
THE PRACTICE OF TRANSPERSONAL PSYCHOLOGY 
 
 

 
 
History 
 
We want briefly to explain a little the origins and history of this branch of psychology and 
psychotherapy. The Transpersonal movement has emerged as an extension of the current of 
humanistic psychology. This, under the guidance of Abraham Maslow and Antony Sutich, who 
judged that the spiritual dimension was not integrated into the conceptual framework of the 
humanist movement. In Europe, Roberto Assagioli was active also in the field of consciousness 
and transpersonal work in alignment with psychologist like Carl Jung. 
 
The Association for Transpersonal Psychology (ATP), which was in fact the American 
association in 1971, was created by Abraham Maslow, Antony Sutich, Vich Miles, Stanislav 
Grof, Mickael Murphy and James Fadiman. Soon after, they created the "Journal of 
Transpersonal Psychology". Sutich and Maslow are considered midwives in the articulation of 
transpersonal vision with humanistic psychology. The word "transpersonal" has been proposed 
by Grof himself and has been accepted by his colleagues and until today, it is under this name 
that this new branch of psychology has developed. 
 
It was again Stan Grof who created in 1978 the International Transpersonal Association (ITA), 
which organized transpersonal congresses around the world.  
 
In 1984, in Europe, EUROTAS (European Association of Transpersonal) was born, in 
association with national associations that flourished in many European countries. Currently, the 
current is spread throughout the world with small institutes and with presence in universities. 
 
 
Definition 
 
Transpersonal psychology is a label for a type of psychological theory that embraces a wide 
variety of ideas that have nothing to do with religion and everything to do with the mind and 
behavior. Transpersonal psychology looks at the whole human experience. 
 
While not all definitions of transpersonal psychology are exactly the same, researchers Lajoie 
and Shapiro have suggested that there are several key factors that figure into most 
explanations of this field. These include spirituality, higher potential, transcendence and other 
states of consciousness. 
 
 

HOLOTROPIC BREATHWORK 
 
This therapeutic tool was developed by the psychiatrist Stanislav Grof. This approach is a  
synthesis of ancient knowledge of traditional and even shamanic cultures, and the most recent 
discoveries on neurophysiology. It combines hyperventilated breathing with evocative musics, a 
work on the body and the realization of mandalas. Holotropic Breathwork comes from the Greek 
words ‘holos’ (whole) and ‘trepein’ (going to) meaning moving towards wholeness.  
 
It activates a spontaneous inner process, a deep, non-mental intelligence, by inducing states of 
expanded awareness and exploring the inner world within ourselves and even beyond us. In 
this work, the different levels of consciousness of the person are taken into account, the 
physical, the emotional, the mental and the spiritual, in an interconnected way. 
 
This healing wisdom guides the experiences towards those aspects which carry an emotional 
charge and are ready to be processed or integrated. 
 
This method gives access to the deep layers of the unconscious and allows to "live" or "relive" 
various experiences that can be biographical (related to our personal history), perinatal 



(attached to birth), transpersonal (in relationship with the passing of the ego), or others 
(emotional, energetic, etc.). 
 
Grof's work represents a remarkable synthesis of ancient spiritual traditions, universal 
symbolism, and the most recent discoveries about brain function and expanded states of 
consciousness. Holotropic Breathing is preferably done in a group (but an adaptation to the 
work in individual therapy is possible) and can be associated it with other therapeutic 
techniques which come to favor the evolution, the rooting and the work of integration: dance 
relaxation, meditation, gestalt, energetic work, rituals as well as various practices resulting from 
shamanic approaches, such as the drum journey or the sweat-lodge, for example. 
 
Holotropic Breathwork workshop allows the self-healing and self-exploration, as well as 
accessing the roots of emotional and psychosomatic challenges one might face. During this 
workshop, two breathwork sessions (one as a breather and one as a sitter) will allow you, in a 
very safe setting, to access expanded states of consciousness, in which your own wisdom 
connects with your inner healing and inner transforming power.  
 
 
Holotropic Breathwork might be of interest if: 
 
∙ you are seeking a more experiential approach to healing, one that goes beyond talk therapy 
 
∙ you want to expand your consciousness and further explore your spiritual path 
  
∙ you are experiencing a major life crisis and seeking deep wisdom and insights 
 
∙ you want to release unresolved issues from the past 
 
∙ you want to understand the emotional roots of a persistent physical / psychosomatic condition 
 
 
The Healing Power of Breath 
 
The use of various breathing techniques for religious and healing purposes reaches far back in 
human history. In ancient and pre-industrial cultures, breath and breathing have played a very 
important role in cosmology, mythology, and philosophy, as well as an important tool in ritual 
and spiritual practice. Since earliest history, virtually every major psychospiritual system seeking 
to comprehend human nature, has viewed breath as a crucial link between the body, mind and 
spirit. This is clearly reflected in the words that many languages use for breath. 
 
In the ancient Indian literature, the term prana meant not only physical breath and air, but also 
the sacred essence of life. Similarly, in traditional Chinese medicine, the word chi refers to the 
cosmic essence and the energy of life, as well as the natural air we breathe by our lungs. In 
Japan, the corresponding word is ki. Ki plays an extremely important role in Japanese spiritual 
practices and martial arts. In ancient Greek, the word pneuma also meant both air or breath, 
and the spirit or the essence of life. The Greeks also saw breath as being closely related to the 
psyche. The term phren was used both for the diaphragm - the largest muscle involved in 
breathing, and mind (as we see in the term schizophrenia - split mind). In the old Hebrew 
tradition, the same word - ruach - denoted both breath and creative spirit, which were seen as 
identical. In Latin, the same name was used for breath and spirit - spiritus. Similarly, in Slavic 
languages, spirit and breath have the same linguistic root. 
 
It has been known for centuries that it is possible to influence consciousness using techniques 
which involve breathing. The procedures that have been used for this purpose by various 
ancient and non-Western cultures cover a very wide rango - from drastic interferences with 
breathing to subtle and sophisticated exercises of various spiritual traditions. Thus, the original 
form of baptism practiced by the Essenes involved forced submersion of the initiate under water 
for an extended period of time. This resulted in a powerful experience of death and rebirth. In 
some other groups, the neophytes were half-choked by smoke, by strangulation, or 
compression of the carotid arteries. 



 
Profound changes in consciousness can be induced by both extremes in the breathing rate - 
hyperventilation and prolonged withholding of breath, as well as by using them in an alternating 
fashion. Very sophisticated and advanced methods of this kind can be found in the ancient 
Indian science of breath, or pranayama. Specific techniques involving intense breathing or 
withholding of breath are also part of various exercises in Kundalini Yoga, Siddha Yoga, the 
Tibetan Vajrayana, Sufi practice, Burmese Buddhist and Taoist meditation, and many others. 
 
More subtle techniques which emphasize special awareness in relation to breathing have a 
prominent place in Soto Zen Buddhism ('shikan taza') and certain Taoist and Christian 
practices. Indirectly, the depth and rhythm of breathing gets profoundly influenced by such ritual 
artistic performances as the Balinese monkey chant or Ketjak, the Inuit Eskimo throat music, 
and singing of kirtans, bhajans, or Sufi chants. 
 
In materialistic science, breathing lost its sacred meaning and was stripped of its connection to 
the psyche and spirit. Western medicine reduced it to an important physiological function. The 
physical and psychological manifestations that accompany various respiratory maneuvers, have 
all been pathologized. The psychosomatic response to faster breathing - the so called 
hyperventilation syndrome, is considered a pathological condition, rather than what it really is - 
a process that has an enormous healing potential. When hyperventilation occurs 
spontaneously, it is routinely suppressed by administration of tranquilizers, injections of 
intravenous calcium, and application of a paperbag over the face to increase the concentration 
of carbon dioxide and combat the alkalosis caused by faster breathing. 
 
In the last few decades, Western psychologists and psychiatrists rediscovered the healing 
potential of breath and developed techniques that utilize it. We have ourselves experimented in 
the context of our monthlong seminars at the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California, with various 
approaches involving breathing. These included both breathing exercises from ancient spiritual 
traditions under the guidance of Indian and Tibetan teachers, and techniques developed by 
Western therapists. Each of these approaches has a specific emphasis and uses breath in a 
different way. In our own search for an effective method of using the healing potential of breath, 
we tried to simplify this process as much as possible. 
 
We came to the conclusion that it is sufficient to breathe faster and more effectively than usual 
and with full concentration on the inner process. Instead of emphasizing a specific technique of 
breathing, we follow even in this area the general strategy of holotropic work - to trust the 
intrinsic wisdom of the body and follow the inner clues. In holotropic breathwork, we encourage 
people to begin the session with faster and somewhat deeper breathing, tying inhalation and 
exhalation into a continuous circle of breath. Once they are in the process, they find their own 
rhythm and way of breathing. 
 
 
The Healing Potential of Music 
 
In holotropic therapy, the use of breath to induce holotropic states of consciousness for healing 
purposes is combined with evocative music. Like breathing, music and other forms of sound 
technology have been used for millenia as powerful mind-altering tools in ritual and spiritual 
practice. Since time immemorial, monotonous drumming, chanting, and other forms of sound-
producing techniques have been the principle tools of shamans in many different parts of the 
world. The archives of cultural anthropologists contain countless examples of trance-inducing 
methods of extraordinary power combining instrumental music, chanting, and dancing. 
 
In many cultures, sound technology has been used specifically for healing purposes in the 
context of intricate ceremonies. The Navajo healing rituals conducted by trained singers have 
an astounding complexity that has been compared to that of the scripts of Wagnerian operas. 
The trance dance of the Kung Bushmen of the African Kalahari Desert has enormous healing 
power, as has been documented in many anthropological studies and movies (Lee and DeVore 
1976, Katz 1976). The healing potential of the syncretistic religious rituals of the Caribbean and 
South America, such as the Cuban santeria or Brazilian umbanda, is recognized by many 
professionals of these countries with Western education. In our own tradition, remarkable 



instances of emotional and psychosomatic healing occur in the meetings of Christian groups 
using music, singing and dance, such as the Snake Handlers, or the Holy Ghost People, and 
the revivalists or members of the Pentecostal Church. 
 
Some great spiritual traditions have developed sound technologies that do not induce just a 
general trance state, but have a more specific effect on consciousness. Here belong, above all, 
the Tibetan multivocal chanting, the sacred chants of various Sufi orders, the Hindu bhajans 
and kirtans, and particularly the ancient art of nada yoga, or the way to union by sound. The 
Indian teachings postulate a specific connection between sounds of specific frequencies and 
the individual chakras. With the systematic use of this knowledge, it is possible to influence the 
state of consciousness in a predictable and desirable way. 
 
These are just a few examples of the extensive use of music for ritual, healing, and spiritual 
purposes. 
 
Carefully selected music seems to be of particular value in holotropic states of consciousness, 
where it has several important functions. It mobilizes emotions associated with repressed 
memories, brings them to the surface, and facilitates their expression. It helps to open the door 
into the unconscious, intensifies and deepens the therapeutic process, and provides a 
meaningful context for the experience. The continuous flow of music creates a carrier wave that 
helps the subject move through difficult experiences and impasses, overcome psychological 
defenses, surrender, and let go.  
 
To use music as a catalyst for deep self-exploration and experiential work, it is necessary to 
learn a new way of listening to music and relating to it, that is alien to our culture. In the West, 
we employ music frequently as an acoustic background that has little emotional relevance.  
 
In holotropic therapy, it is essential to surrender completely to the flow of music, let it resonate 
in one's entire body, and respond to it in a spontaneous and elemental fashion. Here one has to 
give full expression to whatever the music is bringing out, whether it is loud screaming or 
laughing, babytalk, animal noises, shamanic chanting, or talking in tongues. It is also important 
not to control any physical impulses, such as bizarre grimacing, sensual movements of the 
pelvis, violent shaking, or intense contortions of the entire body. Naturally, there are exceptions 
to this rule; destructive behavior directed toward oneself, others, and the physical environment 
is not permissible. 
  
The session typically begins with activating music that is dynamic, flowing, and emotionally 
uplifting and reassuring. As the session continues, the music gradually increases in intensity 
and moves to powerful trance-inducing pieces, preferrably drawn from ritual and spiritual 
traditions of various native cultures. Although many of these performances can be esthetically 
pleasing, the main purpose of the human groups that developed them is not entertainment, but 
induction of mind-altering experiences. 
 
The representative selections of music for the five consecutive phases of the sesión, are: 1. 
opening music, 2. trance-inducing music, 3. breakthrough music, 4. heart music, and 5. 
meditative music 
 
What happens in this process is that faster breathing extended for a long period of time 
changes the chemistry of the organism in such a way that blocked physical and emotional 
energies associated with various traumatic memories are released and become available for 
peripheral discharge and processing. This makes it possible for the previously repressed 
content of these memories to emerge into consciousness and be integrated. It is thus a healing 
process that should be encouraged and supported, and not a pathological process that needs to 
be suppressed, as it is commonly practiced in mainstream medicine. 
 
The second mechanism that can mediate release of physical and emotional tensions plays an 
important role in holotropic breathwork, rebirthing, and other forms of therapy using breathing 
techniques. It represents a new development in psychiatry and psychotherapy and seems to be 
in many ways more effective and interesting. Here, the deep tensions surface in the form of 
transient muscular contractions of various duration. By sustaining these muscular tensions for 



extended periods of time, the organism consumes enormous amounts of previously pent-up 
energy and simplifies its functioning by disposing them. The deep relaxation that typically 
follows the temporary intensification of old tensions or appearance of previously latent ones 
bears witness to the healing nature of this process. 
 
These two mechanisms have their parallels in sport physiology, where it is well known that it is 
possible to do work and train the muscles in two different ways - by isotonic and isometric 
exercises. As the name suggest, during isotonic exercises the tension of the muscles remains 
constant while their length oscillates. During isometric exercises, the tension of the muscles 
changes, but their length remains the same all the time. A good example of isotonic activity is 
boxing, while weight-lifting is distinctly isometric. Both of these mechanisms are extremely 
effective in releasing and resolving muscular tension. In spite of their superficial differences, 
they have much in common, and in holotropic breathwork they complement each other very 
effectively. 
 
In many instances, the difficult emotions and physical manifestations that emerge from the 
unconscious during holotropic sessions get automatically resolved and the breathers end up in 
a deeply relaxed meditative state. In that case, no external interventions are necessary and they 
remain in this state until they return to an ordinary state of consciousness. After a brief check 
with the facilitators, they move to the art room room to draw a mandala. 
 
If the breathing, in and of itself, does not lead to a good completion and there are residual 
tensions or unresolved emotions, facilitators offer participants a specific form of bodywork which 
helps them to reach a better closure for the session. The general strategy of this work is to ask 
the breather to focus his or her attention on the area where there is a problem and do whatever 
is necessary to intensify the existing physical sensations. The facilitator then helps to intensify 
these feelings even further by appropriate external intervention. 
 
While the attention of the breather is focused on the energetically charged problem area, he or 
she is encouraged to find a spontaneous response to this situation. This response should not 
reflect a conscious choice of the breather, but be fully determined by the unconscious process. 
It often takes an entirely unexpected and surprising form - voice of a specific animal, talking in 
tongues or an unknown foreign language, shamanic chant from a particular culture, or baby talk. 
Equally frequent are completely unexpected physical reactions - such as violent tremors, jolts, 
coughing, and vomiting, as well as typically animal movements. It is essential that the facilitators 
simply support this process, rather than apply some technique offered by a particular school of 
therapy. This work continues until the facilitator and the breather reach an agreement that the 
session has been adequately closed. 
 
In holotropic breathwork, we also use supportive physical contact. This is based on the 
observation that there exist two fundamentally different forms of trauma that require 
diametrically different approach. This first of these can be referred to as 'trauma by 
commission.' It involves external intrusions that had unfavorable impact on future development 
of the individual, such as physical or sexual abuse, frightening situations, destructive criticism, 
or ridicule. These traumas represent foreign elements in the unconscious that can be brought 
into consciousness, energetically discharged, and resolved. 
 
Use of nourishing physical contact is a very effective way of healing early emotional trauma. 
However, it requires following strict ethical rules. We have to explain to the breathers before the 
session the rationale of this technique and get their approval to use it. Under no circumstances 
can this approach be practiced without previous consent and no pressures can be used to 
obtain this permission. For many people with a history of sexual abuse, physical contact is a 
very sensitive and charged issue. Very often, those who need it most have the strongest 
resistance to it. It can sometimes take a long time before a person develops enough trust 
toward the facilitators and the group to be able to accept this technique and benefit from it. 
 
Supportive physical contact has to be used exclusively to satisfy the needs of the breathers and 
not those of the sitters or facilitators. By this I do not mean only sexual needs or needs for 
intimacy which, of course, are the most obvious issues. Equally problematic can be a strong 



need to be needed, loved, or appreciated, unfulfilled maternal need, and other less extreme 
forms of emotional needs and desires.  
 
Usually it is quite easy to recognize when a breather is regressed to early infancy. In a really 
deep age regression, all the wrinkles in the face tend to disappear and the individual might 
actually look and behave like an infant. This can involve various infantile postures and gestures, 
as well as hypersalivation and sucking. Other times, the appropriateness of offering physical 
contact is obvious from the context - for example, when the breather just finished reliving 
biological birth and looks lost and forlorn. The maternal needs of the woman in the Esalen 
workshop were so strong that they took over and she was unable to objectively asess the 
situation and act appropriately. 
 
In addition, the person who is confronted with the previously repressed traumatic memory is not 
any more the helpless and vitally dependent child or infant he or she was in the original 
situation, but a grown up adult. The holotropic state induced in powerful experiential forms of 
psychotherapy thus allows the individual to be present and operate simultaneously in two 
different sets of spacetime coordinates. Full age regression makes it possible to experience all 
the emotions and physical sensations of the original traumatic situation from the perspective of 
the child, but, at the same time, analyze and evaluate the memory in the therapeutic situation 
from a mature adult perspective. 
 

 

The Process of Holotropic Sessions 
 
The nature and process of holotropic sessions varies considerably from person to person and, 
at the same person, also from session to session. Some individuals remain entirely quiet and 
almost motionless. They might have very profound experiences, yet give the impression to an 
external observer that nothing is happening or that they are sleeping. Others are agitated and 
show rich motor activity. They experience violent shaking and complex twisting movements, roll 
and flail around, assume fetal positions, behave like infants struggling in the birth canal, or look 
and act like newborns.  
 
Frequently, the movements and gestures can be extremely refined, complex, quite specific, and 
differentiated. They can take the form of strange animal movements emulating snakes, birds, or 
feline predators and be associated with corresponding sounds.  
 
The emotional qualities observed in holotropic sessions cover a very wide range. On one side of 
the spectrum, one can encounter feelings of extraordinary well-being, profound peace, 
tranquillity, serenity, bliss, cosmic unity, or ecstatic rapture. On the other side of the same 
spectrum are episodes of indescribable terror, consuming guilt, or murderous aggression, and a 
sense of eternal doom. The intensity of these extraordinary emotions can transcend anything 
that can be experienced or even imagined in everyday state of consciousness. These extreme 
emotional states are usually associated with experiences that are perinatal or transpersonal in 
nature. 
 
In the middle band of the experiential spectrum observed in holotropic breathwork sessions are 
less extreme emotional qualities that are closer to what we know from our daily existence - 
episodes of anger, anxiety, sadness, hopelessness, and feelings of failure, inferiority, shame, 
guilt or disgust. These are typically linked to biographical memories; their sources are traumatic 
experiences from infancy, childhood, and later periods of life. 
 
A typical result of a holotropic breathwork session is profound emotional release and physical 
relaxation. After a successful and well-integrated session, many subjects report that they feel 
more relaxed than they have ever felt in their life. Continued accelerated breathing represents 
thus an extremely powerful and effective method of stress-reduction and leads to emotional and 
psychosomatic healing. 
 
It is essential for the best possible integration of the experience that the facilitators and sitters 
stay with the breather as long as he or she is in process and has unusual experiences.  



 
On the days folowing particularly intense sessions, which involved a major emotional 
breakthrough or opening, a wide variety of complementary approaches can facilitate integration. 
For example, good bodywork with a practitioner who allows emotional expresión. 

 

 
Mandala Drawing and the Sharing Groups 
 
When the session is completed and the breather returns to the ordinary state of consciousness, 
the sitter accompanies him or her to the mandala room. This room is equipped with a variety of 
art supplies, such as pastels, magic markers, and water colors, as well as large drawing pads. 
On the sheets of these pads are pencil drawings of circles about the size of dinner plates. The 
breathers are asked to sit down, meditate on their experience, and then find a way of 
expressing what happened to them during the session. 
 
There are no specific guidelines for the mandalas. Some people simply produce color 
combinations, others construct geometrical mandalas or figurative drawings or paintings. 
We have seen instances when the mandala did not illustrate the preceding session, but actually 
anticipated the experience from a future one.  
 
Later during the day, breathers bring their mandalas to a sharing session, in which they talk 
about their experiences. The strategy of the facilitators who lead the group is to encourage 
maximum openness and honesty in sharing the experience. In contrast with the practice of most 
therapeutic schools, facilitators abstain from interpreting the experiences of participants.  
 
A more productive alternative is to ask questions that help to elicit additional information from 
the perspective of the client who, being the experiencer, is the ultimate expert as far as his or 
her experience is concerned. When we are patient and resist the temptation to share our own 
impressions, participants very often find their own explanations that best reflect their 
experiences. When the experiences contain archetypal material, using C. G. Jung's method of 
amplification - referring to parallels between a particular experience and similar mythological 
motifs from various cultures, or consulting a good dictionary of symbols might be very helpful. 
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