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ABSTRACT

Reflections on concepts of energy and their scientific application, followed by examinations of the literature 
regarding energy, first from a historical perspective and then from a Reichian viewpoint, are discussed by the 
authors. Next, the negentropic-systemic code will be presented, which can be used to appropriately interpret the 
concept of energy in contemporary Reichian analysis and in the context of its dialogues with both complexity 
and neuroscience.
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espite the fact that today’s school of Reichian anal-
ysis1 is based on a concept of energy found in the in-
terpretation of the negentropic2-systemic code (see 
below), we would pose a question: Is there room for 

a concept of energy in the framework of psychiatry, psychopa-
thology, and psychotherapy, which are wcurrently dominated by a 
growing operationalization of its fundamental concepts?

What is the definition of “energy”? This term often raises doubts 
and suspicion, especially when used in the context of “healing tra-
ditions” such as psychiatry, psychopathology, and psychotherapy. 
Therefore, can a satisfactory, scientific definition exist for energy?

In our discussion, “psychiatry” should be understood in its orig-
inal meaning of “healing the psyche,” apart from its medical 
and biological associations. Using instead an earlier definition, 
it refers to the complex world involved in the study of illness-
es afflicting the human spirit and their remedies – the world of 
the psy-3. Psychiatry “does not belong to the true sciences, but 
rather represents a set of doctrines and practices which are not 
without scientific elements” (Gozzetti, 2008, p. 7).

Being a psychiatrist means working with something that really 
does not sit completely comfortably with any medical model; 
there is no doubt about this. But that does not mean that it can 
be labeled as unscientific, which would risk evoking the hieratic, 
priestly, or even shamanic parts that live within us, and that are 
seen in certain forms of behavior, ritual, and use of the spoken 
word to facilitate healing.

It is no wonder, therefore, that forms of energy have always been 
greeted with an air of suspicion, especially whenever they have 

Energy in Contemporary Reichian Analysis

1. The contemporary model of Reichian analysis is characterized by the passage from an exclusively energetic drive concept to a relational concept, 
and by the transformation of the setting to become a complex systemic setting – from a clinical point of view, the decisive repositioning of thera-
peutic practice with the methodology of analytical-character vegetotherapy, as recovered and systematized by Ola Raknes and Federico Navarro, 
and later developed by Genovino Ferri. 

2. Negentropy refers to the evolutionary organization of living organisms as ordered and dissipative structures.
3. The statement refers to the psy-world, which is composed of psychiatry, psychology, and psychotherapy.

“ ”
Energy is not something  

tangible and material 
that can be directly observed, 

but is, rather, defined by what it does, 
or could do, in its various forms.
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been introduced to the world of psychiatry. However, 
forms of energy really do need to be part of the conver-
sation. There is indeed no all-encompassing definition 
of energy. Energy is not something tangible and material 
that can be directly observed, but is, rather, defined by 
what it does, or could do, in its various forms.

As the dictionary states, energy is the capacity that a 
body or a system of bodies has to do work. Energy can be 
possessed by a body or released from it in various ways. 
Through movement, it is expressed as kinetic energy; 
from position, as potential energy; through tempera-
ture variation, as internal or thermal energy; in chem-
ical reactions, as chemical energy; in an electrical cur-
rent, as electrical energy; and so forth (Treccani Online 
Encyclopedia, 2020). Thus, we define energy by the form 
in which it manifests.

Brief History
In the realms of medical science, concepts of energy 
have appeared ever since Hippocrates’ vital force, Stahl’s 
“De motu tonico vitali” on tonic motion, Caspar Friedrich 
Wolff’s ideas on epigenetics, which traced the birth of 
every body back “to the life forces inherent to a primary 
substance without definite form” (Zilboorg, 1963, p. 222); 
Barthez’s principe vital (life principle), and vitalism, ac-
cording to which the vital force is responsible for all the 
functions of the organism; Boissier de Sauvages, who held 
that “the power of the life force expressed itself, in the 
Self, as consciousness, and, in connection with the sense 
organs, as movement” (Zilboorg, 1963, p. 249), and then 
Reil, who gave his name to an area of the brain (island of 
Reil), and founded Archiv für die Physiologie in 1796, with 
an article on Lebenskraft (life force) in the inaugural issue.

The concept of life force had a significant impact on 
the whole field of psychiatry. “For the first time in the 
history of medicine, a doctor who did not wish to leave 
mental illness in the hands of the theologians was sug-
gesting a new type of information. He was suggesting a 
new biological factor, because it was, indeed, biological 
despite the fact that it could not be measured or taken by 
mouth. The concept of energy had not been developed at 
the time of Stahl and doctors had to wait until science 
had advanced sufficiently” (Zilboorg, 1963, p. 452).

More recently, when psychiatry started to take on more 
precise connotations, Beard interpreted neurasthenia as 
a state of functional exhaustion of specific nervous en-
ergies, and numerous models of the psyche began to take 
shape. These models were based on the isomorphism of 
physical and mental energy, which were largely derived 
from the positivism in fashion at the end of the 19th cen-
tury, for which behavior was influenced by endogenous 
energy. The models were expressed in language and vo-
cabulary derived from the terminology of physics.

Helmholtz influenced Freud’s energetic model: “the 
only active forces in biological organisms could be re-
duced to physical-chemical forces inherent to matter 
and to forces of attraction and repulsion” (Freedman, A. 
M. et al., 1980, p. 104).

Living organisms were considered as aggregates of at-
oms “governed by physical forces according to the prin-
ciple of conservation of energy” (Freedman, A. M. et al., 
1980, ibid.) Additionally, European research in neuro-
physiology was dominated, as emphasized by Freed-
man and Kaplan, by the triumvirate of Brucke, Exner, 
and Meynert, whose beliefs included the idea that “the 
nervous system operates through the transmission of 
a variable quantity of energy from the afferent nerv-
ous terminals to the efferent nervous terminals. Brucke 
considered this nervous impulse to be electrical in na-
ture and it was conceived in hydraulic terms as a sort 
of fluid transported in nervous fibers as if it were in a 
hollow tube” (Freedman, A. M. et al., 1980, p. 106).

We underline the fact that an impression of Freud’s 
ideas on energy can be gathered from his Project for a 
Scientific Psychology. This work was redrafted after a 
two-year period of development from 1895 to 1897, 
and then abandoned in a drawer by the author, destined 
for destruction. However, it is not hard to see how the 
structure of The Interpretation of Dreams and Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle are closely derived from the concep-
tual formulations in the abandoned work. Freudian en-
ergetics owed much to the nature of the problems pre-
sented by the physics of the time. 

The basic assumptions entailed the concepts of entropy 
and conservation,4 and the tendency, therefore, of the 
energetic content of systems to remain constant and 
homogenous. The psychological interpretation trans-
lated to the principles of pleasure5 and of nirvana6. 

4. The first law of thermodynamics, also known as the Law of Conservation of Energy, states that energy cannot be created or destroyed in an isolat-
ed system. It can only change forms. The second law establishes the direction in which processes occur, from order to disorder. Clausius expressed 
this direction of the evolution of physical systems through a quantity called entropy, which will tend to increase over time in an isolated system. 
Since this evolution is accompanied by increasing disorder, entropy is a measure of disorder.

5. Pleasure principle: the view that human beings are governed by the desire for gratification, or pleasure, and oriented towards the discharge of ten-
sion that builds up as pain or “non-pleasure” when gratification is lacking. In the classical psychoanalytic theory of Sigmund Freud, the pleasure 
principle is the psychic force that motivates people to seek immediate gratification of instinctual or libidinal impulses, such as sex, hunger, thirst, 
and elimination. It dominates the id and operates most strongly during childhood. Later, in adulthood, it is opposed by the reality principle of the 
ego. It is also called the pleasure–pain principle. APA dictionary of psychology online, 2020. Entry: pleasure principle.

6 Nirvana principle: in classical psychoanalytic theory, the tendency of all instincts and life processes to remove tension and seek the stability and 
equilibrium of the inorganic state – that is, death. This is the trend of the death instinct, which Sigmund Freud believed to be universal. APA dic-
tionary of psychology online, 2020. Entry: nirvana principle.

Energy in Contemporary Reichian Analysis



Fall/Winter 2020/2021    Number 2    Volume 19    INTERNATIONAL BODY PSYCHOTHERAPY JOURNAL     19

When used in medical contexts, the word energy still 
suffers from a lack of clarity. It is often used as an 
all-encompassing, multi-faceted term. This can obfus-
cate or dilute its meaning, sometimes conveying more 
extreme aspects such as material and non-material, 
corporeal and psychic. It is a concept capable of grasp-
ing its own disparate meanings until its fate is sealed by 
becoming an explanatory model. Neurophysiological 
contributions have led to the inclusion of information 
systems, and even within the world of psychoanalysis, 
the unconscious tends to lose its energetic dimension, 
thanks to Lacan, Bion, and Matte Blanco.

The term unconscious also becomes semantically cor-
rupted, losing the more powerful sense that would have 
it in a “meta-position” that is “beyond”7, and which 
should limit the simple, or simplistic, common usage 
into which it has slipped. 

Energy itself is a slippery, protean concept, which should 
be handled with great care as it can easily be misunder-
stood while trying too hard to follow its various man-
ifestations. On the contrary, it inhabits the realm of 
complexity, and its heuristic potential can be fully re-
vealed only from that perspective.

Whether it is an informational concept, which itself 
hints at a modernist reflex, or a vector space, both are 
far from resolving psychiatry’s fundamental problem – 
the psyche-soma dichotomy.

Reichian Analysis – A Brief History
Reich, indebted to Bergson, recognized the problem: “I 
was instinctively aware of the validity of his efforts to 
reject both mechanistic materialism and finalism. It was 
impossible to deny the principle of a creative force that 
supported life.” Reichian vital energy was defined by 

Kammerer as being “a form of energy which is neither 
thermal or electric, neither magnetic or kinetic (as it is 
neither oscillatory or radioactive), nor is it a combina-
tion of any or all of these types of energy, but, rather, it 
is a type of energy which specifically characterizes the 
processes to which we give the name life” (Dadoun, R., 
p. 46).

We shall pay our dues to Reich!

Dadoun asserts that “should you analyze the emotional 
life-experiences and the different means of expression 
of patients... should politics or anthropology be under 
consideration... should great natural phenomena, such 
as thunderstorms, hurricanes, or the aurora borealis, be 
examined from unheard of perspectives, it is the same 
primordial reality, the same specific vital energy – in a 
word, it is ‘bioenergy,’ that we see coming to greet us 
and functioning in the same shapes that isolate it, that 
identify it, that historicize it and that naturalize it” 
(Dadoun, 1976, p. 47). “Bioenergy is therefore not,” in 
Dadoun’s words, “so much the name of a principle or 
a theory, and even less is it a philosophical vision, but 
rather it is the global designation of a unique field of in-
vestigation” (Dadoun, 1976, p. 47).

However, within our (the authors’) energetic con-
cept, it has a different connotation – the condition of 
a human being as a nucleus of focused cosmic energy, 
which is not dissimilar to an elementary particle that 
“is only a small area of an electric field in which the 
intensity can reach particularly high values, indicating 
that an enormous part of the energy is concentrated in 
a small space” (Weyl, 1949, as cited in Capra, 1982, p. 
246). Human beings, as nodes of energy, do not appear 
to be clearly distinct from the field in which they are 
immersed. Elementary particles move through empty, 
space-like waves on the surface of a lake, and the move-

7. “Meta-position” and “beyond“ mean a vision of the relational and analytical scene from a higher and more complex perspective.
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ment of the plasmatic energetic current of the organ-
ism, which participates in the pulsation of the universe, 
is similarly undulatory. It is important to bear in mind 
the concept of equivalence between energy and matter, 
which in reality is no more than a metaphor for the dy-
namic situation of living energy.

In the context of energy medicine, this is usually de-
scribed, in whichever tradition is chosen for reference, 
in terms of “flux models,” which foresee a continuous 
energetic exchange between the individual and the envi-
ronment. Our model, however, foresees the presence of a 
field together with the concept of energy and flux, as we 
have already mentioned. The organism is, indeed, a flow 
of energy immersed in a great flow of energy, the field. 

We can speak of the field each time we encounter the 
space of an “object” that has been conditioned so that 
another “object” experiences its forces. There is an ex-
ample of this in ethology – the attachment and, natu-
rally, the bonds that are formed between mother and 
fetus and newborn baby, and then in the family and so-
ciety. A further example is “Praecox-Gefühl,” which is 
our perception of feelings of schizophrenia, which is the 
desolate sense of emptiness that comes from psychosis. 
You grasp it, as Minkowski says, in the immediate intel-
ligibility of the feeling as the breath of life that has es-
caped from it. In other words, our energy field interacts 
with the schizophrenic emptiness, which it simultane-
ously perceives.

We are dealing with a concept of energy/field taking 
a qualitative step forward compared to the models we 
have examined. We are proposing a different vision, 
which is global and unlimited. The cultural background 
in which we are operating has profoundly changed. 
Contemporary physics, for example, is prepared to in-
vestigate the real possibility of creating matter from the 
energetic fluctuations of a vacuum, which would have 
been an impossible idea in the cultural scenario in which 
Reich operated.

It is difficult for us to imagine what is moving around us. 
Our senses are not capable of conveying the greatness 
and richness of life that is all around us. “It is possible 
that we are living our lives in a dimension that is remark-
ably larger than we suspect” (De Finetti, 1984, p. 45).

An energetic concept of existence must speak a language 
that agrees with a systemic approach to reality and uses 
descriptions of dynamic models of life that go beyond 
Cartesian reductionism to reach out towards wider ho-
rizons. Bioenergy is the vital energy that underpins bio-
physical processes and the expression of the organism’s 
emotions; it is the unifying element of the psyche-soma 
dichotomy.

Let us clarify.

The gene of complexity existed in Wilhelm Reich, and 
it is natural that we, as representatives of this specific 
genealogical branch, are open to this evolutionary de-
velopment.

“... We feel today that we are at the end of the period 
that started with Galileo, Copernicus and Newton and 
culminated in the discovery of quantum mechanics and 
relativity…” (Prygogine in Tiezzi, 1996, p. 1).

“... Classical science emphasized stability, order and 
balance. Today we are discovering instability and fluc-
tuation everywhere and, instead of dealing with cer-
tainties, we are dealing with possibilities…” (Prygogine 
in Tiezzi, 1996, p. 1).

“... On every level we see nature emerging from narra-
tive elements – cosmological history includes the history 
of matter, the history of life, of human beings and so on, 
right through to our own personal histories, associated 
with our own consciousness…” (Prygogine in Tiezzi, 
1996, p. 1).

“...On every level novel occurences associated with the 
creative potential of nature can be seen to emerge…” 
(Prygogine in Tiezzi, 1996, p. 1).

It is easy to associate with the Reichian vital energy. In 
the last few decades, a new type of language has ap-
peared that is suited to understanding highly integrat-
ed, complex living organisms. Different scientists give 
it different names: dynamic systems theory, complexity 
theory, non-linear dynamics, or network dynamics.

Central nodes of the new paradigm become chaotic at-
tractors, self-organization, fractals, structural cou-
pling, dissipative structures, autopoietic networks, en-
tropy, negentropy, information, bifurcation points, the 
arrow of time, and evolution.

A paradigm is “a variation in the visual gestalt,” as 
Kuhn would say – a variation in the mental architecture 
of observation that has emerged from a different way of 
feeling, we might add. It appears, on closer inspection, 
that the new language and new paradigm were already 
present in Reichian thought.

Ola Raknes, the only European teacher trained by Reich, 
was the teacher of Federico Navarro, our teacher, who 
affirms that “vital energy is negatively entropic, that 
is to say that the strongest concentrations attract more 
energy than the surrounding weaker concentrations. 
This negative entropy opposes mechanical entropy and 
is essential for the creation and maintenance of life... ... 
natural concentrations of orgone energy tend to form 
systems that develop, reach their peak and then decline 
until they have dissolved. Such systems may be galaxies, 
stars or planets and, in the Earth’s atmosphere, may be 
hurricanes and other cyclonic systems, as well as indi-
vidual clouds; even living organisms are systems of or-
gonic energy.”

“... the free flow of orgone within living organisms is an 
indispensable condition for the healthy functioning of the 
organism” (the founding principle of open systems).

“... the orgonic metabolism of the organism also depends 
on the external orgonic field,” another founding prin-
ciple of open systems (Raknes, 1967, p. 68-69).

Energy in Contemporary Reichian Analysis
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Being interested in complexity certainly does not mean 
ignoring the necessity for mechanical laws that function 
in their sphere of well-defined intervals in the reality of 
life and must, at least, serve as operating concepts.

We will again pay our dues to Wilhelm Reich!

With regard to functional thought, Reich affirmed that 
“... functional thought does not tolerate any static con-
dition. As far as it is concerned, all-natural processes 
are in motion, even in the case of rigidified structures 
and still forms... Even nature flows in each of its various 
individual functions as it does in its totality... Nature is 
functional in all of its areas, not only in those regarding 
organic matter. Obviously, there are mechanical laws, 
but the mechanics of nature is, in itself, a particular 
variation of functional processes” (Capra, 1984, p. 286).

Nor, on the other hand, can the functional nature of vital 
processes be completely separate from a vision we de-
fine as systemic: “Reich’s approach, which he called or-
gonomic functionalism, is in perfect agreement with the 
idea of processes as defined by modern systems theory” 
(Capra, 1984, p. 286).

The “all-integrated,” which our I-environment-life 
represents8, cannot be restricted to the separate exist-
ence of the single parts of which, for the record, the sys-
tem is formed. These parts are not living their own sep-
arate autonomous lives but are totally interdependent.

According to Koestler, in the scope of each system two 
opposite tendencies exist: one “integrative” in nature, 
which guarantees its function as a part of the whole, and 
the other, which is “auto-assertive,” which tends to 
preserve individual autonomy. A balanced system must 
necessarily oscillate between integration and self-as-
sertion, reaching equilibriums that cannot be static, 
but can be identified in the connection between the op-
posite, yet complementary, orientations of which they 
are composed. In this way, the system becomes ductile, 
elastic, and open to change and development. All of na-
ture is organized through pluristratified structures that 
are not simply “overlaid layers” – the parts are con-
nected, and the functionality of the whole depends upon 
the functionality of the interconnected parts, or, in oth-
er words, of the subsystems that it is composed of. In no 
case can its properties be reduced exclusively to those of 
only one of its parts (Capra, 1984, p. 39). Such systems 
are more functional than rigid or rigidly hierarchical 
systems, and they have a greater probability of survival.

Thus, we have said that “were Reich’s theory to be refor-
mulated using modern system language, his relevance 
for research and for contemporary therapeutic practice 
would become even clearer” (Capra, 1984, p. 286).

Contemporary Reichian Analysis 
and Its Position On Energy – 
the Negentropic-Systemic Code
Before the 1940s, the term “system” – meaning that the 
whole is greater than the sum of the parts – had been 
used by many scientists, but it was the concepts of open 
systems, and the theory of von Bertalanffy that conse-
crated “systemic thought” as an important scientific 
movement.

He focused attention on the dilemma that had discon-
certed scientists since the 19th century, when Newtonian 
mechanics, the science of eternal forces and trajecto-
ries, had been integrated by two diametrically opposed 
views of evolution. In other words, a new type of science 
was required – the science of complexity.

The first formulation of this new science was classical 
thermodynamics, with its second law: the law of dis-
sipation of energy. This was first stated by Carnot, the 
French physicist, as physical phenomena tending to 
move from order towards disorder. Every closed or iso-
lated physical system will proceed spontaneously to-
wards ever greater disorder.

Entropy was introduced (from energy and τροπή, trans-
formation). The ideas of irreversible processes and of an 
arrow of time, which we today define as entropic, were 
introduced by the thermodynamicists from the second 
law, and from the concept of entropy. This slightly ter-
rifying picture of cosmic evolution was in sharp contrast 
with the evolutionary thought (Darwin) of 19th century 
biologists who had observed that the living universe 
evolves from disorder towards order, and towards states 
of increasing complexity.

Who was right, Carnot or Darwin? Bertalanffy was not 
able to resolve this dilemma, but he took a crucial step: 
“living organisms are open systems because they need 
to feed themselves with a continuous flow of matter and 
energy from their environment to remain alive” (Capra, 
2001, p. 61).

It was not until the seventies that Ilya Prigogine re-ex-
amined the second law, using more recent develop-
ments in mathematics, and resolved the contradiction 
between the two 19th century visions of evolution. In 
reality, the contradiction is only apparent: “entropic 
balance must be global and must include both the or-
ganism (be that plant, animal or man himself) and the 
environment with which the organism is continuously 
exchanging energy and matter” (Tiezzi, p. 15). In other 
words, organisms can develop and die through the in-
crease in the amount of entropy that they cause in the 
surrounding environment. The entropy of the universe 
has been increased, so the second principle has not been 
violated.

8. “I-environment-life” refers to the complexity of the biopsychosocial system.
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As a city, or an organism, is an open system, it is funda-
mental to calculate its entropy and negentropy. In this 
way, it can be seen that any increase in negentropy is at 
the expense of external disorder, but that average dis-
order also increases.

We have again used the term negentropy; let us explain.

Many take 1944 to be the starting date for biophysics. 
It was when Erwin Schrödinger, Nobel prize-winner 
for physics and founding father of quantum mechanics, 
published his Dublin lectures on biological problems 
in “What is life?”, where he introduced the concept of 
negentropy – a negative variation in entropy, starting 
from an original value (the birth of an individual, the 
origin of life, the beginning of biological evolution, or 
the origin of a relationship in the setting), and not of 
absolute negative entropy, given that, according to the 
third principle of thermodynamics, a value of entropy of 
less than zero cannot exist (Tiezzi, 1996, p. 16).

In Schrödinger’s assertion is the secret of the origin of 
life on earth, of the story of biological evolution, which 
has a protagonist, photosynthesis.

It is the history of a special, intelligent planet that 
learned to capture the sun’s energy and feed itself on 

the negentropy of the universe so as to create ordered, 
dissipative structures that are living organisms. The 
biosphere is this negentropy’s geometric space (Tiezzi, 
1996, p. 16).

Negentropy is held to be a negative variation in entropy 
towards ever greater order.

It seems to us (Reichian analysts) that negentropy is 
something more than negative entropy, or should at 
least be interpreted differently, because the direction of 
the arrow of time reverses on this planet and in every 
living form. It is a bottom-up representation of the drive 
and the pulsation of life, and of the élan vital, in Berg-
son’s words, which emerges both phylogenetically and 
ontogenetically.

This leads to certain different analytical interpretations 
on evolutionary time, and on psychopathological no-
sography regarding appropriateness, and regarding the 
body being indispensable in psychotherapy.

This is because relationships, from intrauterine time 
onwards, leave incised marks on the body (etymolog-
ically, “character” = incised mark), and the body then 
expresses these over the course of time, as relational 
patterns.

◼    ◼    ◼
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