
The Energetic Point of View in Bioenergetic Analysis
by Philip M Helfaer, Ph.D.

Dedication: To the Memory of Ellen Green Giammarini: A true friend of mine and a true
friend of bioenergetics INTRODUCTION The key to understanding and conceptualizing
bioenergetic analysis is an understanding of the energetic point of view. Alexander
Lowen stated many times over the years that. "Bioenergetics is a way of
understanding personality in terms of the body and its energetic processes."1 At the
same time, aside from Lowen's work, as a point of view it has not been explicitly
articulated in bioenergetics, much less developed, and as strange as that may seem,
it is often given a peripheral place in bioenergetic training. In contrast, the various points of
view that comprise psychoanalysis have been clearly developed. So this morning, I
will talk "To you about the energetic point of view in ways that will be both familiar and not
so familiar. I cannot cover this topic in this brief talk. I will use my afternoon seminar and the
post conference workshop to develop a more complete picture. I believe these views have
the potential for clarifying and enhancing your understanding and practice of bioenergetics.
PERSONAL BACKGROUND You are entitled to know something about how I amived at the
views I want to share with vou. I have been a student, practitioner, and teacher of
bioenergetic analysis for thirty years now,

At the time I began studying bioenergetics, I already had ten years of background
in psychology and psychotherapy: a Ph.D. in clinical psychology from Harvard: ten years as
a patient and student of psychoanalytic psychotherapy; three years of training in family
systems therapy; training in group psychotherapy; exposure to Gestalt therapy;
supervision in Andras Angyal's holistic psychotherapy at the Brandeis University
Counseling Center. In addition, I lived all these years in Boston, as rich a milieu as
you can imagine for all the new ideas and developments. In the decade of the
seventies, and before, Myron Sharaf, Reich's biographer and I were very close colleagues.
Around 1969, I had a post-doctoral research fellowship which Myron had kindly arranged
for me so I could finish a book I was working on. We had offices at Boston State Hospital,
where I met my wife Velma and another close colleague, Ildri Ginn, now a local trainer in
Norway. One day, before I was in bioenergetics, Myron walked into my office and put
Reich's book Character Analysis, on my desk. It was open to Chapter XIV, "The
Expressive Language of the Living." Myron said, "Here, read this and tell me what
you think." I struggled through it and - and I could hardly understand what this man was
talking about. What I can tell you today is that I've spent a good part of the last thirty years,
in collaboration first with Myron, and then and above all with Velma, understanding what



Reich is telling us about in this chapter on ever deeper levels. Today, I believe I can work
with this viewpoint therapeutically and also say clearly what it is. What tipped me toward
bioenergetics was a three month stay at the Esalen Institute, in California I had found that I
was unable to pursue psychoanalytic education because I could no longer tolerate the
academic structure it was embedded in Esalen was an experience out of the academic mold.
What a relief. Further, as chaotic as my experiences were there, I knew that what I experienced,
I wanted to follow. The experience was healing, and it suggested the way of life I was
seeking. I understood that most of what I had experienced, and the therapeutic modality
suggested, could best be understood in the light of Reich's writings. As the seventies
began, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Myron, Velma, myself, Idri and some other
colleagues formed our own study group. The "Tuesday Group." met every week. Myron
mentions it in the acknowledgments of his biography. These were great days. The
best way to leam. At the same time we had everyone coming to Boston to give
workshops,
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Al. John Pierrakos, Keleman, some of the New Yorker trainers: the Connecticut crew, John
Bellis, Terry Santino, Ame Wellhaven. I started therapy with John and Terry, then around

79 began with Al, and I was in therapy with him for the next nine years. The training
program we began in Massachusetts emerged from these ten fruitful years of study and practice. There
is one other factor which may be the most important contribution to my understanding of
the energetic point of view. For the past twenty years or more. I have worked out
energetically almost daily. ENERGY So what is the energetic point of view? What is it's significance in the
year 2001? What I first have to say in answer to these questions may surprise you. To begin to
understand the energetic point of view you first have to realize that this point of view does not
depend on a conception of energy. For the moment, put aside everything you know, read, or
believe, about "energy," bioenergy, or orgone energy. I'm not asking you to throw it away. Put it
aside. This point has confused me and I believe everyone else for a long time. It can make
it almost impossible to sort out the meaning of the energetic point of view, POINT OF VIEW The
first important thing to see about the energetic point of view is that it is just that: a point of
view. What this means is that it is the name for a unique and specific way of looking seeing, and
observing, a unique and specific way of looking at a person. It is an observational stance.
Observation, looking, is the key. The emphasis here is on the looking, the seeing, the
observing - in a specific way. In psychotherapy, the point of view, the way of looking is
the most important tool of the therapist. In bioenergetic therapy, the energetic point of view is the
crucial point of view. There are two things to be said about a point of view; A point of view is
inherently guided by conceptions. Also, there are paradigmatic expressions or typical or



representative observable phenomena, behaviors, or events which are inherently associated with a point
of view, Observation, typical phenomena, conceptions are all inherently interwoven in a
point of view, This may sound abstract, but I am referring to a completely concrete, simple
process in which we engage everyday: the clinical observation of specific kinds of phenomenon. I
have found that observation is a skill that takes vears to develop. Reich was a remarkable observer and
so was Lowen. Before I was in bioenergetics, when I first began to do psychotherapy, one of the
first things I learned was that the therapist has to learn to listen. Learning this deceptively simple
art occupied me very intensely for some vears. I used to joke that my ears grew half a
centimeter. I found out over time that there is listening and listening, or perhaps you could
say, listening and hearing. Even more subtle for various reasons is the art of looking and
seeing. In training. I say over and over again. "Look look, look, and look." A PARALLEL

ANALYSIS FROM PSYCHOANALYSIS I have introduced the concept of the point of view. To
understand its significance further, it will be useful to look outside of the context of
bioenergetic analysis. I will draw on a parallel analysis by Fred Pine, in his book. Drive, Ego.
Object, and Self A Synthesis for Clinical Work? Pine, you may recall was one Margaret
Mahler's collaborators. Pine talks about the four psychologies of psychoanalysis: drive, self, ego, and
object relations. Each psychology has its typical phenomena and point of view. Each has also
been enriched by the developmental point of view and research. All four are valid. None can be
reduced to any of the others, and all are required to do clinical therapy. Reducing the therapy to
one point of view, Pine says, creates a caricature of therapy. What is important, in these
points of view, Pine says, are not the theories of drive. for example. What is important are
the clinical phenomena that we work with - the reality of enduring urges, wishes, and the fantasies that
go with them. for example. These are the observational bedrock. Similarly, there are the
realities of the expressions of the self. of issues having to do with the ego, and
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there are the realities of the expressions of the self, of issues having to do with the ego, and with the
inner object world. A good analytic therapy draws on all four points view. The phenomena,
once defined and described, are observable, regardless of the theory in which they may be
placed. REICH: ORIGINS Wilhelm Reich discovered or defined a whole new category of



observable events in the clinical situation and invented a functional way of working with
them. The origins of the energetic point of view lie in some of Reich's early clinical observations
from when he was still a psychoanalyst. The energetic point of view was bom when Reich
questioned Freud's tension reduction theory of pleasure. He questioned the tension
reduction theory on the basis of clinical observation. Looking at the experience and behaviors
related to sex and orgasm, he pointed out that an energetic factor was needed to explain them,
not just tension reduction. There was another set of observations that helped give birth to the
energetic point of view. These pertained to Reich's observations of the alternation
between cardiac anxiety -und sexual pleasure in two women patients, suggesting the simple,
brilliant explanation of a
common underlying energetic process or movement, differing in direction. These
observations long pre-date the investigations into the nature of the energy, and the scientific studies
do not change or effect the clinical phenomena and the observational stance. I discuss these
sets of clinical observations in my book. Sex and Self-Respect. CLINICAL EXMPLE Now I
have mentioned five different points of view, four unique to psychoanalysis, and
one unique to bioenergetic analysis. Consider a clinical example. A young
woman. Kay, has waited a long time to begin her therapy. In her first session, she
announces that, "There is a deep black hole in me that I have to go in to, and I am afraid." This
intense expression has many profound meanings, and in that initial moment it would be a mistake to
focus on any one meaning or point of view, other than to look and listen that is observe, and to
be with her, and wait to get it more deeply. It is perfectly clear, however, that this expression
demands to be looked at from the point of view of all four psychologies and from the
energetic point of view: First of all Kay's utterance reflects her experience of her self. She is
telling me in the strongest way possible who she feels she is: a woman with a deep black hole in her.
Second Kay points to the condition of her ego, the fear of losing her reality boundary
through being overwhelmed by deep feelings. Third, from the point of view of drives,
urges, and wishes, Kay's utterance starkly reveals her fears and conflicts around sexual
penetration. Fourth, one aspect of her inner object world is reflected in the drama, fear,
and provocation with which she expresses herself with me. In addition, I know that the
blackness also reflects her mourning for losing her lover of six years, and that this loss has
thrown her back into the despair and fear of her earlier relationships with father, mother,
and sibling. Finally, her energetic condition is as complex and multi-layered as each of these
other aspects of her being. I see a slight, beautifully fomed, femimne person, intensely alive, but
trembling with fear and tension, yearning for closeness and love, but also angry and frightened.
Above all, out of her painful state of being, her energetic state is reflected in nothing so much
as ber quest for the freedom to be her own person. Each energetic process related to
this quest needs to be addressed as the therapy unfolds as carefully and sensitively as each



of the four other aspects of her being that psychoanalysis addresses, Each of these
descriptions of Kay reflect observation from a different point of view. All are true. TYPICAL
PHENOMENA Let's return to the description of the energetic point of view. If we look and
observe, what will we see? What are the typical phenomena? I have found that I
can place the relevant, typical clinical events, behaviors, and phenomena into several
categories. I have arrived at these categories through continuous reading in Reich and Lowen and
many years of looking. I want to mention them only briefly by name, with
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perhaps a word or two about some of them. It would take a whole training to go into them. Some of
these may sound very familiar, but I am asking you to see them in a somewhat new light. I want
you to hear them in the fresh context of the energetic point of view'. In the energetic point of view,
there are phenomena having to do with these seven categories: i.) quantity of energy: 11.)
direction of energy: including, in towards the center out toward the periphery and pathways of
energy in the body; 11.) expansion and contraction: it is basic in energetic work to be cognizant
of their alternation, and the events that may occur when working with chronic contraction; iv.)
pulsation: includes the vibrations Lowen describes; 1.) charge discharge: the significance of orgasm;
vi.) flow of energy along the longitudinal axis of the body: orgasm reflex, grounding; vii.)
functions of the living bladder: the body seen as a single cell; many of the
characteristics of the traditional bioenergetic types pertain to variations of the living bladder. In
my book, Sex and Self-Respect, 3 I relate these phenomena to sexuality, the self, and
relationship. They all should be the focus of further research. These terms may be familiar. Please note,
however, that I am referring to observation and observable phenomena here, not concepts. I, myself,
found that actually to observe from the bioenergetic point of view is a different and difficult
matter. In addition to these categories of phenomena there are three others that
important which also need further research: viii.) inflation: relates to ungrounded and
psychotic states; ix.) over excitation: agitation; often an aftermath of sexual abuse: x.)
shock: significant in illness and post traumatic stress. BIOENERGETIC OBSERVATION
Out of the energetic point of view and the phenomena which are a part of it, there emerges a distinctive
bioenergetic observing. This form of observation is therefore part of the stance

ergetic therapist. There are other aspects of that stance - being with. getting it. and
therapeutic movement which can only be mentioned at the moment. In bioenergetic looking, we do
not look and observe as laboratory scientists. We observe a fellow being with whom we
participate in the flow of life, and we observe out of fellow feeling. This is a unique experience.
from moment to moment ever changing: observing and being with, looking. seeing. listening,
hearing, feeling. sensing, waiting to get it. This is a kind of participatory observation.
Participation can always overwhelm observation, and there is such a temptation to allow it. Our



role requires us to modulate participation. That modulation establishes time - the time to observe to
leam. to know the other. CHARACTER Now I will turn to another aspect of the energetic point of
view. The concept of character is inherent in the energetic point of view. Please take note: I
am not speaking of character types. And please note again: character analysis does not mean
assigning someone to a type or even a whole set of types. Character is the modification of the
energetic processes of the body in the course of development. In that sense. it can be adaptive or
non-adaptive. Character development and functioning are extraordinarily complex. All aspects of
an individual's development contribute to character development. For the present
purpose of describing the energetic point of view, there are only two points I need to make in
relation to character. First of all, character requires continuous and long-term observation from
the energetic point of view. In this sense, the training that traditionally has been done on
"reading the body is somewhat misleading. Observation - looking, looking looking and
looking - must begin with the first session of therapy and continue until the last. In
therapy. character is an emergent process, continuously imfolding and revealing itself,
until the long term repetitive qualities become clear again, again, and again.
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Secondly, the study of character requires all four points of view of psychoanalysis as well as
the energetic point of view. Character is the modification of the energetic processes of the body.
Those modifications lie at the organismic interface between the deeper biology of the body and
the individual's psychosocial adaptation. The therapeutic work with character thus blossoms out
into all five points of view. In my own work, I always have the energetic process in mind,
regardless from which point of view I might function at any given moment. In this sense. I consider the
energetic process fundamental. UNDERSTANDING CHANGE The question of how to
understand, or even what constitutes, change. is an enduring one for therapists of all persuasions.
We will not solve that problem now, but consider. The events of any therapy, verbal or bioenergetic,
can be understood as falling in three large domains: the intrapsychic, the interpersonal, and the
somatic. Changes occurring in the course of therapy can also be looked at as various kinds of events
falling into these three domains. There are various ways to conceptualize the events of these
domains, but these three domains will contain all events. From the energetic point of view we
may observe changes which actually occur in the aliveness of the tissues. Surely, these are a
critical key to understanding the nature of change in therapy, especially so if we make the
assumption, as I do that the energetic process underlies changes in the interpersonal domain
and the
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KEY IMPLICATION This analysis puts the energetic point of view on precisely the same
conceptual grounds as the points of view of psychoanalysis. It does so by establishing the
observational bedrock, the essential conceptual framework, and the paradigmatic
observations. OTHER SIGNIFICANT IMPLICATIONS I will mention two other significant
implications of the analysis I have offered. First, it establishes the energetic point of view as a
functionally applicable, flexible, clinical tool. Second, this analysis, resolves some of the
apparently disparate and irreconcilable points of view within bioenergetics, since it provides the
conceptual framework for all of them, A simple practical note should also be mentioned: To
gain a working understanding of the energetic point of view, the single most important thing
to do is to work energetically with your own body, daily, year in and year out.

FURTHER CONCEPTS INHERENT IN THE ENERGETIC POINT OF VIEW Several other
concepts are inherent in the energetic point of view. I do not have time to go into them, but I
wish to make mention of them: i.) Functional application of the energetic point of view: the basic
functional vehicles - respiration, movement, contact, and stress; meaning of functional; the functional
understanding of the use of physical techniques: the relation to the nature of the holding
environment. ii.) The Flow of Life: not just a metaphor but a quality of life and encounter, the
"flow" of energy, emotion, sexuality; my discovery of the relevance of this concept; relation to identity;
understanding the therapeutic relationship in the light of this concept. 18.) Sexual identity: the
meaning and the development of sexual identity; the intrinsic relationship between sexuality and
sexual identity and observation. iv.) The stance of the bioenergetic therapist: Observation.
Being With, Getting It, Therapeutic Movement - elicit, focus, hold, confront, interpret, guiding
a movement, use of engagements of the self with the other.

FINAL REFLECTIONS

I would like to leave you with one or two reflections. In the days of this conference we have heard
about exciting research on infancy and early childhood. This research is based on careful and
caring observation, the creative crafting of ingenious questions and observational techniques, and it is
guided by significant conceptualizations. As a therapist, I work with
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adults, as many of you do. I would like you to ask these questions: when the next man or
woman patient walks into your office, who will observe him or her with the same care and caring



in the service of gaining a deeper understanding of this organism and this individual? Who will
craft proper questions, implicitly or explicitly, to elicit the essential knowledge and awareness in
the patient and in the therapist? From whence will we derive the significant conceptualizations? I
am suggesting to you that our patients deserve just the same kind of careful and caring observation
as the infants. Each patient is a field of research unto him or herself. The energetic point of view
provides the conceptual tools to guide this observation. This field of clinical observation from the
energetic point of view is wide open, and there is a great deal to be explored and learned. Then,
finally, if we look and observe, it is self-evident that we will see first of all a male or female
person, that is, in the case of an adult, a sexually mature person. My own deepest knowledge
coincides with that of Sigmund Freud, Wilhelm Reich, and Alexander Lowen. that for the adult
person, his or her fulfillment in life rests profoundly on the fulfillment of sexual love and his
or her whole way of being in the world is grounded in his or her sexuality as a man or as a woman.

1 Lowen, A. and Lowen, L. The Way to Vibrant Health. A Manual of Bioenergetic
Exercises. NY: Harper Colophon.1977. 2 NY: Basic Books, 1990. 3 Sex and Self-Respect. The
Quest for Personal Fulfillment. Westport CT: Praeger. 1998.


