
II. The Energy Concept

Charge, Discharge, Flow and Movement

Bioenergetics is, as I have emphasized, the study of the human personality in terms of the energetic processes of
the body. The term is also used in biochemistry to define an area of research that deals with energy processes on the
molecular and sub-molecular levels. As Albert Szent-Gyorgyi pointed out,* it takes energy to move the machine of
life. In fact, energy is involved in the movement of all things, both living and nonliving. In current scientific
thinking this energy is regarded as electrical in nature. There are, however, other views of its nature, especially as it
applies to living organisms. Reich postulated the basic cosmic energy he called orgone which was nonelectrical in
nature. Chinese philosophy postulates two energies in a polar relationship to each other, yin and yang. These
energies form the basis of the Chinese medical practice called acupuncture some of whose results have astounded
Western doctors.

I do not think it is important for this study to determine

* Albert Szent-Gyorgyi, Bioenergetics (New York, Academic Press, 1957). 45
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what the energy of life actually is. There is some validity to all these points of view and I have not been able to
reconcile the differences between them. We can, however, accept the fundamental proposition that energy is
involved in all the processes of life— in moving, feeling and thinking—and that these processes would come to a
stop if the supply of energy to the organism were seriously interrupted. For example, a lack of food would deplete
an organism’s energy so severely that death would occur, or cutting off necessary oxygen by interfering with
respiration could lead to death. Poisons that block the body’s metabolic activities and so reduce its energy will also
have this effect.

It is commonly accepted that the energy of an animal organism comes from the combustion of food. Plants, on
the other hand, have the capacity to capture and use the energy of the sun for their life processes, binding and
transforming it into the tissues of the plant, thus making it available as food for herbivorous animals. Changing the
food back into free energy the animal can use for its own life needs is a complex chemical procedure that ultimately
involves the use of oxygen. The combustion of food is not unlike the combustion that occurs in a wood fire which
also requires oxygen to maintain the process. In both cases the rate of combustion is related to the amount of
available oxygen.

This simple analogy does not explain the complicated phenomenon of life. A simple fire burns itself out when the
fuel supply is exhausted; it also burns indiscriminately with no regard for the energy liberated by the combustion.
In contrast, the living organism is a self-contained, self-regulating and self-perpetuating fire. How it is enabled to
perform this miracle—that is, to burn without burning up or burning out—is still the great mystery. While we
cannot solve the riddle yet, it is important to try to understand some of the factors involved, for all of us want to
keep the flame of life burning brightly and continuously within.
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We are not accustomed to thinking of personality in terms of energy, yet the two cannot be dissociated. How
much energy an individual has and how he uses it must determine and be reflected in his personality. Some people
have more energy than others; some are more contained. An impulsive person, for example, cannot contain any



increase in his level of excitement or energy; he must discharge the increased excitation as rapidly as possible. A
compulsive person uses his energy differently; he, too, must discharge his excitement, but he does so in rigidly
structured patterns of movement and behavior.

The relation of energy to personality is most clearly manifested in a depressed individual. Although the
depressive reaction and the depressive tendency result from the interplay of complicated psychological and
physical factors,* one thing is abundantly clear. The depressed individual is energetically depressed. Cinematic
studies show he makes only about one-half the spontaneous movements usual in the nondepressed individual. In a
severe case, he might sit quietly, hardly moving at all, as if he didn’t have the energy to move actively. His
subjective state often corresponds to this objective picture. He generally feels that he lacks the energy to get
moving. He may complain of feeling enervated without, however, being tired. The depression of his level of energy
is seen in the decrease of all energetic functions. His breathing is depressed, his appetite is depressed, and his
sexual drive is depressed. In this state he could not possibly respond to our exhortations that he interest himself in
some pursuit; he literally doesn't have the energy to develop an interest.

I have treated many depressed patients, since that is one of the most common problems that brings people to
therapy. After listening to a person’s story, reviewing his history and evaluating his condition, I try to help him
build up his energy.

* Lowen, Depression and the Body, op. cit.
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The most immediate way to do this is to increase his oxygen intake— that is, to get him to breathe more deeply and
fully. There are a number of ways a person can be helped to mobilize his respiration which I shall describe in
subsequent chapters. I start from the assumption that he cannot do it for himself, or he would not have come to me
for help. This means I must use my energy to get him started. What this involves is directing him into some simple
activities that slowly deepen his breathing and using physical pressure and touch to stimulate it. The important
thing is that as one’s respiration becomes more active, his energy level rises. When a person becomes charged up, a
fine, involuntary tremor or vibration may occur in the legs. This is interpreted as a sign that there is some flow of
excitation in the body, specifically in the lower part. The voice may become more resonant since there is more air
flowing through the larynx, and the face may brighten. It may not take more than twenty to thirty minutes to
accomplish this change and for the patient to feel “lifted up.” He has been lifted out of his depressive state
temporarily.

Although the effect of deeper and fuller breathing is immediately evident and experienced, it is not a cure for the
depressive condition. Nor will the effect last, since the person himself cannot maintain this quality of deeper
respiration spontaneously. This inability is the core problem of depression, and it cannot be worked through except
by a thoroughgoing analysis of all the factors that have operated to produce a relatively deadened body and a
depressed personality. But the analysis itself will not help greatly unless it is accompanied by a consistent effort to
raise the person’s energy level by charging his body energetically.

The concept of energetic charge cannot be discussed without also considering energetic discharge. The living
organism can only function if there is a balance between energy charge and discharge. It maintains a level of
energy consistent with its needs and opportunities. A growing child will take in more
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energy than it discharges and use this extra energy for growth. The same is true of convalescence or even of
personality growth. Growth takes energy. Apart from this, it is generally true that the amount of energy one will
take in will correspond to the amount one can discharge through activity.

All activity requires and uses energy— from the beating of the heart, the peristaltic movement of the intestines,
to walking, talking, working and sex. However, no living organism is a machine. Its basic activities are not
performed mechanically but are expressions of its being. A person expresses himself in his actions and movements,
and when his self-expression is free and appropriate to the reality of the situation, he experiences a sense of



satisfaction and pleasure from the discharge of his energy. This pleasure and satisfaction in turn stimulate the
organism to increased metabolic activity, which is immediately reflected in deeper and fuller breathing. With
pleasure the rhythmic and involuntary activities of life function at an optimal level.

Pleasure and satisfaction are, as I have said, the immediate experience of self-expressive activities. Limit a
person’s right to express himself, and you limit his opportunities for pleasure and creative living. By the same
token, if a person’s ability to express himself, his ideas and his feelings, is limited by internal forces (inhibitions or
chronic muscular tensions), his capacity for pleasure is reduced. In this case the individual will reduce his energy
intake (unconsciously, of course) to maintain an energy balance in his body.

Increasing a person’s energy level cannot be accomplished by simply charging him up through breathing. The
avenues of self-expression through movement, the voice and the eyes must be opened up, so a greater energy
discharge can occur. Not infrequently this happens spontaneously in the course of charging up. A person’s
breathing may deepen spontaneously as a result of lying over a breathing stool. Suddenly without any conscious
intent or awareness, he may begin to cry. He may not
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know at the moment why he is crying. T he deeper breathing opened his throat, charged his body, and activated
suppressed emotions with the result that a feeling of sadness erupted and flowed out. Sometimes it is anger that
breaks through. Many times, however, nothing happens, for the person may be too afraid to open up and let go of
his feelings. In this case he will, however, become aware of his “holding” and of the muscular tensions in his throat
and chest that block the expression of feeling. It may be necessary, then, to release the holding by direct physical
work on the chronic muscular tension.

Since charge and discharge function as a unit, bioenergetics works with both sides of the equation
simultaneously to raise a person’s energy level, to open up his self-expression and to restore the flow of feeling in
his body. Thus, the emphasis is always on breathing, feeling and movement, coupled with the attempt to relate the
present-day energetic functioning of the individual to his life history. This combined approach slowly uncovers the
inner forces (conflicts) that prevent a person from functioning at his full energetic potential. Each time one of these
inner conflicts is resolved, the person’s energy level increases. This means he takes in more energy and discharges
more in creative activities that are pleasurable and satisfying.

I do not wish to give the impression that bioenergetics can resolve all buried conflicts, remove all chronic
tensions and restore the full and free flow of feeling in a person’s body. We may not fully achieve this goal but we
do institute a process of growth that leads in that direction. Every therapy is hand icapped by the fact that the
culture we live in is not oriented toward creative activity and pleasure. As I have pointed out elsewhere,* it is not
geared to the values and rhythms of the living body but to those of machines and material productivity. We cannot
escape the conclusion that the forces inhibiting self-expression and, therefore, decreasing our energetic func tioning
derive from this culture and are part of it. Every

♦Lowen, Pleasure, op. cit.
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sensitive person knows that it takes considerable energy to protect one’s self from becoming caught up in the
frantic pace of modern living with its pressures and tensions, its violence and insecurities.

The concept of flow needs some elaboration. Flow denotes a movement within the organism best exemplified by
the flow of blood. As the blood flows through the body, it carries metabolites and oxygen to the tissues, providing
them with energy, and it removes the waste products of combustion. But it is more than just a medium;.it is the
energetically charged fluid of the body. Its arrival at an^ point of the body adds life, warmth and excitement to
that part. It is the representative and carrier of Eros.* Consider what happens at the erogenous zones, the lips,
nipples and genitals. When they become suffused with blood (each of these organs is richly endowed with a big
vascular network), we become excited, feel warm and loving and seek contact with another person. Sexual
excitement is synchronous with increased blood flow to the periphery of the body, especially to the erogenous areas.



Whether the excitement brings the blood or the blood carries the excitement is unimportant. The two always go
together.

In addition to the blood, there are other energetically charged fluids in the body—lymph, interstitial fluids and
intracellular fluids. The flow of excitation is not limited to the blood but travels through all the body fluids.
Energetically speaking, the whole body can be viewed as a single cell with the skin as its membrane. Within this
cell excitation can spread in all directions or flow in specific directions depending on the nature of our response to a
stimulus. This view of the body as a single cell does not deny the fact that within it there are very many specialized
tissues, nerves, blood vessels, mucous membranes, muscles, glands, etc., all of which cooperate as parts of the whole
to promote the life of the whole.

One can experience the flow of excitation as a feeling or

♦Lowen, The Physical Dynamics of Character Structure, op. cit.
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sensation which often defies anatomical boundaries. Haven’t you experienced the surge of anger into the upper
part of the body charging the arms, face and eyes? It may vary from a sensation of being “hot under the collar” to
an apoplectic engorgement of head and neck with blood. When a person is so angry that he sees red, it indicates to
me that the retina of his eyes has become flooded with blood. On the other hand, the feeling of anger may have a
white, cold quality and look, owing to a peripheral vasoconstriction that prevents the blood from reaching the
surface. There is also a black rage in which the anger is capped by a dark cloud of hate.

The upward flow of blood and excitation can produce an entirely different emotion when it follows different
channels and excites different organs. A flow of excitation along the front of the body from the heart to the mouth,
eyes and hands will give rise to the feeling of longing expressed in an attitude of opening up and reaching out. The
flow of anger is mainly along the back of the body. A downward flow of blood and excitation will produce some
interesting sensations. One can experience them riding a roller coaster or during the quick rise and descent of an
elevator. These sensations are much sought after by children, who get them by swinging. They are most intense and
pleasurable when they occur as melting sensations in the belly accompanying a strong sexual charge. However, the
same flow can be coupled with anxiety in which case it is experienced as a sinking sensation in the belly.

When one realizes that 99 percent of the body is composed of water, some of it structured, but much of it fluid,
we can picture sensations, feelings and emotions as currents or waves in this liquid body. Sensations, feelings and
emotions are the perceptions of internal movements within the relatively fluid body. Nerves mediate these
perceptions and ccx>rdinate responses, but the underlying impulses and movements are inherent in the body’s
energetic charge, in its natural rhythms and pulsations. These internal movements represent the body’s
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motility as distinguished from the voluntary motions that are subject to conscious control. They are most evident
in the very young. Looking at a baby’s body, one can see the constant play of motion like the waves of a lake, only
these movements are produced by inner forces. As people get older, their motility tends to decrease. They become
more structured and stiffer until finally with death, all motion ceases.

In all our voluntary movements there is also an involuntary component, representing the essential motility of the
organism. This involuntary component, which is integrated with the voluntary action, accounts for the aliveness or
spontaneity of our actions and movements. When it is absent or reduced, body movements have a mechanical,
lifeless quality. Purely voluntary or conscious movements give rise to few sensations other than the kinesthetic
sense of displacement in space. The feeling tone of expressive movement comes from their involuntary compo
nent—the component not subject to conscious control. The fusion of conscious and unconscious elements or of
voluntary and involuntary components gives rise to movements that have an emotional ring, yet are coordinated
and effective actions.

A person’s emotional life depends on the motility of his body, which in turn is a function of the flow of excitation
throughout it. Disturbances of this flow ixrur as blocks, which are manifested in areas where the body’s motility is



reduced. In these areas one can also easily palpate, or feel with one’s fingers, the spasticity in the musculature.
Thus the terms “block,” “deadness” and “chronic muscular tension” refer to the same phenomenon. Generally one
can infer a block from seeing an area of deadness and sensing or palpating the muscular contraction that
maintains it.

Since the body is an energetic system, it is in constant interaction energetically with its environment. Apart from
the energy derived from the combustion of food, an individual gets excited or charged by contact with positive
forces. A bright and clear day, a beautiful scene, a happy person has a stimulating
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effect. Dark and heavy days, ugliness or depressed people have a negative impact on our energies, seeming to exert
a depressing influence. We all are sensitive to the forces or energies that surround us, but their impact is not equal
on all people. A more highly charged person is more resistant to negative influences. At the same time he is a
positive influence for others, especially when the flow of excitation in his body is free and full. Such individuals are
a joy to be with, and we all sense this intuitively.


