Roberto Assagioli: A Transpersonal Magician?
Connections with W.E. Butler and Western
Esotericism!?

Mike Rush
2" March 2025

! This is a preprint version of the article: Rush, M.J. (2025). Roberto Assagioli: A transpersonal
magician? Connections with W.E. Butler and Western Esotericism. Transpersonal Psychology Review,
26(1), 30-38.



Roberto Assagioli: A Transpersonal Magician?
Connections with W.E. Butler and Western

Esotericism.

Abstract

In a previous article (Rush, 2016), | argued that Western Esotericism had contributed
to the development of transpersonal psychology. In the present article, | continue
this argument by focusing on Roberto Assagioli and comparing his work with that of
his contemporary Walter Ernest Butler. Assagioli (1888-1974) was an Italian
psychiatrist and the founder of psychosynthesis, whilst W.E. Butler (1898-1978) was a
ritual magician and representative of the Western Mystery Tradition in the UK. |
argue for ritual magic (as opposed to stage magic) as a form of spiritual practice,
before highlighting some of the parallels in the psychological work of Assagioli and
the magical work of Butler. This paper is based on an article originally submitted for
the PGDip in Consciousness and Transpersonal Psychology at Liverpool John Moores
University and was presented at the BPS Transpersonal Psychology Section

conference at Cober Hill, Scarborough, UK, in 2023.



W.E. Butler and 20th Century High Magic

Walter Ernest Butler (1898-1978) was a pupil of Dion Fortune’s Society of the Inner
Light, an occult school following the tradition established in 1888 by the Hermetic
Order of the Golden Dawn. This tradition draws on various sources including
Kabbalah, Neo-Platonism, Rosicrucianism, ritual magic, mythology, astrology,
alchemy, and the angel magic of John Dee (Regardie, 2000). It also incorporates
psychological and religious concepts from the science, anthropology, and
comparative religion of its period. Butler is the author of several books, which are
now considered occult classics, including Magic — Its Ritual Power and Purpose
(1952), The Magician — His Training and Work (1959), Apprenticed to Magic (1962)
and Magic and the Qabalah (1964). In 1965, he founded Servants of the Light (SOL) a
school of occult science that continued under Dolores Ashcroft-Nowicki and still
exists today led by Steven Critchley. Both the Society of the Inner Light and SOL are
initiatory groups based on Kabbalah but also focussing on British and Celtic
mythology as opposed to the Eastern leanings in other esoteric groups such as the
Theosophical Society (Blavatsky, 1925). Taking ‘spiritual practice’ in its broadest sense
to include not only the activities but the contextual beliefs associated with them, a

justification may be required for considering magic as such a practice.

Magic as a Spiritual Practice

Definitions of spirituality, and its distinction from religion, continue to be debated.

However, three of its key components include a shift from a focus on the self to a



desire to serve others (Taylor, 2023), an emphasis on individual inner or transcendent
experience (Astley, 2020), and a psychological process of change or transformation

(Sperry, 2012).

There are a number of features that qualify Butler’s magic as a form of spiritual
practice. Firstly, throughout his work he always emphasises that the predominant
aim for wanting to become a magician is, ‘the desire to know in order to serve,’
(Butler, 1959, p. 151). Ultimately therefore the aim of magic, although developing the
Self, should not be a selfish one, ‘Others, who follow the system given will be
rewarded by an increasing sense of fulfilment and satisfaction, with wider and
deeper insight into life and destiny, and with increased powers with which to serve
their fellows,” (Butler, 1959, p. 25). Secondly, for Butler, the magical path is inherently
religious and akin to mysticism, ‘It is an adventurous, God-seeking quest, as true and
as holy as any Mystic Quest of the Grail,’ (Butler, 1952, p. 29) and “...in the high
reaches of both magic and mysticism we come to a common ground; that light within
which lighteth every man, the indwelling spirit, our true Self, (Butler, 1959, p. 152).

It is important to realise that Butler’s ontology is a confidently dualistic one. He is a
panentheist; the physical world is an emanation of the Godhead but not identifiable
with it. For him, God is both immanent and transcendent. Thirdly, Butler quotes Dion
Fortune’s definition of magic, ‘the art of causing changes in consciousness at will,’
(Butler, 1952, p. 12) indicating that both transformation and psychology play a pivotal
role in the process. In fact, Fortune’s definition simply adds the words, ‘in

consciousness,’ to Alister Crowley’s (1929) original definition of magick.



Psychology and Magic

The remainder of this article will explore the psychology of Butler’s magic in more
detail in comparison with the writings of Assagioli, but firstly consider this from

Butler:

Here is one of the keys. In magical work, all is done, in actuality, by the action
of the conscious mind upon the subconscious both personal and collective.
The objective conscious mind provides the igniting spark which throws into
motion the subconscious machinery, and it is the reaction between the
personal unconscious and the universal unconscious that causes the

manifestation of magic, (Butler, 1959, p. 159).

This should not be understood as a reductive psychological explanation for magic.
Butler was emphatic about the different levels of the conscious and unconscious
mind being the link to a spiritual level of reality and ultimately the spiritual Self. It is
only our limited perception, said Butler, which prevents us from seeing, ‘that all is

indeed a theophany,” (Butler, 1962, p. 39).

The main use to which Butler put psychology was in integrating it with his magical
worldview. However, his books were written for a general readership not an
academic one and are therefore without references. He does cite Jung on a number
of occasions and, of the principle schools of psychology at the time, the Jungian was

his preferred choice, ‘It is, however, with the modern school of psychology, more



particularly that presentation of it which is associated with the name of C.G. Jung
that the magician finds his closest link with modern thought,” (Butler, 1952, p. 11).
He draws on a number of Jungian and Freudian concepts in order to explain his
magical worldview: complexes, the Ego, the Self, the persona, projection, the
archetypes, and the personal and collective unconscious. For example, visualisation
exercises can help to release locked up psychic energy, ‘...the repressed complexes,
which are semi-independent mental groups, and may therefore be personified as
“spirits”, are evoked and begin to rise,” (Butler, 1962, p. 64). The aggrandisement of
the ‘empiric Ego’ is to be assiduously avoided and the false persona dissolved and
reconstituted with the help of the True Self (Butler, 1952, p. 24). For Butler (1959, p.
92) the archetypes can be contacted voluntarily and their power tapped into by
passing symbols from the conscious mind to the subconscious?. The resulting energy
is then channelled safely using the Kabbalistic Tree of Life. Images from Kabbalah,
Celtic or Rosicrucian myth, depending on the magician’s background, are used to

induce the archetypes to manifest from the unconscious (Butler, 1952, pp. 57-58).

Assagioli and Psychosynthesis

However, there are other psychological concepts mentioned by Butler that suggest
additional sources. Throughout Butler’s work there are several concepts strikingly
similar to those of Roberto Assagioli (1888-1974). Butler does not mention him
directly and the last of Butler’s books was published in 1964, the year before

Assagioli published Psychosynthesis: A Collection of Basic Writings (1965). However,

2 Butler tends to use the terms ‘subconscious’ and ‘unconscious’ interchangeably.



Assagioli’s thesis was published in 1910, so it is unclear in which direction any
influence moved. Indeed, it is no secret that Assagioli was open-minded to mystical
and magical ideas. One of his personal notes reads, ‘Use both the “mystical” and the
“magical” methods, with wise alternation and integration. Develop with examples.
Apply to writing and to creative work in general, to the whole “art of life”,

(Figure 1). This and further examples from the Archivio Assagioli, which can be

accessed at www.archivioassagioli.org, are reproduced here with permission.
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Figure 1: Assagioli’s note about using the mystical and magical methods.


http://www.archivioassagioli.org/

Another possibility is that both Butler and Assagioli drew on a shared source,
possibly the Theosophy of Alice Bailey and Helena Blavatsky (Palmer & Hubbard,
2009). However, considering Butler’s preference for Jungian ideas, his adoption of
Assagioli’s concepts would have been a natural development, especially where they
seemed to concur with his own spiritual worldview. For example, Butler (1952, p. 23)
guotes the well-known occult maxim of, ‘Know Thyself,” whilst Assagioli’s (1965, p.
21) first stage of psychosynthesis is, ‘Thorough knowledge of one’s personality,
leading through self-realisation to the construction of a new personality. Butler
(1952, p. 19 & 1962, p. 26) refers to four levels of mind: the conscious, the personal
subconscious, the collective subconscious, and the Superconscious. The first three of
these are clearly Jungian but the fourth relates to Assagioli’s addition to Jung’s
scheme. At the summit of this Superconscious hovers the ‘spiritual’ or ‘Higher Self’.
Assagioli (1965, p. 203) suggests that an appropriate symbol for spiritual-
psychosynthesis is a triangle, representing the physical, emotional, and mental
aspects of being, with a sun or star at its apex, representing the spiritual Self (Figure
5a). This is highly reminiscent of the Tree of Life from the Kabbalah in which the
Sephira of the emotions (Netzach) is opposed with that of the intellect (Hod) both of

which are transcended by the Sephira of Tiphareth.

Another interesting article by Assagioli (2004), published posthumously in The
Esoteric Quarterly, also discusses various psychological polarities and the ways in
which they can be synthesised. It is in this article that Assagioli makes a direct

reference to the magical tradition, ‘The method of skilfully using the contrary forces



is explained in a curious book on magic, which —apart from its specific subject —
contains interesting psychological material,’ (p. 11). He refers to chapter eight of
Eliphas Levi’'s Dogma and Ritual of High Magic, which was translated by Golden
Dawn member Arthur Edward Waite and republished under the title Transcendental
Magic (Levi, 1896). Levi is a prominent representative of the modern occult revival
and a source also acknowledged by Butler (1959, p. 173). However, it is interesting to
note the way in which Assagioli quotes Levi. The relevant passage from Levi is quoted

below at length to demonstrate the point that follows:

In order to devote ourselves to Ceremonial Magic, we must be free from
anxious preoccupations; we must be in a position to procure all instruments
of the science and be able to make them when needed; we must possess,
more-over, an inaccessible laboratory, in which there will be no danger of
being ever surprised or disturbed. Then, and this is an indispensable
condition, we must know how to equilibrate forces and restrain the zeal of
our own initiative. This is the meaning of the eighth Key of Hermes, wherein
a woman is seated between two Pillars, with an upright sword in one hand

and a balance in the other. To equilibrate forces they must be maintained

simultaneously and caused to act alternately: the use of the balance

represents this double action. The same arcanum is typified by the dual cross
in the Pantacles of Pythagoras and Ezekiel... where the crosses equilibrate
each other and the planetary signs are in permanent opposition. Thus Venus
is the equilibrium of the works of Mars; Mercury moderates and fulfils the

operations of the Sun and Moon; Saturn balances Jupiter. It was by means of



this antagonism between the ancient gods that Prometheus, that is to say,
the genius of science, contrived to enter Olympus and carry off fire from

heaven. Is it necessary to speak more clearly? The milder and calmer you

are, the more effective will be your anger; the more energetic you are, the

more valuable will be your forbearance; the more skilful you are, the better
will you profit by your intelligence and even by your virtues; the more

indifferent you are, the more easily will you make yourself loved.? (Levi, 1896,

p. 265)

Assagioli immediately demonstrates his method of pruning away the esoteric
elements to produce the following paraphrase (indicated by the underlined phrases

above®):

In order to balance the forces, it is necessary to maintain them
simultaneously and use them in alternation. The more you are gentle and
calm, the more your anger will be effective; the stronger you are, the more
your gentleness will be prized... the more you are indifferent, the easier it is

to make others love you, (Assagioli, 2004, p. 11).

This handwritten note can also be found, written in French, in the online Archivio

Assagioli (Figure 2a).

3 Note that the numbering sequence used by Levi for the Tarot trumps is different to that used by the
Rider-Waite deck and others.

4 There are some minor variations in language that suggest Assagioli was not quoting from the Waite
translation.
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b) reference to Levi’'s Dogme p. 361.
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Figure 2: Assagioli’s personal notes from the Archivio Assagioli. a) Paraphrase of Levi,

In a note from the Archivio, Assagioli sums up the process, ‘To create balance it is
necessary to separate and to unite: to separate by the poles, to unite by the center,
(Figure 2b above). This appears to echo Levi’s understanding as depicted in his
infamous diagram of The Sabbatic Goat (Levi, 1896, p. 186), see Figure 3a below. This
image has been constantly misappropriated by later audiences and used to denote
Satanism, for example by Anton Lavey’s Church of Satan founded in 1966. However,
this does not appear to have been Levi’s intention and an examination of the
symbolism within the diagram clearly shows a process of the separation, ‘solve’, and

reunification, ‘coagula’, of opposites in the form of higher and lower, male and



female, light, and dark, human and animal, and earthly and spiritual. It is perhaps
understandable why Assagioli would distance himself from such an image.
Nevertheless, he does draw attention to the alchemical process that this image
implies, stating in another note from the Archivio, ‘Purification through

transmutation (alchemy). The result of transmutation. Pure gold,” (see Figure 3b).

TrE Saspatic GoAT

Figure 3: a) The Sabbatic Goat by Eliphas Levi, b) Assagioli’s note on alchemy.

This is not simply Assagioli psychologizing an esoteric text; the psychology is already
inherent within the text. Instead, he is removing it from its esoteric context and
perhaps making it more palatable to a modern, quasi-scientific readership. Instead of
the rich symbolism of the Tarot or Levi’s Pantacles (Figure 4b) we are left with just

the bare, intellectualised, and possibly sterile, triangle of relationships (Figure 5b).

12



This may be an example of what Daniels (2005, p. 137) refers to as, ‘mythmongering,

that risks sacrificing efficacy for generality.
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Figure Four: a) The Eighth Key of Hermes from the Rider-Waite tarot, b) Levi’s

illustration of the Pantacles of Pythagoras and Ezekiel (Levi, 1896, p. 161).

Benevolent
Understanding

MIND

Sympathy Indifference Antipathy

Figure 5: a) the relationship of the body, mind, and emotions to the self (Crampton,
1977, p. 17), b) One of Assagioli’s triangles balancing opposites (Assagioli, 2004,

p.12).
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Regarding his triangle of physical-mental-emotional with the Higher Self hovering

above the apex, Assagioli states:

This is a very apt symbol to illustrate the process towards and the
achievement of spiritual-psychosynthesis through the action of, the pervasion
by, the spiritual Self of the reconstructed or renewed personality (1965, p.

203).

This need for a reconstructed personality is echoed by Butler:

It is possible for us to remould that personality, indeed at some time or other
in our magical career we shall have to do this, but long before the permanent
alteration is effected we can have commenced to build up an alternative

personality which shall serve as an efficient instrument for our magical work,

(Butler, 1959, p. 122).

However, such a practice is not without its risks. In her biography of Dion Fortune

(1993), Janine Chapman adds an autobiographical note about her own experience:

In December of 1974 | had an experience that caused me to walk away from
my study of occult and magical subjects. The experience happened in
connection with the Golden Dawn system of initiation, which | was following

on my own. | experienced an almost total disintegration of personality as well

14



as the destruction of most of the structures of my personal and public life. |
now know that this can happen when you study serious subjects without a
teacher, but | was long time recovering, and when | did | was no longer the

same person | had been (Chapman, 1993, p. 181).

There seems to be a link here between magical work, a process of reconstituting the
identity (e.g. Dabrowski, 1964), and crises of spiritual awakening that occur outside
of such a magical practice, which Assagioli (1965) also wrote about before Stanislav
and Christina Grof (1989, 1990) popularised the term ‘spiritual emergency’ in the late

1980s.

Butler insists that the manifestation of this magical personality, and other psychic
phenomena, must be under the voluntary control of the will at all times. Again, this
emphasis brings to mind Assagioli’s own insistence on the importance of the will,
which he referred to in his book on Psychosynthesis (1965, p. 127) and wrote more
extensively on in The Act of Will (1974). In the example below (Figure 6) from the
Archivio Assagioli, in addition to Eliphas Levi, he has also noted references to Evola
and P.D. Ouspensky. The latter was author of the esoteric classic, In Search of the
Miraculous, and associated with G.l. Gurdjieff founder of The Fourth Way. The former
is likely to be a reference to Julius Evola who wrote on the importance of the will in
his esoteric works. However, Evola was a proponent of the far-right in fascist Italy and

it should be noted that his radical politics are not reflected in Assagioli’s writings.

15
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Figure 6: Assagioli’s note referring to Levi, Evola, and Ouspensky.

An approximate comparison of Butler’s and Assagioli’s schemas is shown in Table 1.

All of the levels are embedded within the collective unconscious.

Table 1: Comparison of Butler’s and Assagioli’s Schemas of the Self

Butler (1959 p. 88 & 1962, p. 78) Assagioli (1965, p. 17)

Self, Higher Self, true Ego, Higher Self, spiritual Self and
Tiphareth

Superconscious Superconscious

Persona, Lower Self, false Conscious self or’ I’ and
Malkuth

Ego (Ruach) Middle Unconscious

Subconscious, Personal
Yesod Lower Unconscious

Unconscious (Nephesh)

16



Butler (1959, p. 70) teaches that ‘vibrating” the ‘Names of Power’ is one technique
for voluntarily controlled communication between the conscious and Superconscious
spheres. This approach may induce one of Assagioli’s (undated) seven modalities of
transpersonal inspiration, the influence of the Superconscious on the conscious self.
However, the ultimate aim of the magician, ...contact with his own Higher Self, the
“Holy Guardian Angel” of the Qabalistic teaching,’ (Butler, 1959, p. 156 & 1952, p. 69)
is similar to Assagioli’s ascension of the ‘I’ and its ‘field of consciousness’ towards the
Higher Self. At this stage, says Butler (1959, p. 156), ‘The personal will, dedicated to
the service of God and man, is now linked with the true will of its higher spirit Self,
which is echoed by Assagioli’s (1965, p. 88) ‘...to make this ‘unconscious will’ of the
spiritual Self a conscious experience.’ This last statement also suggests some overlap
with the aims of Butler’s magical path and Assagioli’s psychosynthesis. Butler’s focus
is on service whilst Assagioli (1965, p. 210) says, ‘the realization of the spiritual Self is
not for the purpose of withdrawal but for the purpose of being able to perform more

effective service in the world of men.

Conclusion

This has been a brief summary, rather than a comprehensive survey, of the
similarities between the work of Roberto Assagioli and Walter E. Butler. There are
many more examples of ideas shared between Butler and Assagioli, for example their
‘spiritual technology’. They both cite Rudyard Kipling’s ‘Kim’s Game’ as an exercise for
training the powers of observation and memory (Butler, 1959, p. 65 & Assagioli,
1965, p. 150). Butler also refers to other contemporary psychologists including F.

Myers, |. Pavloy, J.B. Rhine and Baron von Reichenbach, and the psychology of his

17



time such as research into psychosomatic medicine, hypnosis, psychoanalysis, and
schizophrenia. However, the points of similarity between Butler’s and Assagioli’s
ideas appear too numerous and too close to be due to chance. It seems odd that

Butler cites Jung directly in support of his ideas but then neglects to cite Assagioli.

This may suggest that it was in fact Assagioli that was influenced by Butler, or at least
by the tradition to which Butler belonged. Parfitt (undated) suggests that Kabbalah
played a fundamental role in shaping Assagioli’s conception of psychosynthesis whilst
Russell (1981) lists Jung, James, and Maslow, and also raja yoga and karma yoga as

influences upon Assagioli.

Considering the similarities and links discussed above perhaps we should add 20t
Century ritual magic to this list. However, the influence seems to go both ways and is
nicely summed up with a quote from Butler (1964, p. 141), ‘When we study the Tree
of Life, which is a very ancient mandala, we find that it conforms very closely to the
Jungian concepts, or should we say that the teachings of the school of Jung are very

close to the ancient teachings?’

A 28
Figure 7: Roberto Assagioli (1888-1974) and W.E. Butler (1898-1978).
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