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• In modern terms:  The regulation 

mechanisms of the organism are 
more complex than what individual
conscious dynamics can apprehend. 

Mencius (a Chinese sage) said. “The 
functions of the body are the 
endowment of heaven. But it is only the 
Sage who can properly use them”. 
(7A.38)



Introduction

• In this presentation I will describe 
some of the steps which have 
brought me to propose the System 
of Organismic Dimensions (SOD) 
to analyze how body 
psychotherapists work today. 



I. Historical 
introduction of the 
mind/body issue in 

European 
philosophy



• European tradition distinguishes spirit & 
matter as two different dimensions of 
the Universe. 

• For Humans, psychological phenomena are 
conscious and situated in the soul (spirit); 
all the rest is referred to as the body 
(matter).



Traditional European Parallelism on 
the Universe (Reference philosophers: Descartes, 

Spinoza & Leibniz (17th – 18th century) 

• GOD                                             Spirit & mind

• Creates

• MATTER                                                  Body



• It is assumed that thoughts can only 
influence thoughts, and matter can only 
influence matter.

• Parallelism’sstrong point is that it shows one cannot 
understand why 2 + 2 = 4, or who is Hamlet, by 
studying the nervous system. And you do not 
understand the nervous system when you study 
Shakespeare's Hamlet.

• Parallelism’sweek  point is their difficulty to describe 
how mind and matter connect in an individual 
organism.



The soul is encapsulated in the body, it can only 
contact the environment through the body

•

Body

Soul 
& 

Thoughts 



Descartes could not describe, in a 
satisfactory way, how mind and body 
interacted. However, a few years before his 
death, he (in Treatise of Passions, 1649) 
nevertheless made great progress when he 
assumed that the mysterious link between 
mind and body is made of passions, blood 
and nerves. Ideas need emotions to move 
a hand, and the body uses blood and 
nerves (e.g., reflexes) to create the 
passions that animate ideas.

This hypothesis is still being explored by 
today’s neurologists, such as Damasio and 
Vuillemier. 



•

body

Soul 
& 

Thoughts 

? Emotions, blood, nerves, etc. ?



Parallelism in modern psychology

There are many theories on how thoughts 
and body connect, but there is, for 
scientists, a missing link on which no data is 
presently available. 

For example, nobody knows how nervous 
activity becomes a conscious 
perception. We only know there is a 
correlation between certain brain dynamics
and conscious perception .



Evolution theory: Lamarck (1802), 
Wallace & Darwin (1858) 

• With the evolutionary theories of Lamarck 
and Darwin,  biologists could describe how, 
when an organism becomes more complex, 
psychological, physiological, bodily and 
behavioral dynamics became increasingly 
complex in parallel. Understanding how 
these dimension coordinate within the 
organism  is a chore issue of most of the 
research in psychology and biology today. 

• It is for the moment work in progress. 



• Psychoanalysis & body, 

• from Freud to Reich



• Freud’s hysterical patients had shown how 
psychological conflicts could disturb organismic 
auto-regulation systems and behavior. His 
psychoanalysis attempted to understand and cure 
these difficulties by helping the mind to integrate 
itself more efficiently in the organism’s regulation 
systems. 

• In 1915, Freud decided to stop using the First Topic 
(unconscious, preconscious, conscious), and 
proposed a Second Topic (Id, Ego, Super-ego). 
One of his main reasons, was that he could not 
situate emotions in the mind, just like Descartes, 
Spinoza, Hume, and many others.



• Freud situated the Ego at the intersection of 
three zones:

• - Biological needs (the ID)

• - Thoughts

• - Behavior

• In 1923 (The Ego and the Id) he even specifies that 
that there is a motor Ego, a part of the Ego that is 
closely associated to the regulation of movement.

• In 1928, also influenced by Grodeck and Ferenczi, 
Otto Fenichel showed that muscular tone and 
breathing behavior was closely associated with 
the dynamics of psychological defense 
systems.



• In his early Character Analysis period 
(1933), Wilhelm Reich integrated all these 
discussions by creating a technique that 
begins with the analysis of behavior, and then 
observes how modifying behavior influences 
affects, defense systems and thoughts. He 
hoped that this strategy could help 
psychoanalysts to “make the unconscious 
conscious” in a more efficient way. Once again, 
he found that emotions seemed to be an 
essential connection between behavior and 
thoughts.

• Behavior ĄDefenses ĄEmotions ĄUnconscious Thoughts 



Reichian and Neo-reichian 
(psycho) therapies



Organismic therapy

• When he left psychoanalysis, in 1934, Reich decided to 
focus on how an individual organism auto 
regulates. He observed how the way you live (how 
you eat), the way you move and the way you 
communicate with others, has a strong influence on 
how an individual organism functions, how he 
experiences himself and others. He left the mind 
to psychoanalysts, and focused on the organism 
taken as a global system. 

• Reich then worked with body exercises, emotional 
expressions, orgastic movements, body sensations,  
imagery, ways of taking care of children, 
psychosomatic problems, etc.



• His theory perceived the organism as a system which 
was animated by a form of creative energy (Orgone), 
which could coordinate thoughts, movements, 
emotions, behavior and metabolic activity. Like most 
people I have mentioned, he situated emotions  
somewhere between consciousness and organismic 
regulations systems.

• Some of Reich’s pupil felt that the organismic therapy 
he developed was an important innovation, but that he 
excluded psychological dynamics from his thinking in a 
too extreme way. Maybe because he was bitter of 
having been excluded from the psychoanalytical 
movement. 



Body psychotherapy

• Reichian colleagues of Alexander Lowen’s generation, 
looked for ways of synthesizing Freudian and 
Jungian notions with Reich’s global approach. They 
also integrated techniques from Gestalt therapy, 
Transactional Analysis and Behaviorism. 

• To do this, they needed to clarify the distinction 
between mind, organism and body, and improved 
body techniques. Lowen’s training in body techniques 
included gymnastics and Hata Yoga. Gerda Boyesen
used Scandinavian massage physiotherapy for her 
body work.

• Body work had for this generation a more specific 
meaning than the notion that all that was not the mind 
was the body. 



• These neo-reichian forms of psychotherapy gradually 
found ways of approaching the organism through 
different angles, which each have their particular set of 
tools. It is these approaches that became known as 
Body Psychotherapy. Because of their focus on the 
global organism, one can also call them Organismic 
psychotherapies.

• Following a tradition initiated by Yoga and later 
Descartes, they noticed that as soon as you became 
attentive to the coordination of A) body movements, 
B) behavior and C) mental representations, breathing 
and emotion were key elements of this coordination 
system. 

• It is to clarify these implicit distinctions that I propose 
my model on the dimensions of the organism .



The dimensions of the 
Organism



The system of the dimensions of the 
organisme (SOD)

• The System of Organismic Dimensions
(SOD) distinguishes:  

• - A. The global organism and its global regulation 
systems (e.g., cardio vascular, nervous, hormonal, 
digestive, etc.) 

• - B. More specific dimensions (mind, behavior, body 
and metabolism).

• To use David Boadella’s term, body 
psychotherapy works on how these dimensions 
resonate with each other, in oneself and, when 
we communicate, with other organisms. 



 

Mind 
 

Body 

Behavior Metabolism 
 

Organismic regulation 

systems 
 

The organism 



• I will now use three examples to show how this 
vision works:

• - I. Grounding, as it is used by Alexander Lowen, 
shows us the following chain: body Ą physiological 
arousal Ą emotion Ą mind 

• - II. Micro practices, as they are used by George 
Downing, often uses the following chain: behavior Ą
physiological arousal Ą emotion Ą mind

• - III. Walter B. Cannon’s Homeostatic regulation 
system describes the intermediary affective and 
physiological coordination of body, behavior, mind and 
metabolism.



I. Grouding, as an example of 
integrating body work in an 

organismic approach

• Alexander Lowen was first a gymnastic 
teacher and then became a medical doctor. 
He was thus able to bring precise body work 
in the realm of body psychotherapy. 

• His most famous exercise is the standing
grounding posture, also used in the martial 
arts of China and Japan since centuries.



In this technique, the body 
is mainly composed of  
muscles and bones. 



Relevance for organismic psychotherapy: 
Body work is working on the quality of tissues, muscle 

tone, coordination of body segments when there is 
movement, posture, etc. This work can be distinguished 
from the physiological complexities explored in medical 

faculties.



Working on a posture from the point of view of the body, also 
means looking at how an organism relates to gravity . This 
issue is managed since centuries by asana yoga, physiotherapy, 

sport, martial arts, dance, etc. 



• Having aligned the body correctly, Lowen asks 
the patient to keep the posture for more than 
10 minutes, and to explore what is happening.

• Often there is, at first, pain in the legs. But 
most patients discover that if they can relax 
their breathing, the pain disappears and 
transforms into light vibrations that rise 
from feet to head. The patient also discovers 
a sense of vitality and an impression of 
anchoring in the feet. His breathing often 
deepens at that point.

BodyĄ breathing Ą moving Ą emotions Ą
thoughts Ą unconscious experiences 



• These vibrations are activated by the 
posture, not the mind. This frightens some 
patients. The therapist and the patient can 
then explore this fear. The patient must learn 
to accept that consciousness is not the 
only dimension which controls the body 
and behavior. 

• These vibrations occur so automatically in this 
posture, sometimes in such an agreeable 
manner, that they are a good concrete 
example to work on this issue with the 
patient. They can also be spontaneously 
activated by breathing exercises and orgasm.



• While this process continues from one 
session to another, the patients discovers 
muscular blocks that cannot relax, not 
even after a good massage. 

• Lowen then asks the patient to explore this 
area by breathing into it and by exploring the 
body sensations he finds there. The patient is 
also asked to explore the mental associations 
and body movements that are activated by 
this exercise. Most of the time he then 
discovers deep emotions associated to old 
memories. Sometimes these emotions and 
memories were unconscious ones.



• In Lowen’s Bioenergetic Analysis, one also 
follows the reverse order. One starts with an 
inner image, breath around it, associate it to a 
gesture and a breathing patterns. One then 
explores what happens and some times find 
emotions associated to unconscious memories. 
Once again emotions seem to be at the 
intersection between the mind, the body, 
behavior and vegetative mechanisms such as 
breathing.

Thoughts Ą breathing Ą moving Ą
emotions Ą unconscious experiences 



II. Micro-practice : an example of 
integrating behavior analysis in an 

organismic approach

• This term is proposed by George Downing to 
analyze specific behavioral ways of ñdoing 
thingsò, as described by studies of 
nonverbal communication. 

• The starting point is different from body 
techniques. It requires a different type of 
training to become able to detect the contours 
of relevant micro-practices. But then the 
exploration process is close to the ones I have 
already described.



• The Micro-practice is analyzed and explored. It 
is then put in resonance with breathing, body 
sensations, affects and memories. The order in 
which these dimensions are approached usually 
varies in function of the particularities of a 
psychotherapy session. 

• Let us take a few examples taken from the 
Classical photographic study of Balinese 
behavior, made by Margaret Mead and 
Gregory Bateson, in 1942.



Cultural ways of watching

A girl 
watching a 
theatre play

A friend 
watching a 
mother



Cultural ways of watching

These pictures show 
two women of a 
different age, watching 
in two different 
contexts. In both 
cases, they have the 
same type of hand and 
arm position. Hands 
close to the mouth, 
elbows on a leg. 

The behavioral pattern is clear, but looking at these 
photos does not help us to understand their 
function, their impact on the person who uses this 
behavior and on others.



• The second example shows how we can go a 
bit deeper. This time we observe a series of 
behavioral patterns that can be situated 
in an interaction between a mother and an 
infant. One can at least infer that it has a 
certain type of impact on the child and the 
mother. We can then interview the mother 
and those that observe this scene, and watch 
how the baby reacts. This is what Margaret 
Mead did, while Gregory Bateson was 
photographing.



They observed the following 
repetitive pattern in several 
mother – infant dyads. 

1. The mother stimulates the 
infant. He responds 
enthusiastically.
2. The mother creates a 
distance, expressing negative 
feelings.

Wondering what emotions 
are involved in such a 
relationship, defined through 
a behavioral pattern, is a 
good way to begin an 
enquiry.



Rhythmic positions in some Balinese mother/baby 
interactions: repetitive positive 
stimulation/negative distancing



• Daniel Stern, George Downing, Beatrice 
Beebe and others sometimes use video-
analysis to discuss such patterns with a 
patient. 

• They can view the pattern several times, 
sometimes in slow motion, and gradually 
explore how it relates to their breathing, their 
emotions, their body and memories. The 
behavior can also be discussed by including it 
in the family dynamics. 

Using video analysis to analyze behavior



The brain is calibrated by the 
organismôs behavior

• Yoshiya Matsuzaka et al. (2006), show that when one 
accomplishes a task often, certain nerves in the in the 
primary motor cortex (M1) become particularly 
developed. Once the habit is established this 
development becomes durable, even if the habit is not 
used for several years. 

• George Downing has found ways of working on these 
micro-practices in psychotherapy. One cannot always 
eliminate an old practice, but one develops new ones. 
The old practice then becomes less central, and can be 
compensated by more useful automatisms. This work 
can also modify the relation between consciousness 
and such automatisms.



Relevance for organismic psychotherapy: 
Analyzing behavior is working on the relevance

of behavior, emotional expressions, ways of 
handling objects, interactive style, etc. 

Anne Bancroft 1979



• Having been trained in video analysis for 
many years, I can often do this type of work 
without using video. Such work requires a 
coordination of what a person 
experiences and what others perceive,
when they observe this person’s behavior.

• This coordination is necessary, because an 
individual cannot perceive the impact of his 
behavior on others.



• Passing from A) what is apparent through 
behavior to others to B) intimate experiences, 
requires, the coordination of what 
becomes conscious in the patientôs 
consciousness and in the therapistôs 
consciousness.  This is what Philippe 
Rochat calls co-consciousness. 

• In body psychotherapy, the multiple 
dimensions of an organism need to pass 
though a form of co-consciousness to be 
perceived in an integrated way. 

• This is already true in childhood, when 
children learn to recognize moments when 
their parents and themselves share a 
moment.



Psyche and media in a 
scientific discussion on 

video-analysis

(Frey  1984)

-Behavioral 
interaction 
unfolds in the 
present. 

- Interaction on 
what may have 
happened or can 
happen is 
psychological .

- Psychological 
interaction 
requires a 
mixture of 
behavior and 
tools (or 
media).



III. Walter B. Cannon’s notion of 
Homeostatic regulation system

• Body psychotherapists work mostly on the body, 
the mind and behavior, with the hope that they 
can influence and improve the mechanisms 
through which these dimensions coordinate 
themselves. These form the organismic 
regulation system.



• Examples of organismic regulation system

• I. The nervous system: vegetative and central.

• II. The cardio-vascular system

• III. Breathing: external (air) and internal 
(cellular)

• IV. The hormonal system.

• V. The immune system.

• Any event occurring in one dimension of the 
organism requires logistic support from these 5 basic 
organismic regulation mechanisms and the 4 
dimensions. 

Examples of organismic regulation 
systems



• Organismic regulation mechanisms and 
dimensions are in constant interaction. 

• Dimensions need the intervention of 
organismic regulators to interact with each 
other. 

• All links between dimensions (body and mind 
for example) are therefore indirect and 
mutual. 

Summary of how Organismic
regulations & dimensions interact



Iyengar 1976, picture 600 

Relevance for 
organismic 
psychotherapy: 
Body and behavior can 
be used to influence 
external breathing, 
which influences 
vegetative organismic 
regulation systems. 
The influence of 
breathing exercises on 
physiology will 
generate affects such 
as excitement or 
relaxation.



Bryant Miles 2003. 

http://www.tamu.edu/classes/bmiles/lectures/Oxygen%2

0Metabolism%20and%20Oxygen%20Toxicity.pdf

Having circulated 
out of the lungs 
and out of arterial 
blood, oxygen 
helps cells to 
survive and 
communicate. It 
is mostly in this 
way that it 
participates in the 
bio-energetic* 
dynamics of the 
organism.

*This term is used here as a biochemical notion. 

Internal 
breathing



Relevance of 
metabolic breathing 
for organismic 
psychotherapy:

Metabolic dynamics 

regulate how much 
oxygen a patient can live 
with, without feeling 
unstable, or hyper-
ventilating. 

In other words, metabolic 
activity regulates how 
much energy a patient can 
live with? How much energy 
for moving, emotions, sex, 
work, family, friends, etc.



• The metabolic need for a stable 
temperature (37o Celsius) activates 
regulation systems that have implications for 
the whole organism, and how it interacts with 
its environment. 

• Building houses and heating systems, or 
making clothes are social systems that 
support and exploit metabolic 
requirements.



Edward Tronick1 gives the following example related to how 

newborn children regulate warmth: 
 I. The internal milieu  of the baby’s organism requires a con-

stant temperature and a certain peripheral warmth of the skin. 

“When the infant is not in homeostatic balance”, homeostatic 

regulation mechanisms require that “she must devote all her reg-

ulatory capacity” to successfully restore the temperature”. 
 II. “The infant must collaborate with others to successfully re-

gulate their temperature”. This is done through behavioral inte-

raction. 

 III. This implies (A) a calibration  between behavioral and ho-

meostatic dimensions of the organism; and (B) that this calibra-
tion is organized  by the climate, and how the caregivers respond 

to the child’s needs. 

 IV. The result will be a set of skills used by the child to auto-

regulate in function of contextual dynamics. 

                                           

1 Tronick, E.Z. (1998). Dyadically expanded states of consciousness and the 
process of therapeutic change. Infant mental health journal , 19, 3: 290-299. 

Regulating warmth through homeo-
static and behavioral dimensions



Conclusion
• Using an organismic vision for psychotherapy requires 

special skills that allow one to use each dimension in 
resonance (e.g., as in David Boadella’sapproach) with 
each other. 

• Each body psychotherapy school has its own way of 
dealing with each dimension, and of associating them. 
There are so many ways, today, of analyzing 
psychological, bodily, behavioral, and physiological 
dynamics, that no school can cover all that exists. 

• These are necessarily multi-disciplinary approaches. 



A human organismic system

Organismic 
regulation 
systems

Mind

Body

BehaviorMetabolism
AffectsVitality



• Thus Bioenergetic Analysis has a 
particular way of associating posture, 
emotional expressions, sexual behavior, 
vegetative responses (e.g., vibrations and 
breathing) and psychodynamic theory. 

• Biodynamic Psychology uses more 
massage, combining Jungian and Gestalt 
therapy psychotherapy.  

• Some schools, like Biosynthesis, also 
support the integration of a spiritual 
dimension. 



• Schools like George Downing’s use another 
range of body techniques, include methods 
developed for the study of non verbal 
communication of mother-infant interaction, 
and use an up to-date blend of psychoanalytic 
and systemic models. 

• The Bio-Integral Psychotherapy School 
(BIPS), integrate trainers coming from different 
schools of body psychotherapy, to teach 
different ways of approaching the organism. 

• Such schools help future body psychotherapist 
to form a vision that remains in touch with 
new developments in the field, and 
neighboring disciplines.



• In all these body psychotherapy 
schools, a therapist is more competent 
with some aspects of some dimensions 
than others. But he is trained to 
situate his skills and his limits in the 
frame of an organismic approached 
which I have attempted to sketch in 
this presentation.



• The considerations summarized in this 
presentation, have been developed in the 
Manual of Body Psychotherapies, written 
in French, that the DeBoeck University 
Editions are publishing at the end of this 
month.

• A shorter version, also in French, will appear 
in December in Adire, journal of Psycho-
organic Analysis, number 24.

• Contact address: www.aqualide.com


