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LOVE AND WILL
A DISCUSSION OF 
PSYCHOSYNTHESIS
Translation by Achille Cattaneo / Gordon Leonard Symons

The reason for a title

The title of my reflection may seem strange, in that it 
holds together two elements of human nature, love and 
will, which generally travel on different and distinct 
terrains. Yet this is the exact same title of an entire 
chapter, the eighth, of Assagioli’s book, “The Act of 
Will”. 

Assagioli’s text begins by taking a cue from the end of 
the previous chapter, which deals with good will, defined 
as “the will to do well; the will that chooses and wants 
the good. One could call it an expression of love, and this 
raises the great problem of the relationship between love 
and will “(1). From the next page on, Assagioli begins the 
journey between love and will, a short journey out of 
necessity, given that in order to fully speak of love, as 
one is doing with will, another book would be needed, 
writes the author.

I must confess that at this point a vague memory of my 
classical studies began to spin in my head, a vague but 
persistent memory. Armed with patience, I tried to fix the 
memory, giving it body and consistency. Until, as often 
happens to me now, the answer appeared on my inner 
screen, clear and bright: I was remembering a myth of 
Plato’s, that of the winged biga, narrated in Phaedrus, 
one of the most beautiful dialogues of the philosopher’s 
maturity.

Transferring the memory from the vague world of 
ectoplasm to a precise location - author, work, meaning 
- I continued in this tiring, but stimulating, parallelism, 
along paths that I will try to illustrate to you too. 
Assuming that it will not be a motorway route - because 

I like to zap along even on these occasions - I invite you 
to travel with me, leaving free space for your phantasy 
and imagination, because your collaboration will be 
needed. I will not hide the fact that at the beginning the 
desire to tackle a theme like today’s made me hesitate 
not a little, due to the greatness of the first term, love, 
which, when just sketched out, soon began to expand. 

I immediately understood that if I had followed my usual 
scheme, that is, starting from a collection of ideas on the 
subject of different authors, I would have encountered 
many difficulties in choosing, not least from its tendency 
to be exhaustive. I preferred, then, to let the flow of 
memories and thoughts about love run freely, assuming 
in advance that it would eventually become a very large 
list, but necessarily incomplete, and, moreover, also 
questionable for some listeners. And this “stream of 
consciousness” - encountered for the first time in James 
Joyce’s “Ulysses” - could become my response to the 
dissatisfaction of those who had not been satisfied with 
the treatment of such a challenging topic.

Moreover, Assagioli himself authorizes, and indeed 
perhaps even encourages us, indirectly, to broaden the 
answer where he writes “here I will make observations 
only on the general nature of the most important 
relationships between love and will” (2) This means that 
the phenomenon has further characteristics, which the 
interpreter can explore, indicate and deepen.

Then it will be possible to wander in the great sea of   love, 
letting ourselves be carried away by the succession of 
waves, sometimes the same sometimes not, sometimes 
small and docile, other times powerful and threatening.

Then we will be able to dig up and find, in the deposit 
of our memory, the great artistic works that are inspired 
and enlivened by love, be they poems, or sculptures, or 
music, or paintings, which lie, somewhat bundled up, in 
the large and majestic cave of the traces that the events 
and phenomena of life have left inside us.

We will let play, on the screen of memory, the images of 
the greatest maternal love, that of Mary, in the various 
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Pietas of Michelangelo, up to the one closest to his 
death, the one closest to the end, even if not finished, 
the Pietà of Rondanini, which it is not known whether 
it represents a mother supporting a son or a son causing 
a mother to lean on himself; Hayek’s painting with 
the famous kiss between a man wearing a feathered 
hat and a young woman turned with her back to us; 
Bernini’s sculpture of Saint Teresa in ecstasy, which 
so recalls an orgasm, or that of Canova, in the Louvre, 
fixed in its motionless perfection to represent Cupid 
and Psyche; the Majesty of Duccio, in Siena, and 
the Christ Pantocrator in Porto di Classe; Botticelli’s 
Venus or Spring and Raphael’s Fornarina; the Last 
Judgment of Orvieto, frescoed in the cathedral by Luca 
Signorelli (too much seen that of the Sistine Chapel); 
the clock of the Cathedral of Reims at different times 
of the day, by Monet; the meeting of love between 
Hector and Andromache in the Iliad; and that between 
Romeo and Juliet invented by Shakespeare; Proust’s 
loves for Gilberte and Albertine in the Recherche; 
the desperate love of Anna Karenina, illuminated by 
Tolstoy; Beethoven’s sonata In the Moonlight; Bach’s 
Passion according to Matthew; The Strawberry Place, 
Bergman’s film; the famous initial verse of Catullus’ 85 
poem, that “odi et amo” (I hate you and I love you at the 
same time), which over the centuries fixes a structural 
contradiction of love; Julien Sorel’s loves in Stendhal’s 
Scarlet and Black; Nazim Hikmet’s poems from prison 
to his wife Munavvir; Emily’s immense poetic treasure 
of Emily Dickinson; Neruda’s love poems; the definition 
of the kiss “pink apostrophe between the words I love 
you” by Cyrano di Bergerac and so on, enumerating, 
remembering, researching. Enriched by this glittering 
treasure, I was able to return to my speech, “copied” in 
that title, yes, but metabolized, locked up in a here and 
now that stretches it between us. 

A title too “revealing”, perhaps, but perhaps at the 
same time “appropriate”, dropped into a karst reality 
trapped between hope and hopelessness, between silent 
majorities and apparently bold minorities, a tragically 
“new” reality, with no close experiences that can provide 
light on ways to endure it. And I’ll come back to this as 
well.

From the beginning.

a) Love.

“Amor ch’a nullo amato amar perdona “almost 
impossible to find a more beautiful and famous opening 
words than this one, and in fact it is not mine.
The words of Francesca to Dante, in canto V of the 
Inferno, and the story of the passion that took and 
enveloped her and her brother-in-law Paolo in the castle 
of Gradara, close to us, I feel that they can be a splendid 
background to Assagioli’s clarifications on love. At a first 
reading, in fact, and also at a second reading, this type 
of love is one of those that Assagioli, with his refined 
and meticulous capacity for classification, contains in 
the category of love between man and woman, a very 
complex relationship, which takes place in different 
spheres, changes continuously, often becomes a source 
of suffering and conflicts (In passing, it should be noted 
that no attention is paid to love between people of the 
same sex, the result of the socio-cultural context of the 
era in which the founder of psychosynthesis lived). 
Also, of this type of love we find distinctions and 
classifications, which for now we are not interested in 
reporting. In fact, there are two main aspects that should 
be highlighted in all of Assagioli’s long digression on 
love: the first is the denial of the relational character that 
should characterize love in common feeling; in the same 
list by Assagioli, love is distinguished by its character 
and object, but it always appears as a connection, a 
relationship in fact, between two or more subjects. 

The first sentence of the paragraph, however, seems 
to deny precisely this characterizing element. In fact, 
if, as we read at the beginning of the paragraph: “The 
first love is love of oneself”, the plurality of subjects 
involved in the relationship is lacking, and indeed risks 
collapsing the very idea of   a relationship, given that a 
relationship with oneself is (almost) paradoxical. But 
the immediate explanation of this, defined by the author 
himself as “strangeness” provides us with a significant 
interpretation: when in fact in the text it is specified that 
love for the best traits of ourselves “pushes us to live a 
life of superior quality ”And, it continues, it becomes a 
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means to“ love others in the same way ”, it is clear that 
the how of this love is the very specific datum of the 
entire category (of all loves, one might say). With this 
magnifying glass we can go back to Dante-Francesca’s 
triplet, and read it in a slightly different way from the 
traditional one, which sees in that love the example and 
the symbol of true love, that between man and woman. 
If, in fact, it is true that “amore a nullo amato amar 
perdona” is true precisely because that bond is born in 
a specific and special cultivation ground, interwoven 
with attention to the “potential for growth, development, 
creative ability and communion with others “(3), expressly 
indicated in the text as the only “ennobling” object of 
love for oneself. Some very interesting conclusions can 
derive from this re-discovered presupposition of love.

An (almost) exhaustive list of the main characteristics 
of love, in general, can be considered the first letter of 
St. Paul to the Corinthians, where he speaks of charity, 
understood as a synonym for love (without getting 
bogged down in long explanations, I remember that, 
in Greek text, the word agape is used, to be translated 
as love not sexually connoted, while, for this second 
type of love, the Greeks used the word eros). Assagioli 
indicates the various types of love based on the object, 
and therefore starting from maternal love, and passing 
through the paternal one, recalls fraternal, altruistic, 
humanitarian love, ending with the last, the most 
important, the love of God or ”whatever designation you 
prefer” (4). Then he goes on to deal with the relationship 
between love and will, which we will dwell on later.

At this point, in fact, it seems rather necessary to enrich 
the Pauline list, and to identify the characteristics of love 
that are structural and, in a certain sense, innate. At this 
level, then, it can be safely argued that love tends, and 
is led, to unite, to welcome, to develop in oneself and 
in others with whom we are in relationship, a will and 
an ability to collaborate, to bring out lines of coherence 
between values   and conduct, to make oneself, and make, 
“better”. But is love already born like this? Or, better, 
does it happen that we fall in love and, subsequently, 
the feeling develops, almost automatically, all of its 
potential? Assagioli, of course, denies this hypothesis, 

and argues that love too, like any other form of art 
or in any case of knowledge, needs application, 
study, commitment, even if this simple affirmation is 
advanced, almost always, “with reluctance” “cultivating 
a human love that is rewarding, lasting and creative is 
a true art”(5). But this first statement involves another 
one, based on the remarkable identity between “good 
love and good will”: both require an in-depth knowledge 
of the human being, especially in its psychological 
structure, knowledge on which it is then possible 
to build a harmonic synthesis between one and the 
other(6). And then he goes on to indicate the next steps 
necessary to arrive at a balanced and mutually enhanced 
coexistence between love, in fact, and will. And he goes 
on, with his unsurpassed analytical ability, to describe 
the stages and moments of this journey. Which we will 
try to summarize and explain below.

Will

We are undoubtedly indebted to Assagioli for the 
“discovery”, so to speak, of the will. We owe him, in 
fact, for providing a key to an interpretation that has 
completely changed the characteristics and nature of this 
faculty of the human soul, this single and peculiar note 
of the entire existential symphony.

“The discovery of the will within us, and even more the 
awareness that the “I” and the will are intimately linked, 
can represent a true revelation capable of changing, at 
times radically, our self-consciousness and our attitude 
towards ourselves, the others and the world “(7). With 
this statement Assagioli begins the path, his and ours, 
towards the implementation of a task – the training of 
the will – which inspires the entire volume which, not 
surprisingly, already declares from the title its direction 
towards the act of will, that is, towards the realization 
of an action. Without going into a lazy repetition of 
Assagioli’s theses, a couple of premises seem necessary 
(drawn from the conclusions, and this does not seem 
strange). First of all, the exercise and training of the 
will are based by the founder of Psychosynthesis in an 
overall project, in an instrumental vision, which aims to 
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“improve” our life experience, freeing us, in a certain 
sense, from the conditionings of current reality, and 
moving us towards an independent position, which, 
by connecting will and self, can make us masters of 
ourselves, and at the same time aware of the need to 
offer others the same possibility of growth. 

A further observation, closely linked to the first, 
concerns Assagioli’s commitment to the development 
of the faculties of human improvement, tending not to 
happiness, as many of the apparently similar experiences 
are represented, which have arisen and grown up in the 
stressed and stressful atmosphere of the context in which 
we live, we, children of an industrial society, based on 
consumption, but with a different objective.

In essence, Assagioli founds and develops a branch of 
the “new science”, of psychology, which propels us and 
helps us towards an effective, reassuring, conscious 
“harmony of life” (and in fact “For the harmony of 
life” is the title of a collection of Assagioli’s writings, 
edited by Marialuisa Macchia). One of his definitions of 
Psychosynthesis is illuminating “Freeing from illusions, 
from“glamor ”, from ghosts, from unreality, from ill-
posed or artificial problems, from“ false designations ”. 
This already eliminates many unnecessary disharmonies 
and conflicts. Then, resolving the real conflicts 
(relatively existing at the moment) “(the author’s 
italics(8). So, to resolve some doubts with a single word, 
Assagioli is, structurally, an OPTIMIST, regardless of 
his adherence to esotericism, which is, frankly, a very 
marginal. question.

Returning to the topic, he distinguishes four main 
aspects of the will - strong will, wise will, good will, 
transpersonal will - and seven groups of will qualities, 
all aspects that are examined and framed in the book, 
with Assagioli’s great specific skills of obtaining a 
coherent, harmonious and convincing overall result.

Leaving for other occasions an examination of the 
specific issues indicated, we note that, with particular 
attention, Assagioli focuses on the relationship between 
love and will from a more general point of view: 

according to this reflection, reality very often presents 
us with a disordered distribution of love and will in 
individuals, for which love and will are present, for 
the most part, in inverse proportion, so that he can be 
faced with subjects who are either inclined to love, 
but lack the will to follow its impulses, or they abound 
with willpower, however, lacking a counterthrust that 
fears the risk of excesses, they can tend to develop the 
characteristics of dominance in a non-positive way.

Assagioli, following his analytical method of exposition, 
indicates the necessary path of “psychological training” 
to arrive at a harmonization and unification of love and 
will, whose alliance on an equal basis, is essential in 
order to react to the “disorders of our age” (9). To obtain 
the synthesis of these two elements, it is necessary, for 
psychosynthesis, to use the wise will, which, through 
various techniques, can aim at, and achieve, a synthesis 
of the opposites.
At this point, a clarifying parenthesis appears useful, 
based on an example dating back to the fourth century 
BC.

The myth of the winged biga

Among Plato’s works, which have come down to us 
completely, fortuitously and fortunately, there is a 
dialogue, Phaedrus, in which we find a mythical tale - 
the winged biga - which seems to me to fit the theme I 
am dealing with. In the dialogue, between Phaedrus, a 
young Athenian, and Socrates, regular protagonist of the 
dialogues, avatar of Plato, they come, at a certain point, 
to talk about the soul, using images. Socrates, as narrator 
protagonist, portrays the soul as “the combined power 
of a winged pair and a charioteer. The charioteer leads 
the pair, and, of the two horses in the pair, one is “noble 
and good, and of good breed, while the other is quite the 
opposite and is of the opposite breed.” Later Socrates 
clarifies that the coursers and the charioteer represent 
the three parts into which every soul is divided, and 
describes the good horse of white color, lover of glory, 
temperate and modest, while the other, black in color, 
is rebellious, he balks and only obeys the whip, and 
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that with difficulty. The story continues, describing the 
charioteer as a turned to the good, but sometimes willing 
to give in to the wave of passion, towards which the 
black horse pushes/pulls, embarrassing both the white 
horse and the charioteer himself. The future fate of the 
soul depends on the final outcome of this conflict. In 
fact, Socrates affirms “if the best elements of the soul 
obtain supremacy, which lead to a life ordered by the 
love of wisdom, their days on this earth will be blessed 
and in full harmony, because they are godfathers of 
themselves and measured ... But if instead they live a 
non-noble life all aimed at the desire for honour instead 
of wisdom, ... it may be that ... they will make the choice 
that according to the common people is the happiest .... 
At death they leave the body without wings “(10).

It seems useless to carry out a specific analysis to 
show the points of contact between Plato’s dialogue 
and Assagioli’s reflections. I think it is enough to 
point out how significant the description of the soul, 
unique although tripartite, the effort of the charioteer, 
necessary to keep the whole in balance, and the quality 
of the result, whether positive or not according to the 
success of the charioteer’s efforts. After all, it is enough 
for me to have pointed out that, even 24 centuries ago, 
the different structure, or composition, of the human 
psychological endowment was grasped, the need to keep 
the formative process in balance, and the very close link 
between the balance itself and the effects on the general 
and specific context.

Here and now.

If I had written this same text a year ago, or a little 
more, at this point I might have considered my task 
exhausted, for better or worse. But this reflection takes 
place in a very different context from that of just a year 
ago. The worldwide upheaval caused by a pandemic, 
and the effects of a situation far from stable, induces, 
or in my opinion forces, all those who deal in the so-
called human sciences, to compare their position with 
the context in which that position is placed, facing an 
uncertain outcome.

It is not easy to argue about love while the life of society 
proceeds between tears and jolts, just as the conditioning 
of the conduct of each member has a severe impact on 
mutual civil relations and on the relationship between 
the “governed” and “the rulers”. It becomes increasingly 
difficult to maintain an equidistant balance, which does 
not mean neutral, and to resist the recruitment attempts 
of one or the other party.

My first answer, retracing the path traced here, is to 
deepen the exploration and knowledge of the human 
soul, highlighting the common elements and applying 
the muting of the different ones, not with a view to a 
collective flattening, but aiming to a conduct that 
recognizes, respects and develops a “civil” confrontation 
between equal dignities, remaining on the ground of 
rights, and stubbornly committing to identify first, then 
strengthen, the traits of serenity that must endure in our 
tired “living together”.
Let us hope, but let us not stand by and watch.
Vito D’Ambrosio

Vito D’Ambrosio


