arbitration and agreements, based on understanding of the right rela-
tionships between groups, classes and nations. The success of this attempt, however, must de-
pend in a large measure on the harmonization of the wills of all concerned, so that their differing 
aims may be made to t into the circle of a superior human solidarity. 
The same applies to our relations with nature and the universe. These relations are complex and 
mysterious, raising most difficult questions on the origin, the significance and the purpose of life, 
which form the perennial themes of philosophic meditation, spiritual concern and religious faith. 
It is certainly not possible to treat such questions here with profundity. However, we can single 
out from all these questions the ones which, while seemingly abstract and remote, are in reality 
connected with every act of our daily life. We are continually obliged to take our stand in facing 
conditions and events, and this necessarily implies a conception and valuation of life, a "philoso-
phy" or a faith, however rudimentary and unconscious. 
In "taking our stand" in regard to life in general, we usually fall into the same error we frequently 
commit in our relations with our fellowmen. The same arrogant personal will tries continually to 
impose itself on nature, to rebel against events and against destiny. But nature and destiny can-
not thus be flouted. There is in the universe, however we may conceive it, a great law of har-
mony, of equilibrium, of compensation; every action produces a re-action, and every violation of 
harmony and equilibrium rebounds, like a boomerang, against the transgressor.  
It is necessary, therefore, to curb our rebellions and learn to live in harmony and in tune with life. 
Just as the will has the power to develop itself and to control and direct the other psychological 
energies, so it has also the power to control and discipline itself, to confine itself within limits, to 
co-operate harmoniously with a group of other wills, to adhere and to subordinate itself to uni-
versal values, freely recognized and accepted. 
This is the "will-to-good", and it is different from "goodwill". In "goodwill" the emphasis is on 
goodness. It is a benevolent attitude and disposition towards others. Goodwill is the prerequisite 
of understanding, the means of solving human problems; it brings about right relations; it ex-
presses itself in co-operation; it has been called "the active principle of peace". In the will-to-
good the emphasis is on the will. It is a strong determination to make the good triumph; therefore 
it is positive, active, dynamic. It is-in the measure in which a human being can recognize and 
manifest it-an expression of the Will of the Whole, of the Divine Will. 
The methods for developing the will-to-good do not differ from those already mentioned. Me-
thodical exercises; meditative reflection and autosuggestion; the transformation and sublimation 
of the psychological energies, etc. The difference lies in the aim and purpose and in the fields of 
application.  

 
The Relation of Our Will to That of Others 
The fundamental obstacles, the great enemies opposed both to goodwill and to the will-to-good, 
are self-centeredness and selfishness. Self-centeredness can co-exist with sincere attachment 
to others and with acts of sacrifice; it is the general tendency to refer everything to oneself, to 
consider everything from the angle of one's own personality, to concentrate only on one's own 
ideas and on one's emotional reactions. The self-centered individual may sincerely want to do 
good, but only in his own way; therefore he is likely to be overbearing or fanatical. He wishes to 
convert everybody to his convictions, impose his methods, and sees salvation only in the reme-
dies he offers. Such an attitude is a fundamental error of perspective, a real psychological 
"Ptolemaic outlook". Thus, with the best of intentions, one can do actual harm, like the kindly 
monkey in the story that, seeing a fish in the water, rushed to rescue it from drowning by carry-
ing it up into the branches of a tree.  
Selfishness, instead, is the result of the fundamental urges to self-preservation and self-
assertion, of the outcome of the desire to possess and to dominate; and as such, continually 
finding obstacles that prevent its satisfaction, it arouses aggressiveness and violence, the im-
pulse to destroy that which interferes with the attainment of the desired objects. Selfishness is 
inherent in man and has always existed; but in our present day it assumes more accentuated 
and dangerous forms, because modern life provides stronger stimuli, fewer restraints and more 
powerful destructive instruments. The control of selfishness is therefore not only a moral exi-
gency; it is a necessity for social safety. 
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Another obstacle is the lack of understanding of others. We are easily liable to misunderstand 
those who are of a different race, nationality or social class; who belong to a different religion, 
political party, etc. But often we have no less lack of understanding towards those who are near-
est to us and whom we love. Unfortunately personal love does not-as many are apt to believe-
create mutual understanding. We can often observe the sad spectacle of people who love each 
other dearly but do not understand or appreciate the vital needs of the loved one (mate, child or 
parent) and thus torment him and even spoil his life. 
How can this be obviated? By the will-to-understand. In order truly to understand, we must be 
willing to make the necessary preparation and develop in ourselves the specific faculty, namely, 
empathy. 
 
The preparation consists in acquiring an adequate knowledge of psychology, both gen-
eral and specific; this includes: 
a. A knowledge of the psychological constitution of the human being; 
b. A comprehension of the differential psychology of ages, sexes, types, etc. 
c. An acquaintance with the unique combination of traits in different individuals. 
 
The means for acquiring this knowledge are: 
a. The study of books that deal with psychology from a dynamic and humanistic point of view. 
b. The insight into human personalities given by first-hand documents and material: biographies, 
autobiographies, diaries and letters of very different kinds of people-men, women, saints, scien-
tists, ancient and modern, Eastern and Western. Among the most useful for this purpose we 
may mention, at random, those written by or about: Marcus Aurelius, St. Augustine, Petrarch, 
Montaigne, St. Teresa, Rousseau, Mazzini, Emerson, Lincoln, Amiel, Ramakrisbna, Tolstoi, 
Rabindranath Tagore, Adele Kamm, Keyserling, Wagner, Helen Keller, Jung. Very helpful also 
are good psychological novels, such as those by Dickens, Baizac, Tolstoi, Dostoevsky, Manzoni, 
Romain Rolland. Biographies and novels of the present day are less suitable, because generally 
they deal with, or emphasize, only the lower, darker aspects of human nature; most of them are 
permeated with anguish, despair, a sense of hopelessness, or of bitterness and rebellion. 
Therefore they can give a distorted and one-sided picture of human nature. Among the few ex-
ceptions we may mention Jung's Memories, Dreams, Reflections and novels by Herman Hesse, 
Pearl Buck and Priestley. 
c. The development and use of empathy ("Imaginative projection of one's own consciousness 
into another being"-Webster). 
The first requirement for this is an attitude of impersonality and self-forgetfulness on our part. It 
can be achieved by letting ourselves be pervaded by, or actively arousing, an absorbing interest 
in the person we will to understand. Let us approach him or her with sympathy, with respect, 
even with wonder, as a "Thou", and thus establish a deep inner relationship. 
Then let us increase this approach until it becomes, first, a living contact and then an identifica-
tion. Let us imagine ourselves to have become, to be for the time being, that person. Let us try to 
realize his thoughts, his feelings; let us picture ourselves in various conditions and situations and 
evoke his mental and emotional reactions to them.  
Such empathy is made possible by the fact of the essential sameness of human nature below, 
and in spite of, all outer individual and group diversities. In each of us there are potentially all the 
elements and qualities of the human being, the germ of all virtues and of all vices. In each of us 
there is the potential criminal and the potential saint or hero. It is a question of different devel-
opment, valuation, choice and control. 
This exercise not only helps us to acquire a true understanding of others but also bestows on us 
a wider humaneness. It gives us an insight into the wonder and mystery of human nature, in 
which so many and such contrasting elements are found side by side; we recognize both the 
germ of goodness and the possibilities for redemption existing in the delinquent, and the foibles, 
imperfections, and even low drives which exist also in very great men. We become aware of the 
conflicts going on in both these extreme human types and in all intermediate ones, and of the 
consequent sufferings. Thus we drop our ordinary stupid attitude of passing judgment on others, 
and instead a sense of wide compassion, fellowship and solidarity pervades us. And this natu-
rally arouses in us the will-to-good. 
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The Relation of Our Will to the Universal Will 
1. Recognition of Our True Place in the Universe 
It can be achieved easily by means of an exercise of reflective meditation. Let us subdue the 
activity of our mind, quiet our emotions, "make silence" in ourselves-at least to some extent. 
Then let the sense of the infinite grandeur of the universe permeate us; let us feel ourselves to 
be a small particle in it, similar to myriads of other particles; let us realize that we are one of 
many millions of the inhabitants of a small globe-one of the planets of a star which is in its turn 
only one of billions of suns forming a galaxy, and that the galaxies are countless. 
Such a meditation produces, little by little, or sometimes instantaneously, an inner change that 
might be called an inner "Copernican revolution". We no longer live and act as if we were at the 
center of the universe: the true proportions and relations between it and ourselves are estab-
lished. Yet, by a curious psychological paradox, instead of feeling small and humiliated, we ex-
perience a sense of expansion, a new dignity. We lose our false sense of importance, the pom-
pousness of our pride and the conceit about our personal merits; we feel ourselves in tune with 
the universe; even more we feel that we are made of its substance, as a drop 0f water is made 
of the same substance as the ocean. We recognize ourselves to be an integral part of it and feel 
the joy of this recognition. 
From this meditation we return to our everyday life more poised and serene and also with a 
clearer insight into personal and practical problems. The remembrance of it will remain to sup-
port us through trying and painful times. It is easier to practice this meditation in the midst of na-
ture or contemplating the starry sky; but if this is not possible, we can find effective help by pre-
viously reading some pages of a book on astronomy and by looking at photographs of the Milky 
Way and other galaxies, suggesting the immensity of the cosmos. 
 
2. Adherence to the Universal Will 
The preceding meditation has prepared and led us to the last and highest achievement in the 
training and use of the will. In contemplating the greatness of the universe, we realize that it is 
not only a wonderful physical mechanism, but that it is pervaded by and pulsating with Life; that 
it is evolving under the guidance of intelligent laws; that it must have significance and purpose. 
Even those who may not have a religious faith or a definite philosophy of life can hardly deny 
that the universe is ruled by a law of evolution and progress. We perceive in the stars and in the 
insect, in the atom and in the heart, the same trend towards a mysterious goal. 
When we have become aware of the power of this universal law it becomes clear to us how fool-
ish it is to oppose it; we discover that the true cause of so many failures lies in the unconscious 
and ignorant violation of that law. Then there arises in us spontaneously the impulse to obey it 
and co-operate with it. And here again, a paradox: the individual will, in freely submitting to the 
universal Will and merging with it, is neither annihilated nor diminished. At the very moment in 
which it would seem to die or cease to exist, it rises with new power, transfigured. 
When the individual wills to co-operate harmoniously with the Will that governs the Universe, 
then that Will co-operates with him and puts at his disposal Its own infinite energies. In the Laws 
that rule the Cosmos man discovers the laws which should regulate his own actions. 
Thus the will, in becoming good, becomes at the same time strong and wise, and this union, this 
synthesis of the three, creates the complete will-the Perfect Will. 


