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and preconscious states of being, from the body 
defense of appeasement – a profound biosocial re-
sponse to relieve anxiety and protect us from the 
intersubjective spaces and the preconscious spac-
es of “traumatic sociohistorical events” (Knob-
lauch, 2020, p. 307) Both Knoblauch and Hartman 
are henchmen in the same boat, with Fanon at the 
helm, in exploring the deep anxieties that live con-
textually throughout our lives and hold foundation 
to how we make meaning. As clinicians engage in 
therapeutic work, further exploration into the body 
as preverbal and preconscious states that sit just 
outside of our awareness is warranted in explor-
ing the ways in which Black, White, and all Othered 
bodies are deeply affected.

In Stephen Hartman’s article, Binded by the White: 
A Discussion of “Fanon’s Vision of Embodied Racism 
for Psychoanalytic Theory and Practice” (Hartman, 
2020), he discusses the failures of psychoanalytic 
thought and theory, and emphasizes the impor-
tance of avoiding the “bonds of Whiteness” when 
working with clients, asserting, “White analysts 
pursue acts of self-analysis that confirm risk dif-
ferently than we commonly understood “destruc-
tion and survival” in a “good-enough psychoa-
nalysis,” and furthers this point in stating, “White 
analysis cannot understand the violence that slav-
ery and its aftermath wrought from any other posi-
tion than a position of Whiteness, so the position of 
the empathic ally who survives destructiveness is 
ever suspect” (Hartman, 2020, p. 319). White anxi-
ety around approval lives within the body, precon-
scious, and is a part of the glue that bonds the work 
of the white analyst. Consequently, [White people] 
can’t see the white-constructed invisible fences, bar-
riers, walls, and ways of being that aggressively en-
croach on the lives of Black and Brown people over 
the course of a lifetime (Hardy, 2022, p. 9).“ White 
anxiety around approval lives within the body, 
preconscious; it is “the internalized myth of White 
superiority that tells White people they are good, 
beautiful, just, moral, knowledgeable, deserving, 

and rightful heads of the human table” (McGol-
drick & Hardy, Eds., 2019, p. 202).

This position must be at the very least acknowl-
edged, with some steps taken towards dismantling, 
before allyship is broached.

Considerations
In approaching the emotionally charged work of 
appeasement through a somatic lens as a body de-
fense that exists within hierarchal societies, some 
foundational concepts and understandings are 
necessary. This work is situated within a frame-
work that understands America as a settler colonial 
nation, which is to acknowledge the ways in which 
the history of America and its acute indoctrination 
of Otherness lives intergenerationally, as well as 
permeates the day-to-day lives of Black, Indige-
nous, and other People of Color who are pressed to 
the margins of society.

While body psychotherapy is a radical departure 
from the centering of the mind within psychody-
namic discourse, it remains centered in whiteness, 
and has evolved within a staunch psychodynamic 
framework that limits its ability to fully explore 
the wholeness of humans. Furthermore, body psy-
chotherapy has yet to effectively address the lack 
of human rights, which lives in the bodies of the 
marginalized. For this reason, it is imperative to 
voice the rage of the lived experience of Others, and 
to give it the dignity of being seen as fully human. 
This conceptual analysis will pull from the allied 
fields of sociology, psychology, psychiatry, social 
work, and education (e.g., Fanon, Hardy, DeGruy, 
Winnicott). 

A final consideration and foundational point to 
make clear is how healing may often be considered 
within American discourse, leading one to believe 
that healing is a journey with the destination of 
“healed.” On the contrary, healing is a constant 
process without a destination. 

As clinicians engage in therapeutic work, 
further exploration into the body as preverbal and preconscious states 

that sit just outside of our awareness is warranted 
in exploring the ways in which Black, White, and all Othered bodies 

are deeply affected.
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Appeasement as defense
Many of us live our lives in some performative 
state; caricatures, whose distortions live so deeply 
in the body that the enactment feels true. It is only 
when the pattern is disrupted that we can begin to 
contend with the lie. Jeffery Mangram writes, in The 
Elephant is the Room that the price that is paid for 
living our lives within these performative states is 
losing oneself to the caricature. Mangram reflects 
that there was a time when he could not separate 
himself from performance, and found that he lived 
in a state of “the performance of survival,” within 
all corners of his life, professional to personal. This 
“performance of survival,” is a form of appease-
ment, and speaks to the many ways we live with the 
betrayal of our defenses. This betrayal is usually 
only confronted at later points of reflection. This is 
in part due to the very nature of the body defens-
es, and the fact that they live within the interstit-
ium, neurons, and heartbeats of our lives, and are 
not always conscious. Appeasement speaks to the 
deeper automatic responses of the body, often in 
response to keep ourselves safe. When speaking of 
the marginalized, however, due to the hierarchical 
nature of our societies, and survival being relative 
to situations, status, and the like, appeasement will 
look very different for a middle-aged, cisgendered 
white man with all the privileges of our society in 
comparison to a middle-aged, cisgendered white 
woman, or a middle-aged Black man/woman. Ap-
peasement is a defense, much like fight, flight, 
freeze, flop, and fawn. However, appeasement, 
unlike fawn, “cannot be solved by the individual 
alone.” It is specifically situated within hierarchal 
systems/structures, “a feature of social hierarchy 
of inequality,” and is a function of situational sur-
vival, safety, and our drive to be socially received 
(Ndefo, 2021).

America is built on chattel slavery, and Black folx 
have been fighting for the right to be truly accepted 
as human from the day the first African was con-
sidered something less than. In this frame, Black is 
at the bottom of the hierarchy, and white is posi-
tioned atop in the pigmentocracy of a white body 

supremacist structure (Menakem, 2022) – which 
is why much of our discourse around race and race 
relations in America is often very black and white. 
This is also the reason so many of us yearn for nu-
ance, and a period where scholars, writers, and 
thinkers will boldly, obtrusively, meddle with the 
greys (shout out to Black feminist scholar Brittany 
Cooper).

Appeasement and I
I have been thinking a lot about appeasement late-
ly, and how the body moves into this body defense 
without thought. For myself, by the time I am 
aware of the enactment, I am trapped in it. Deeply 
engaged, most often nonverbally, makes me think 
of how the body is “the first responder to trauma,” 
and how all the information within any given space 
is, “neurocepted through non-verbal cues.” In a 
fleeting period, my body has scanned for danger 
and prepared to respond (Galdos & Warren, 2022, 
p. 85). At some point, I become aware of both my 
body’s response and discomfort, the need to get 
free, and the need to survive this social situation, 
realizing that the right response could be beneficial 
and the wrong response detrimental.

While analyzing the literature on Fanon’s perspec-
tive and the importance of introducing clinicians 
to Fanon’s work, I reflected on innumerable ex-
changes with my white peers within the Somat-
ics program at the California Institute of Integral 
Studies (CIIS). I wondered; when my white peers 
engage with me, are they truly getting to know 
this body? Or are they (my white peers) attempting 
to become competent in who I am, a sort of indi-
vidualized cultural competency, that may better 
support their skills development and lead to their 
overall ability to engage, interact, and treat Black 
people? Further, how is appeasement taking form 
in this body, living in the preconscious state, and 
engaging in enactments where I leave feeling ex-
hausted and overwhelmed? This Black, female, 
queer body finds itself cursing allyship, and look-
ing for accomplices, or co-conspirators. I long for 
the self-proclaimed ally to move beyond being a 

America is built on chattel slavery, and Black folx 
have been fighting for the right to be truly accepted as human 

from the day the first African was considered something less than.
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bystander with “BLM” signs in the windows of 
their fancy homes, to owning accountability for 
their complacency and contributions to our racist 
society. That will show itself in willingness to align 
with the Black bodies in danger, assuming some of 
this danger in support of truly honoring that Black 
too equals human. Is it possible that appeasement 
allows for white complacency and contributions, 
and that allyship is the first step to co-conspira-
tor? Does appeasement allow for my white peer to 
become stuck at this first step? Or is it that Black as 
less than human is so rooted in the DNA of Amer-
ica(ns) that it lives in our bodies, outside of con-
sciousness? In my quest for co-conspirators, my 
awareness of appeasement in my body begs for the 
stillness within to shake and uproot me out of the 
day-to-day enactments. 

The disconnection between my experience and 
that of my white peers leaves me to contend with 
my rage alone, leaving me to question if my rage 
is righteous, or if there is any dignity to be found. 
Rage, to the marginalized, is a foundational func-
tion of appeasement, automatic and slightly invis-
ible (Nndefo, 2021). Rage that is swallowed so deep 
and for so long can be hard for Black folx to bear to 
touch. Ayana Young, host of For the Wild podcast, 
interviews Nkem Ndefo in an episode entitled “The 
Body as Compass.” Ndefo explained that those of 
us who live at the lowest levels of the social hier-
archy spend “a great part of our existence in ap-
peasement” (2021). Often, the phobogenic object 
(the object to be feared), we are the “embodied 
registrations… frequently shaped by traumat-
ic sociohistorical events emotionally experienced 
as too unbearable for re-presentation/remem-
bering as symbol/image in intersubjective space” 
(Knoblauch, 2020, p. 307). If this body is to truly 
be known, then my peers and “white analysts” 
must move beyond the “bonds of whiteness” into 
a radically different frame in which “clinical prac-
tice… is able to endure disruption and consequent-
ly alter its manner of clinical practice” (Hartman, 
2020, p.  319), or reckon with this body and other 
Black bodies movement out of the stillness of en-
actments and beyond appeasement, as the rupture 
has already begun.

Resilience and appeasement
Both Knoblauch’s and Hartman’s articles ad-
dress the resilience factor of appeasement, and 

how Black bodies are called into these enactments 
where we must draw upon resources to support us 
in getting through days where psychological vio-
lence is constantly minimized. It helps to think of 
appeasement in the subconscious as “confusion, or 
even cowardice… far from pacifying and resolving 
conflict, often only serves to postpone the inevita-
ble confrontation, and so aggregates tension” (La-
queur, 1978). Here, I am called to body memories of 
engaging socially at CIIS in states of stress – where 
this body, tense with a heart rate steadily above 
normal, must slow and deepen its breath to keep 
the heart from escalating. Yet sweat, thick with 
proteins and lipids, continuously collects under my 
arms and around my groin. This mind moves be-
tween rage and disillusionment, fear, and contain-
ment. A prayer from somewhere beyond this soul 
and the cosmic center of the Earth: When this body 
dies, give the flesh no time to rot. Burn it. Leave no ev-
idence of the Blackness. God, bring me back white. 

Fanon and I
The ruthlessness of the prayer above speaks to the 
turmoil that lives within Black bodies: the desire to 
move beyond this flesh that communicates subju-
gation, and the reality that only destruction and 
death of the current systems of colonization will 
allow for true freedom and liberation to live with-
in an “expression of the true self” (Swartz, 2018, 
p.  525). Swartz writes that Winnicott, as Fanon, 
understood, “the ‘yes to life’ … is not self-con-
scious but must be received without being modified 
into something other than itself” (Swartz, 2018, 
p. 525). Due to the deep anxiety that lives in both 
the conscious and preconscious body, white pro-
jections are made to avoid/deemphasize the per-
sonal investment one has in oppressive systems. 
To this end, some white folx may be well suited 
to situating themselves within some oppressive 
systems, and find themselves allying with Blacks 
and Others, while continuing to struggle with their 
involvement in anti-Black oppressive systems. 
Winnicott asserts that “the alternative to being is 
reacting, and reacting interrupts being and anni-
hilates. Being and annihilation are the two alter-
natives” (Winnicott, 1986, p. 244). Annihilation is 
the diminished space where the social selves meet. 

If the only options our bodies have is “being or an-
nihilating,” as Winnicott suggested, then, I posit, 
America is filled with annihilation, a sort of trans-

Fanon’s Vision of Embodied Racism for Psychoanalytic Theory and Practice
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mutation, given that we are born into our authentic 
selves. We are socialized into the social self, leaving 
bodies disconnected from each other, Earth, and 
ultimately themselves. This lack of vitality is where 
appeasement lives, in the space of compliance 
where we dampen our true selves, and “the op-
posite of feeling alive is not feeling dead. The op-
posite of feeling alive is having to devote all one’s 
attention, time, and energy to others’ (originally 
mother’s) moods and expectations. The opposite of 
feeling alive is being a totally social self, reactive, 
compliant, and lacking in spontaneity” (1990). 
This body is struggling to maintain within the dis-
connected and chronically uncomfortable spaces of 
the “social self” and longs for its destruction as an 
opening to being. 

Fanon’s work forces the reader to take a long hard 
look into our souls, and with little resistance, I 
found my heart heavy when confronting the ways 
in which internalized racism, sexism, and ableism 
live, and are stored deeply in my fascia. All my en-
counters are colored by white supremacy; often 
I am pulled into enactments, lulled into spaces 
where only my defenses live. The psychodynamic/
psychosomatic worldview threatens to put me in 
my place of acceptance of the dominant group’s 
perspectives on all things mind/body with little 
regard for the ways in which we are shaped as a 
national body through white supremacist frame-
works that elevate the DOMS (dominant omnipres-
ent mutilation of self/state), using the rest of us as 
stepstools. 

Moving beyond silos into theory
Much of what we think of or believe to be white/
whiteness is an ideology. Dr. Kenneth Hardy ex-
plores this concept of the enduring, invisible, and 
ubiquitous centrality of whiteness (2022). He and 
others explore how “white” lives deeply in our 
subconscious: to be white is to be good, and to be 
good is to be socially acceptable. In this vein, DOMS 
is a state of being that marginalized folx hope to 
attain. In attempts to position myself in proximity 
to whiteness, due to Blacks’ inability to fully as-

similate like others in history such as (previously 
non-white) Italians and Jewish folx, who even-
tually found acceptance and received their white 
cards. Black folx can only pray for the next best 
thing to assimilation: proximity. This adds to Black 
anxiety, and causes us to raise our children with 
the belief that if they are good enough, their lives 
may be spared. Black cannot rub off in the show-
er; thus, we find proximity, via colonized ideas of 
good, bad, right, wrong, scholarship, and respect-
ability politics. Appeasement speaks to how much 
of this anxiety refers to how we have internalized 
these beliefs. 

In my relentless chase to obtain some proximity to 
whiteness, I have engaged in respectability poli-
tics, hated my skin, attempted to keep it as light as 
possible, straightened my hair, attempted to per-
fect my tone and speech patterns, smiled on cue, 
denied my sexuality, played good wife, attend-
ed many churches, and hated Others. I contorted 
my soul to fit into the white box, while somehow 
knowing I would never be fully accepted. My inter-
nalized racism informed me I was not worthy of the 
white card, but to keep trying as hard as I could, 
for the warmth of the light of white was the next 
best thing. 

The current human condition that we refer to as 
“normal” is actually this annihilation or transmu-
tation, this “ totally social self” that robs us of our 
vitality. 

We are, in part, so easily pulled into enactments 
where appeasement takes over due to the perva-
siveness of holding patterns within micro- and 
mezzo-systems. Knoblauch brings this in through 
Fanon’s sociogenic concept, where he explains how 
the unconscious is situated within “categoriza-
tion and hierarchical meaning” (Knoblauch, 2020, 
p. 307), and Ndefo (2021) situates appeasement 
within hierarchal social systems that surround 
our bodies in social engagements where we fall 
into enactments. Our subconscious body-to-body 
knowledge is informative, not only from a biolog-
ical sense. When investigated in the slightest, we 
become aware of the knowledge our bodies collec-

I found my heart heavy when confronting the ways 
in which internalized racism, sexism, and ableism live, 

and are stored deeply in my fascia.

Kenyona Young
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tively hold. Schimdt discusses the family as a body: 
“We can say, for example, that the family as-a-
unit has its own formative process, character, and 
armoring, which are both separate and different 
from the formative process, character, and armor-
ing of each of its members” (Schimdt, n.d., p. 46). 
In efforts to continuously situate our bodies within 
micro- and mezzo-systems, this body believes not 
only in the “family body,” but also in the commu-
nity body, societal body, and national body, and in 
the appeasement that these bodies are “wrought” 
with. This is exemplified by Bronfenbrenner’s bio-
ecological model (1977), which systems therapists 
aim to serve from a socioculturally-attuned frame 
(McDowell et al., 2018). 

Both Knoblauch and Heartman show an awareness 
of the preconscious dance of appeasement and 
our living through enactments, which many of my 
peers continue to struggle with, in part due to their 
“cognitive imperialism” (Battiste, 2017). Cognitive 
imperialism is a term that describes the mental, 
emotional, destructive, and traumatic effects of 
the experience of individuals and people forced to 
be educated and living under Eurocentric colonial-
ism and imperialism (Fanon, 1965, 1967; Memmi, 
1967, 2006). It is a form of cognitive manipulation 
used in social and educational systems to disclaim 
other knowledge systems and values, known as a 
banking model (Freire, 2004), cultural imperialism 
(Carnoy, 1974), mental colonization or coloniza-
tion of the mind (Chinweze, 1987; Hotep, 2003), 
culturalism, cultural racism, epistemic violence, 
cultural genocide, or cognitive assimilation (Bat-
tiste, 2017, p. 183-188). 

Battiste confirms the importance of holding deep 
reverence for Fanon’s work, and the work of up-
rooting and interrogating the bonds of prejudice as 
it is built into history. Her work speaks to a holding 

pattern that lives in our physical bodies, famil-
ial bodies, societal bodies, and national bodies  – 
all of which are situated within. They constantly 
communicate, learning and informing each other, 
all of which are informed by the body defense of 
appeasement. As Fanon stated in Black Skin, White 
Mask (1967), sociogeny, or the phenomenological 
occurrence of appeasement, which likens itself 
to code-switching or double consciousness, live 
alongside ontogeny and phylogeny (Fanon, 1967). 
We have evolved to appease, to show up as our 
“totally socio selves,” to move with ease into en-
actments. While Fanon’s work, along with that of 
other Black scholars, have focused on Black bodies, 
my experience at CIIS leaves me to wonder about 
the white experience of appeasement, and how it 
plays a role in tethering white folx to current so-
cietal standards of living and being, or, as Winn-
icott would say, annihilation. I assert that the vast 
majority of us live within the event horizon that is 
white supremacy – pure annihilation. 

Onward with Fanon at the helm 
The only way forward is to hold ourselves, our de-
velopment, and our healing, with deep regard. In 
learning the Latin origins of the word respect or 
respicere, re (back) and specere (to look at), respicere 
means to look back at, to regard. How might regard 
be used in the service of assessing, intervening, 
learning from, and dismantling the “totally social 
self”? Or, to use Fanon’s work, how might we re-
flect, “emphasize, and critique the significance of 
racial prejudice expressed as hierarchy of devel-
opment based on comparison of embodied char-
acteristics, particularly skin color and fantasies 
of innate difference in physiological capacities”? 
(Knoblauch 2020, p. 300)

◼    ◼    ◼

Kenyona Young, daughter of the matrilineal lines of Gipson, Young, and Wesley, identifies 
within the collective of Black folx who have cared for her; we are Black, womanist, and queer. 
An East Oakland native and currently a graduate student at the California Institute of Integral 
Studies (CIIS), Kenyona’s dream is to work within the communities that have natured her.
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Maurizio Stupiggia

BODY PSYCHOTHERAPY AROUND THE WORLD

Body Psychotherapy in Italy

he Birth
Interest in body psychotherapy in Italy dates back to the 1960s, following 
the publication of the first translations of Wilhelm Reich’s books.

An initial group of scholars met in Rome to study Reichian themes, and in 1968 the Cen-
tro Studi Wilhelm Reich was founded in Naples. Its structure promoted therapeutic in-
tervention but also study and research activities, with a focus on prevention in the social 
sphere. Initially, the Center did not have an easy life, especially in its relations with offi-
cial scientific and clinical practice that had always dismissed (if not also removed) Reich 
and his theories. While using his important insights and concepts, it always gave a re-
strictive interpretation of his work. Even today, Reich’s Sexuality in the Cultural Revolution 
is translated as The Sexual Revolution.

In 1973, interest in Reichian themes took off, thanks in part to the Center’s publication of 
the journal Quaderni Reichiani, which bore witness to the ferment of ideas and initiatives 
in the late 70s. For the first time, Reich’s students and successors were invited to the 
Center in Italy, and from there all subsequent initiatives in this country thrived. Other 
related centers sprang up in Padua, Treviso, Genoa and Rome, and body psychotherapy 
developed and established itself as multiple clinical approaches flourished. Beyond their 
inevitable differences, they were always united by the certainty that giving space to the 
body in therapy did not mean using a bodily technique to be added to the verbal ones. It 
focused theoretically and practically on a new and more complex paradigm, which in-
cluded aspects of the relationship between the therapist and client, as well as considera-
tion of the personalities at work, which had been overlooked by other psychotherapeutic 
approaches.

The framework of Italian body psychotherapy is made lively and complex by the inter-
weaving and affirmation of various theories and schools of thought, such as Vegetother-
apy, Bioenergetic Analysis, Functional Psychotherapy, Organismic Therapy, Orgonom-
ics, Biosystemic Psychotherapy, and Bio-Psychosynthesis. No less important are the 
contributions of psychosomatic medicine, sexology and psychomotricity. These rich and 
dynamic offshoots are marked by the effort to understand, explain, and frame in an ar-
ticulated theoretical system the many phenomena observable in the clinical setting that 
are not adequately integrated in exclusively verbal psychotherapy.

At the end of the 1980s, this movement became more vibrant and significant. In an at-
tempt to establish reconnection between the various referenced theories and clinical 
practices, an important symposium, “Reich, History of a Removal,” was held in Naples in 
1987. It led to a series of important international and European conferences. Based on the 
results and conclusions of these meetings, and in conjunction with major international 
movements in the same field – the European Association for Body Psychotherapy (EABP) 
and Comité Scientifique Internationale de Thérapie Psychocorporelle (CSITP) – the first 
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National Conference of Body Psychotherapy took place in Naples in 1990. The goal was 
to define and officially establish in Italy a theoretical space not yet fully recognized by 
the official scientific and cultural world. It was so rich in content and perspectives that 
it made a fundamental contribution to research on human health and psychophysical 
well-being.

The National Association
In the context of this first conference, the National Committee for Body Psychotherapy 
was founded under the direction of Luciano Rispoli, gathering all the scholars in the field. 
Two years later, at the second National Conference in Catania, the Committee was trans-
formed into the National Association for Body Psychotherapy.

In the years that followed, the activities of the Association continued with a series of 
meetings and debates. Yet it still lacked a true national aim. Moreover, at that time It-
aly was focused on new ordinances for regulating psychotherapeutic activity, as well as 
accreditation of its training schools. The contacts, entrusted mostly to individual rep-
resentatives, along with the organizations that directly formulate the new law, remain 
active today. It is always individual representatives who are active in the international 
and European associations, particularly the EABP, and who also hold leadership posi-
tions. The international and European conferences became venues for exchange and 
confrontation, and have given new impetus to the Association. In 1999, all the Italian 
institutes and societies focused on psycho-corporeal work came together. The individual 
psychotherapists who had followed the evolution of the Association during its ten-year 
lifespan rewrote the statutes and officially established the Italian Association of Body 
Psychotherapy (AIPC) in 2000.

With its diverse representation, the AIPC constitutes the Italian section of the Europe-
an Association for Body Psychotherapy. Its link with the EABP is defined in its statutes, 
and expressed by full adherence to the objectives, code of ethics, and standards of ad-
mission for members of the EABP. In fact, being an AIPC member confers the status of 
corresponding member (for the individual or the institution) of the EABP. As a body, the 
AIPC adheres to the Italian Federation of Psychotherapy Associations (FIAP), which is 
the Italian section of the European Association for Psychotherapy (EAP). All recognized 
psychotherapy training schools in Italy are members of the National Coordination of 
Schools of Psychotherapy (CNSP).

Body and culture
With regard to the position of body psychotherapy in the panorama of Italian culture, 
we can say that we are faced with a certain duplicity. On the one hand, we have a con-
sonance with the Italian way of using the body emphatically for linguistic expression 
and communication in general. This makes the use of the body in psychotherapy a fairly 
accessible tool, and those who come to therapy are not so surprised by this methodology. 
On the other hand, it must be said that the philosophical and cultural tradition of the 
last century is deeply rooted in the work of two thinkers, Benedetto Croce and Giovanni 
Gentile, who influenced both culture in general and educational institutions in particu-
lar. They shaped the Italian spirit with the predominance of intellectual over personal or 
existential experience.

This double track comprises a large part of the Italian cultural construct. On the one 
hand, we find creativity and flexibility, typical characteristics of “getting by,” as a sort 
of emergency pragmatism. On the other hand, we encounter a large tendency to serve 
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tradition, as well a strong propensity for intellectual abstraction. These can be blocks to 
innovation and evolution. This dichotomy of conservation and transgression are rather 
typical traits of the Italian mindset. In the field of psychotherapy, this produces a par-
adox: it is not shocking for a therapist to suggest movements with the body or even ex-
ercises to the client, but this is often not considered a form of treatment that is actually 
“real psychotherapy.” In such a cultural landscape, the way that body psychotherapy 
landed in Italy turns out to be logical. It closely resembles the work of the mole, emerging 
suddenly, but after long underground digging.

In fact, after the first attempts at diffusion during the period of cultural and political 
protest in the 1960s, the movement seemed to die out. Or, perhaps we should say that it 
seemed to sink, only to re-emerge strongly between the 1980s and 1990s, until it built 
itself into a truly independent force in psychotherapy.

We can now say that body psychotherapy has managed to create its own autonomous 
space of reference and action in Italy. It is a relatively small space, but one that is now 
recognized by other models. It is no longer subject to misunderstanding or devaluation, 
as might have been the case some time ago.

As a consequence of what has been described so far, it must be said that this progressive 
integration of body psychotherapy into the larger psychotherapy community has also 
come at a certain price. Body psychotherapy has had to transform, adapt, and adjust to 
a certain style of work and thinking that modulates and reformulates all the strongly 
expressive, cathartic, or, as Baudelaire would say, “expérience limite” that predomi-
nantly characterized the practice during its first few decades. Metaphorically, we could 
say that a certain youthful extremism had to give way to mature moderation. I say this 
with a dual emotional involvement: there is an awareness of the need to adapt to chang-
ing conditions, and at the same time there is a longing for the intensity of continued 
experimentation.

Another important aspect that characterizes the position of corporeality in the thinking 
of Italians is the powerful presence of Catholic institutions in the country. The fact that 
Rome is the seat of the Vatican is not irrelevant, because this proximity to a “spiritual 
power” creates a strong impact on the conscience of its citizens. We could say that Ital-
ians may feel both watched but also protected by the Vatican. Thus, we can again observe 
a dual reaction to the use of the body. Catholicism (and Christianity as a whole) pro-
duces a two-faced vision of the body, with pleasure remaining on the dark and hidden 
side. This causes a split that favors a general attitude of dismissing corporeal and sexual 
pleasure, and producing an exaltation of the purifying and redeeming power of all pain 
experienced in life. 

We can thus understand how complex it is for such individuals influenced by a particular 
strand of Catholicism to elaborate the relevance of the body in the psychotherapeutic 
setting, where deep, forbidden desires and guilt urges appear. It can be inferred from 
these considerations that the stereotypical “Italian hedonism” is often an attempt to 
avoid pain rather than an active pursuit of pleasure. It is more akin to fear of punishment 
than excitement about reward.

With these considerations, we can hope to explain the attitude of the rather ghastly curi-
osity with which orthodox psychoanalysts ask body psychotherapists if they really dare 
to touch the client’s body, and if it is really true that reactions such as trembling, short-
ness of breath, and even convulsions are stimulated by touch – which reminds them of 
the hysterical phenomena described by Freud. The perplexities of the psychotherapeu-
tic scientific community are first and foremost ethical, and secondarily epistemologi-

Body Psychotherapy in Italy
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cal. They sink their reason into the sociocultural unconscious rather than the dictates of 
scientific methodology. For this reason, paradoxically, it then becomes easier to make 
these opposing universes communicate, partly because the Catholic message is far more 
complex than the simplification of common thought.

In fact, I want to quote a well-known Psalm (39; Hebrews 10:4-10) that summarizes all 
the richness and the complexity of this theme: “Entering into the world, Christ says: 
‘You wanted neither sacrifice nor offering, a body instead you prepared for me. You did 
not please either burnt offerings or sacrifices for sin. A body you offered me, to follow 
your will.’”

Dance movement therapy
At this point, the history and evolution of body psychotherapy, understood as the devel-
opment of Reichian and post-Reichian thought and practice, calls for a separate discus-
sion of the history of yet another strand of body-mediated clinical work. I’m referring to 
dance movement therapy, which arrived in Italy in the early 1980s, thanks to two U.S.-
trained therapists, Debra McCall and Rosa Maria Govoni.

The probing cultural research of these two dance therapists produced a gradual aggre-
gation of all the experiences revolving around expressive dance, Psychomotricity, and 
Authentic Movement. It created a theoretical and clinical container that allowed them 
over time to constitute a pole of attraction for everyone who sought to bring together 
movement with sensory and emotional work.

It is strange, however, that body psychotherapy and dance movement therapy have trav-
eled parallel yet distinct paths. Without significantly meeting, and separately building 
their own paths of cultural and scientific recognition, they remained in dialogue and 
built alliances from different clinical perspectives. While body psychotherapy has always 
drawn deep nourishment from the influence of humanistic psychology, dance movement 
therapy has looked almost exclusively to the territory occupied by psychoanalytic mod-
els. This is probably due to the formative history of the respective founders in Italy of the 
various schools of psychotherapy. It is perhaps also partly related to that cultural split 
involving corporeality, discussed above.

There is a note of peculiarity in all of this because we have very similar clinical practices, 
while using very different models.

Indeed, dance movement therapy, according to the model of Italian Art Therapy – an 
association founded in 1982 – makes particular reference to psychoanalytic theories that 
have deepened the observation and study of the affective processes that occur between 
the child and their environment during development. It also places emphasis on the 
symbolic value of bodily representations, and the developmental significance of the cre-
ative process. The dance therapist makes use of their own bodily and imaginative expe-
rience to get in touch with the developmental needs of the client. This therapy provides a 
favorable environment for the individual to discover and elaborate expressive modes and 
symbolic forms representative of their experiences, thus promoting a creative, trans-
formative, and maturing process.

It is within this theoretical framework that dance movement therapy developed its clini-
cal practice, but above all, it builds the essential meaning of its model. It becomes a bridge 
between artistic practices of all kinds, and clinical models. It is an attempt to explain and 
interpret, in an innovative way, the role of creativity with the body of the individual.

Maurizio Stupiggia
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The current situation
Until the late 1980s, body psychotherapy and dance movement therapy continued to ex-
pand and spread in a somewhat random manner, without constant points of reference. 
But since the early 1990s, the fate of psychotherapy schools in Italy has been marked by 
an important event that changed the cultural and scientific landscape. A law regulating 
the professional practice of psychologists and psychotherapists was passed in 1989. The 
result of lengthy parliamentary debate, it finally defined the field of psychology in Italy, 
and created its boundaries. It did so by differentiating it from medical and psychiatric 
practice, and elevating it from a vast sea of empirical therapeutic practices based on cul-
tural syncretism or randomness. The law ennobles clinical psychology, but at the same 
time characterizes it in a highly restrictive way. In fact, the law allows only physicians 
and psychologists access to the schools of psychotherapy, thus eliminating all those with 
degrees in the humanities and/or in social sciences. The approval of this law is a kind of 
drastic consequence for all schools of psychotherapy with various previous approaches, 
since it forces all institutes to apply for government recognition in order to have cultural 
visibility, and especially presence in the market.

In 1989, a ministerial commission, composed mostly of academics, was established to 
judge the scientific validity of the clinical model, and its organizational and didactic ca-
pacity. The criteria adopted by the commission was obviously related to academic prac-
tice and vision, and it is therefore a difficult and complex task for body psychotherapy 
schools to obtain legal acceptance from the commission. Here a watershed with the past 
was created: only those who are approved can hope to continue to survive, since only 
recognized schools of psychotherapy will be able to issue valid certificates for profes-
sional licensing. 

It is clear that future students will tend to choose only those schools that can provide 
them with legally valid certificates, so all other schools will be doomed to a gradual loss 
of interest. 

It must be said that in the 1970s and 1980s, the Italian scene consisted essentially of 
two groupings. On one side, the neo-Reichian schools that clearly drew on the Reichian 
tradition, and on the other, the so-called post-Reichian schools that were based on the 
thought and work of personalities who took their cue from Reich, but later elaborated 
and even profoundly transformed his thought, such as Alexander Lowen, Luciano Rispo-
li, David Boadella, Jerome Liss, Malcom Brown, and George Downing.

After the law was passed, the schools submitted their scientific model to the ministerial 
commission, but not all of them received recognition. At present there are four recog-
nized body psychotherapy institutes that can issue diplomas recognized by the Ministry 
of Universities, and thus also by the Ministry of Health: Società Italiana Analisi Bioen-
ergetica (SIAB), Società Italiana Analisi Reichiana (SIAR), Scuola Europea Psicoterapia 
Funzionale (SEF), and Società Italiana Biosistemica (SIB).

Similarly, dance movement therapy schools have also applied for recognition, but pres-
ently only one obtained it: the Institute of Expressive Psychotherapy, which draws on the 
work of Arthur Robbins.

I believe the current situation is good enough, although we are in danger of losing some 
worthy schools and traditions along the way. At the same time that we gained scientific 
credibility, organizational reliability, and media visibility, as with all historical change, 
we have, as Morin would say, both gained and lost. We witnessed an emergence as well 
as a constraint, an enrichment but also an impoverishment.

◼    ◼    ◼

Body Psychotherapy in Italy
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Ann Bradney

PERSONAL VIEWPOINT

A Report from the Trenches

f you have come to help me, you are wasting your time. 
But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, 
then let us walk together…

—Lila Watson 
Australian Aboriginal Woman

This is a report from the trenches. 

I am going to start with the journey of Radical Aliveness, and then bring in the work we are 
now doing in Israel and Palestine with Together Beyond Words. 

The birth and evolution of Radical Aliveness
Radical Aliveness was born 22 years ago. I left the Institute of Core Energetics, where I 
had studied and been on the faculty, to answer a calling from my spirit to create a way of 
working in a group setting that would use the powerful tools I had learned. I wanted to 
work relationally rather than focus on the individual. I wanted to develop a process that 
would honor the wisdom that emerges from the fluidity of a group that’s discovering and 
evolving and experiencing itself – a process that would necessarily include working with 
systemic issues, which are crucial to who we are. 

We are not separate from the world; we are part of it. We are shaped by the systems (re-
ligion, socio-economic origins, family, tribe, gender, ethnicity, language, etc.) we are 
born into. And for every systemic influence, there is healing for us to do. We are in this 
together, and this is true in every country in the world, in every group I have ever worked 
with.

I am a process person, I am an experimenter. I am in the field using a laboratory method 
to develop, invite, collaborate, research, and learn. 

I was very interested in how to create a working space where all perspectives, all ways of 
expression, and all voices would be welcome. And I saw that I could use our differences 
as a medium itself, a tool to pry open self-awareness, feelings, and knowing each other 
more deeply. 

Importantly, I wanted all the voices and energy and perspectives to lead groups to where 
we needed to go, rather than being bound by a theory from the outside that would impose 
a preconceived agenda of what healing means. From my perspective, there is not one 
way, one leader, one model that can get us to a new story in this world. When we engage 
in this kind of process, we are all required to be both leaders and participants. 

It has been an illuminating, challenging, powerful, life-changing, awareness-growing 
time. 
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The Radical Aliveness Institute was a place of experimentation, chaos, intensity, and 
creation. There were plenty of failures and mistakes, and there was also a sense of joy 
and excitement for many who had never found a forum where they were able to bring 
everything they wanted to bring without being told where to go, what they should feel, 
or what healing for them was. 

As the years went on, voices and perspectives spoke loudly to me. “You say you welcome 
everything, but I am not feeling welcome here.” I listened. It required my being willing 
to be changed, being willing to find a frame that would be expansive enough to invite in 
everything that wanted to come, and also have enough structure that people were sup-
ported to grow, transform, and become more aware. It required me to learn deeply about 
my own assumptions, perceptual filter, and worldview. It required me to enter into the 
unknown. It required, as a leader, being willing to be challenged over and over again, and 
to learn from these challenges. The more I learned, the less I knew for certain. And this 
was an invigorating process for me personally, because it mirrored the flux and uncer-
tainty I invited my group participants to embrace. I became more interested in having 
people from thoroughly different perspectives in the room together. 

My belief then and now is that this is the way forward. Differences. When people of wildly 
divergent backgrounds are thrust together in a learning forum, intense emotions and 
interactions happen organically. As the “leader,” it is my job to conduct the energy of 
groups, not suppress or control it, and to harness the surprising gifts this unleashed en-
ergy always yields.

I was profoundly blessed to meet an incredible woman (who asks to remain unnamed) 
who saw my vision and the spirit of what I was doing, but also saw what was missing. 
I spent six years working with her in Nairobi, Kenya, with diverse groups comprising 
people from different tribes, different countries, and different positions in the societies 
in which they lived. There were over a dozen languages. We developed a way to learn 
about each of our own perceptual filters and frames. We used the differences and con-
flicts among these participants to recognize ways we had been socialized to perceive the 
world. We read, we did organic research (a qualitative research method), we processed. 
The more we learned to see our own filters, the more curious and open we could be to 
what was in front of us. Tools and techniques were examined to see who created them 
and the implicit assumptions they held – assumptions about bodies and feelings and 
healing. What worldview were these coming from? We studied individualism and col-
lectivism and the spectrum of what a self is from these different worldviews. We stud-
ied power on personal, interpersonal, and systemic levels. We looked at who a socialized 
human being is. We made space for the deep feelings that are often at the base of our 
intense misunderstandings and conflicts in the world. We worked with values and value 
judgments. And of course, we worked with feelings, sensations, and emotions.

At this time, Radical Aliveness moved from being an expert model (one in which we have 
a clear frame with tools and techniques that we use universally with everyone and which 
has an agenda of where we need to go) to a non-expert/expert model. A non-expert 
model means to me that I have a lot of knowledge and tools and techniques, but I use 
them flexibly and with creativity in service of “What is healing for you?” and with an 
awareness that I have my own perceptual filter, and I need to be open to what is true for 
you, what your body needs, how feelings are expressed in you, even what words mean. 
You are the expert on yourself. 

The familiar ground each of us stands on as a leader is pulled out from under us. And it’s 
both scary and exhilarating.
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During this period, I developed the principles of Radical Aliveness as a foundation for the 
work we do:

◼◼ Knowing I don’t know

◼◼ Being willing to be changed by our encounters

◼◼ Saying yes to everything within us with an intention toward consciousness (including 
our no!) 

◼◼ Cultivating a non-shaming heart and attitude (toward ourselves and others) 

◼◼ Honoring multiple perspectives

◼◼ Doing no harm (knowing we WILL do harm, but we will stay to the best of our ability 
when we are confronted with the harm we have done) 

And we added one more after working in Israel: 

◼◼ DO YOUR PART

This work is not about self-transformation alone. It is about being part of the world and 
connected to the world, so we always accentuate that we are change agents who need 
to bring this difficult and important work back out into our families, communities, the 
world. 

We also use guidelines to support the work. These include self-focus (with the under-
standing that the self and how it develops and what it means varies culturally). Self-fo-
cus allows us to slow down the moments when the process gets very hot, and to check 
in around intention and impact. What is your intention right now? What is your impact? 
We have to be willing to know we all have impact on others, and to really hear it to the 
best of our ability when we are being told what our impact is. We work with curiosity as a 
foundational value. We also have a value of staying through difficult interactions, though 
of course there are times when it is right for people to leave. We embrace discomfort as 
part of the process. We work with complexity – seeing the ways in which each of us is not 
a single story. 

Something that has been foundational to our work is the understanding that we all have 
work to do. The healing for a person in a mostly normative position is different from the 
healing for someone in a marginalized position (with the understanding again that we 
are not a single story, and that normative and non-normative live in all of us).

All of us need support to see, feel, and change so we can live together in new ways. The 
quote at the beginning of the article is perfectly aligned with our philosophy. Our libera-
tion is tied together. The dynamics of social stratification – better than/less than – occur 
all over the world. It is only the jackets that change. We hold space in Radical Aliveness 
for everyone. Being in relationship with differences is at the heart of one’s willingness to 
change. When we can hold a space where there is enough understanding of complexity 
and socialization, where we move beyond categories and labels that stop the conversa-
tion, opportunity arises for the deeper feelings and stories to be shared in every direc-
tion. When the space becomes more complex, we are also able to ask, “Where do I do to 
others what is being done to me?”

This is not easy work, and I don’t mean to imply that we skip over the harsh realities of 
the world and what people are experiencing. In fact, there is something about this pro-
cess that allows for all this information to emerge, to be integrated. The polarization that 
seems to be a hallmark of our interactions these days actually has pathways here to move 
somewhere deeper. It requires the willingness to be with intense feelings and awareness. 
It requires an ability to ultimately support people in mostly normative positions to feel 
cognitive dissonance (as opposed to feelings of guilt or “I am here to help you”). At the 
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same time, people who are having experiences of marginalization and being non-nor-
mative in society need support to find their sovereignty, rather than staying in the dy-
namic of reaction to the normative frame.

My experience is that people are hungry to have a space like this. It brings hope, it brings 
relief, and it brings the opportunity for something different from what people are used 
to. It invites a kind of leadership in the room. When there is not a leader with “the way” 
telling people what to do, people step up and bring their wisdom. Those many perspec-
tives and voices take us far beyond where we would go with a single leader. 

Radical Aliveness developed three hard and fast rules – our only rules: don’t hurt your-
self physically, don’t hurt another physically (though feelings WILL get hurt) and don’t 
hurt the room. Everything else is welcome. 

This supports a process that becomes very organic. We hold a space for mystery to guide 
us – never knowing what will emerge. Life leads the way. It requires standing in a pro-
found “not knowing” and being comfortable with chaos. It requires trust that human 
beings have lived a life before they met us, and come to us with wisdom, ways they have 
learned to survive with dignity and power. It helps us know deeply that we are not bro-
ken, that there is nothing to fix. 

Because the group process welcomes all expression and energy and the willingness to 
allow chaos, many powerful feelings, judgments, and beliefs emerge that might nor-
mally remain underground in a more controlled atmosphere. We welcome that. There 
is nothing that comes out of us that is not part of being a socialized human. Once in the 
open and received in non-shaming ways, we have an opportunity to see things we have 
been afraid to see. We have an opportunity to understand where these attitudes, beliefs, 
and feelings come from. Faced with more information, we have the space to “heal,” and 
many times to change our hearts and minds. 

Of course, Radical Aliveness is not for everyone. There are people for whom this way of 
working is not helpful, so we work hard to make sure that people understand what they 
are walking into. However, as intense as this work is, there is a sense of safety and trust, 
and profound relief that there is a place where all these feelings can be held and allowed. 
Our goal has been to support human beings to navigate life from the here and now and 
with CHOICE.

This brings me to the work we are doing in Israel and Palestine today.

Applying the work in Israel and Palestine
In 2006 I was at the Esalen Institute to lead a workshop. At the cocktail party for work-
shop leaders, I met an amazing woman from Israel talking about the work she did with 
Jews and Palestinians. Her name was Nitsan Joy Gordon. She had been doing this work 
for many years, and when she spoke, I was called. I had been developing Radical Aliveness 
for four years at that time. A powerful voice told me to tell her I wanted to work with her. 

Nancy Lunney Wheeler, the head of programming, invited her to bring a group of Pal-
estinians and Jews to Esalen the following year. When Nitsan asked whom she should 
work with from the leaders who worked at Esalen, Nancy, in her incredible intuition, 
suggested me. 

Nitsan and I met in 2007 to work together for the first time. I had no idea what I was do-
ing, and I knew that what these women had experienced was something that I had never 
experienced. What I did know was that I was not afraid of powerful feelings or conflict. 
The women had been with other leaders before me at Esalen who were wonderful, but 
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the full force of their rage, grief, and fear had not been allowed to emerge. By the time 
I arrived they were ready to explode – and they did! It was the beginning of a long and 
beautiful collaboration between me, Nitsan, and our Palestinian partner Silvia Margeyah.

Together Beyond Words is the organization Nitsan runs. She had found ways to bring 
Jewish (Ashkenazi and Sephardic) and Palestinian (Christian, Bedouin, Druze, and Mus-
lim) women together through dance, touch, and listening partnerships for the past 
number of years. Our work was a perfect fit. In the years since then we have grown and 
developed together, influencing each other’s work with this population. By 2014 we 
started including men in the groups. We worked together at Esalen a number of times, 
at the Omega Institute, and in Israel and Palestine. During this time, we experimented, 
grew, and worked with many people. 

Three years into the work in Nairobi, I stopped my collaboration with Together Beyond 
Words because as I was learning more, I became aware that as much as people loved the 
work, I didn’t know enough to be doing it responsibly and without imposing my filter on 
their bodies, spirits, and beings. I needed more information and awareness. After I had 
been in Nairobi for six years, I felt informed enough to return.

Since that time our work has matured and spread in Israel/Palestine. Right now, we are 
doing a two and a half-year Radical Aliveness training program for leadership, training 

Left to right: Ann Bradney, Silvia Margeyah, Nitsan Joy Gordon
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Palestinians and Jews in this way of working. We use three languages – Arabic, Hebrew, 
and English. We translate everything because language is a conduit for power. We also do 
workshops for people in Israel and the West Bank. Many times, people are in the room 
with others they have only heard about through the media, sometimes harboring a his-
toric hatred or fear. This process allows us to move beyond the categories and simple 
stories people have about each other, and invite the complexity that exists in each of us. 
It does not lead to a cozy “we are all the same” place, but instead to a mature place that 
asks us to listen to different perspectives, come to deeper understanding of each other, 
and often to a feeling that even with our differences, we are connected and need each 
other for our very survival. Rage and tears flow, hearts open, people walk out changed. 
This is the goal. 

Pain that is not transformed is transmitted
Radical Aliveness and Together Beyond Words are doing powerful, bold, outside-the-
box work that we don’t believe anyone else is doing with these challenging and motivat-
ed populations. We are not afraid to engage the deep feelings and chaos that have led to 
generational patterns of violence. We believe pain that is not transformed is transmitted, 
and have been creating safe havens where participants learn to transform their inner 
pain related to the conflict into understanding and empathy toward the “other.” We are 
three women – an American, Ann Bradney; a Palestinian Israeli, Silvia Margeyah; and an 
Israeli Jew, Nitsan Joy Gordon. 

Finally, I leave you with two voices and reflections, one Palestinian from the West Bank, 
and one Jewish, from our last training module. As rockets fell outside and sirens sound-
ed, this committed group stayed and did the work of “heart justice.”

As a Palestinian born under occupation, and living in Ramallah under Israeli military rule, 
“apartheid,” I was subjected to many violent situations, which I carried in my heart. That 
is until I got to know the group (Radical Aliveness), and worked with them for a full week – 
Arabs and Jews, women and men, hand in hand, supporting each other to overcome crisis. 
We are not distinguished by religion or nationality; we support each other and preserve our 
humanity. I didn’t imagine that it was possible to change to this extent. I now see the world 
from another perspective; this gathering and these people, they are the only ones who gave 
me hope in life. 

—S., Palestinian, West Bank

We believe pain that is not transformed is transmitted,
and have been creating safe havens  

where participants learn to transform 
their inner pain related to the conflict into  

understanding and empathy toward the “other.”

Ann Bradney

◼    ◼    ◼
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Want a surreal experience? Here you go.

While outside there is war, and rockets are falling on both sides, a group of Israelis and 
Palestinians spend a whole week together – and agreed to meet whatever comes up. Could 
you imagine that?

It’s not such a beautiful and polite meeting. It’s a stormy, noisy meeting full of everything. 
And when the news about the rockets begins to filter in, during the middle of the week, we 
sit in pairs, back-to-back, and just support one another. Leaning on each other. Physically. 
Emotionally. Mentally.

Oh my god, how much pain is there.

And pain is pain. No matter who’s it is.

Is that not clear?

And we agree to stay. And deal with all that comes up.

Because if we don’t succeed, with all the love we have between us, what chance do we have 
at living here together?

And if we are able to create a safe space for the feelings, then solving the problem of borders 
is really a small task. Because the solution isn’t that complicated, even if we don’t know 
what it is yet.

The history of our Earth is full of conflicts that raged for years, conflicts that people believed 
would never end. Then at some point, the conditions matured and peace broke out.

This weekend I am thankful for the insight I received into what the world could look like 
when people choose to feel what is theirs to feel, rather than act it out, fight, or flee.

We have endless opportunities to practice this in our everyday lives. Shall we give it a try?

—H., Israeli Jew

Let us walk together. 

◼    ◼    ◼

Ann Bradney founded and directed the Radical Aliveness Institute, a four-year professional 
program based in Los Angeles, from 2008 until 2021. In the 1990s, she studied under Core En-
ergetics pioneer John Pierrakos, and served on the faculty at the Core Energetics Institute in 

New York until 2002. She co-directed the International Radical Aliveness Practitioner Program based in Nairobi, 
Kenya, for six years, and now leads a two and a half-year Radical Aliveness Peace Leadership Program for Jews and 
Palestinians in Israel and Palestine. Ann developed the original concepts and practices of Radical Aliveness over 
the past 20 years. Her innovative approach to working with individuals and groups expands beyond the realm of 
psychology and personal issues to address community healing and systemic issues, with the goal of creating a more 
just world.

info@radicalaliveness.org  
www.radicalaliveness.org
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Courtenay Young

PERSONAL VIEWPOINT

Why War?
Corrections and Additions

n the last issue of this journal (Vol. 21, No. 2, 13-22), I commented on warfare in 
the human species, Homo sapiens, as follows:

“… The human animal is possibly the only animal on the planet that conducts sus-
tained aggression (warfare) against others of its own species.”

I have since discovered that this statement is factually incorrect; I present my apologies. 
There is at least one other species that regularly conducts a form of warfare: one of our 
nearest relatives, the chimpanzee, Pan troglodytes. [1]

I recently watched a four-part Netflix series, Chimp Empire, about troops of chimpanzees 
in the Ngogo forest in Uganda’s Kibale National Park (which contains the largest known 
group of chimpanzees in the world). This group has been studied for 20 years.  [2] The 
makers of the film spent years filming facets of chimp life that have never before been 
seen on film – including the first film about Ngogo chimpanzees, Rise of the Warrior Apes, 
by the same filmmaker, James Reed, in 2017.

While aggression between rival groups of chimpanzees was fairly well-known, what was 
exceptional and captured in these films was that the original central group had split into 
two or three other groups occupying neighboring territory.

Chimpanzees are extremely territorial, and so there arose a great rivalry between the 
larger central group and the more closely-bonded western factions of these chimpanzee 
groups. They have an incredibly complex society, and can form very strong and sophisti-
cated social politics and familial relationships – forming alliances, building trust, caring 
for one another, and often going head-to-head in never-ending fights for power.

These films, made over a 20-year period, give new insights about the violence, brutal 
power struggles, rivalry, enmity, friendship, and diplomacy within the strictly hierar-
chical primate group, and also about the territorial rivalry between neighboring groups. 
There exists actual warfare against other chimpanzee groups, and severe aggression to-
wards conspecifics (members of the same species) on a regular basis.

Chimpanzees are very dependent on their food sources – mainly fruit trees. Since dif-
ferent types of fruits come in season at different times, there is a territorial imperative 
to access these trees. Competition is rife, and there is no sharing outside the resident 

1.	 Chimpanzees share about 98% of their DNA with humans.
2.	 For more information about the Ngogo Chimpanzee Project, see campuspress.yale.edu/ngogochimp/project/
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group. The most important source is the giant fig tree, Ficus mucuso, which does not fruit 
seasonally, and which produces enormous fruit crops, some of which are available most 
of the time. The brutal group hunting of other monkey species is common. Monkeys (es-
pecially the red colobus) who also eat this fruit are regularly chased away, and are often 
caught, killed, and eaten.

An emergent property of between-group competition is evolutionary group dominance, 
which increases the size of the chimps’ territory and reduces neighbor pressure in wild 
chimpanzees (Lemoine et al., 2020; Amsler, 2009). Increases in the number of males in 
a group lead to territorial increases, suggesting the dominant role of males in territory 
acquisition. Males regularly go out in groups on patrol to maintain – and extend – the 
boundaries of their territory. If they meet a single chimpanzee from another group, they 
will kill. Patrolling chimpanzees cover long distances, and patrols are likely to involve 
energetic costs for participants, as well as considerable dangers.

Meeting up with a smaller number from another group results in warlike behavior (with 
the use of weapons – stick and stones – and individuals will be hurt and killed until the 
smaller group flees, which results in territorial extension for the larger group. However, 
cohesion within a group is also significant, as a closely-knit group will work together 
better than a group with inherent rivalries, even if that group is larger.

These sorts of anthropological observations have stimulated numerous comparisons 
between chimpanzee violence and human warfare over neighboring groups. Male chim-
panzees compete with males in other groups over territory, food, and females, and base 
their decisions to attack strangers on assessments of numerical strength. They strive for 
dominance over neighboring groups (Wilson & Wrangham, 2003). This is, in effect, a 
form of warfare:

Humans inherited a propensity for violence from our primate ancestors, a new study says, 
making it easy to think, “Ah, see – we really are just animals.” But that doesn’t give animals 
enough credit. The first humans were about as violent as could be expected based on their 
family tree, researchers report (http://nature.com/articles/doi:10.1038/nature19758) 
September 28 in the journal Nature. The scientists pored through examples of lethal vio-
lence – not animals killing other species, such as predators and prey, but killings within a 
species, whether by cannibalism, infanticide, or aggression.

More often, though, people think animals are more violent than they really are, says animal 
behavior expert Marc Bekoff, an emeritus professor at the University of Colorado Boulder. 
“Violence might be deep in the human lineage, but I think people should be very cautious 
in saying that when humans are violent, they’re behaving like nonhuman animals,” Bekoff 
says.

Bekoff has long contended that nonhumans are predominantly peaceful, and he points out 
that just as some roots of violence can be found in our animal past, so can roots of altruism 
and cooperation. He cites the work of the late anthropologist Robert Sussman, who found 
that even primates, some of the most aggressive mammals, spend less than one percent of 
their day fighting or otherwise competing.

These differences among primates matter, says Richard Wrangham, a biological anthro-
pologist at Harvard known for his study of the evolution of human warfare. In chimpanzees 
and other primates that kill each other, infanticide is the most common form of killing. But 
humans are different – they frequently kill each other as adults. “That ‘adult-killing club’ 
is very small,” he says. “It includes a few social and territorial carnivores such as wolves, 

Why War? Corrections and Additions
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lions, and spotted hyenas.” While humans may be expected to have some level of lethal 
violence based on their family tree, it would be wrong to conclude that there’s nothing sur-
prising about human violence, Wrangham says. When it comes to murderous tendencies, he 
says, “humans really are exceptional.” (Engelhaupt, 2016)

Wrangham’s book (1996) explores, in a meticulous manner, some of the controversial 
issues about human aggression when examined anthropologically. It unfolds a com-
pelling argument that the secrets of a peaceful society may well be, first of all, pow-
er-sharing between males and females, and second, a high level and variety of sexual 
activity (both homosexual and heterosexual). The authors “… present evidence that most 
dominant human civilizations have always been likewise behaviorally patriarchal, and that 
male humans share male chimpanzees’ innate propensity for dominance, gratuitous violence, 
war, rape, and murder. They [also] claim that the brain’s prefrontal cortex is also a factor, as 
humans have been shown experimentally to make decisions based both on logic and prefrontal 
cortex-mediated emotion.”

They quote an example of primate behavior in bonobos (pan paniscus), sometimes called 
pygmy chimpanzees, who live in a predominantly matriarchal system and are unique for 
their female-biased dispersal relationships, which encourage resolution and peacemak-
ing tactics among the group, and discourage violence and war. Bonobo social structures 
reject aggression, and focus on the power of cooperation, and how it benefits the group’s 
overall survival. Since male violence is, by most counts, evolutionary undesirable (as well 
as being morally reprehensible), and – given modern weapons – it threatens the exist-
ence of the whole species. While they quote some figures that suggest that violence has 
been decreasing in some human societies, they also make the case that human males are 
genetically predisposed to violence, but that the human species also has the intellectual 
capacity to override this flaw – if society recognizes it’s in the interest of our survival to 
do so.

Given this background and the evolution of humans from a chimpanzee-like ancestor 
five million years ago, we can begin to look at human aggression in a different light. 
James DeMeo, an author from a Reichian tradition, has written a fairly massive tome 
“proving” a geographical basis to human aggression. He seems to ignore its biological 
and evolutionary basis, and his conclusions are thus somewhat debatable.

The basis of his theory is that the much harsher environment to be found around the 
world’s major desert area, which he calls Saharasia, the title of his 500+-page book) 
seems to provoke a much more violent and misogynistic culture. That may well be true, 
but it is not the whole picture. I am not questioning his detailed research, but, when 
combined with the evolutionary perspective dating back over the past five million years 
or more, the conclusion he reaches about the cultural developments of the last 6,000 
years is perhaps incomplete.

Given the territorial imperative that we have almost certainly inherited from our com-
mon ancestors, and ably shown in this film series about chimpanzees, it is more than 
likely that when environmental conditions are harsh and food supplies short, as in desert 
and near-desert environments, our inherited aggressive potential becomes exaggerated.

In my own article on the theory of evolution (Young, 2010), I try to look at the signifi-
cant physiological developments that distinguish us from all other primates – not just 
hairlessness, but also subcutaneous fat, salt tears, the ability to control our breathing, 
etc. – and weave them into an environment that can create and account for all these dis-
tinguishing features, as well as for the variety of other hominids that evolved and then 

Courtenay Young
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◼    ◼    ◼

disappeared over the last five million years. Latent aggression may even account for the 
occasional interbreeding between Cro-Magnons and Neanderthals and Denisovans, and 
yet their inevitable extinction.

Again, my apologies for the informational mistake, and my thanks to the IBPJ editors for 
the opportunity to correct and add to my previous article.

Courtenay Young 
courtenay@courtenay-young.com
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BOOK PREVIEW

The Science of Embodiment
Trauma, Body, and Relationship

Herbert Grassmann, Maurizio Stupiggia, Stephen W. Porges

uring the past decade, there has been a dramatic shift in psychotherapy 
as the impact of the body and nervous system on mental health has been 
acknowledged. Many forms of psychotherapy, explicitly or implicitly, now 
integrate an understanding of the nervous system and bodily state into 

their treatment models. Through both clinical trials and case reports, the body of re-
search on psychotherapy is increasingly documenting impressive evidence of the cen-
tral role that the client’s body, and especially their nervous system, play in the treat-
ment of all psychological disorders, regardless of severity (Lanius, Vermetten, & Pain, 
2010; Lanius, Paulsen, & Corrigan, 2014; Cozolino, 2017; Payne, Koch, & Tantia, 2019). 
Complementing the empirical literature are several clinically relevant theoretical mod-
els (Nijenhuis, Spinhoven, Van der Hart, & Vanderlinden, 1996; Martens, Schweitzer, & 
Herholz, 2023; Rosendahl, Sattel, & Lahmann, 2021) linking mental processes to bodi-
ly states, including strong links that are frequently witnessed as comorbidities between 
mental and physical diagnoses. 

Current theoretical mind-body and brain-body conceptualizations have resulted in the 
psychotherapy community rethinking mental health disorders and treatments. An in-
creasing number of psychotherapists are recognizing the connection between mental 
processes and bodily function, and no longer treat them as separate entities. In fact, Al-
lan Schore proposed (Schore, 2009) that the inclusion of embodied experience in clini-
cal practice, a process shared across several therapeutic approaches, represented a new 
paradigm.

Herbert Grassmann, together with Maurizio Stupiggia and Stephen Porges, are the editors of a new book, 
The Science of Embodiment: Trauma, Body, and Relationship, to be released by Norton in 2024. Here, they 
give us the rationale behind their extraordinary undertaking, and a preview of the contents of the book, 
which aims to update the theory and principles of our field of somatic psychology. The expanding inclusion 
of embodied experience, a process increasingly shared across therapeutic and coaching approaches, repre-
sents a paradigm shift. To quote the editors: “…[O]ne cannot casually attach bodily techniques to exclusively 
verbal therapies without radically changing their theoretical and practical structure. In other words, intro-
duction of the body transforms psychotherapy into a somatic psychotherapy.”

It is with great anticipation that we await the release of this seminal volume, and until then, we hope you 
enjoy this glimpse into the book as it takes form. 

Keywords:	 Embodied science, somatic psychotherapy, trauma, polyvagal perspectives
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The processes involved in the regulation or disruption of physiological states, which un-
derlie thoughts and behaviors, are dynamically adjusting and adapting during each mo-
ment of life. Whether we focus our therapies on thoughts or behaviors, our physiological 
substrate is constantly adjusting to optimize our survival. This is true not only from the 
perspective of the individual, but also with respect to relationships. Thus, the co-reg-
ulation that occurs between individuals reflects an embodied relationship – a crucial 
dimension for several psychological theories and for most forms of psychotherapy. We 
can especially see this in cases of trauma. From a neuroscientific perspective, trauma 
functionally permeates into the survivor’s nervous system, retuning it from a dynamic 
state that supports sociality and homeostatic functions (i.e., health, growth, and resto-
ration) to a chronic state that supports defense (e.g., fight, flight, shutdown). Thus, we 
witness how trauma becomes physiologically embedded, altering the optimal trajectory 
of a flexible and resilient nervous system, and profoundly disrupting the development of 
the experience of self and others.

Reframing trauma from an event to a biological behavioral response transforms our un-
derstanding of the consequences of “traumatic” events. From this perspective, the trau-
matic event is viewed as being capable of overwhelming the survivor’s neuroregulatory 
capacity to support underlying physiological homeostasis and observable resilient and 
flexible behavior and thinking. The consequence is a general breakdown in the client’s 
physiological and emotional regulatory capacity within themselves and also in relation 
to the world around them. Treatment becomes a gradual process of repairing these rup-
tures, involving a co-construction of a new form of functioning within a therapeutic 
framework that privileges and elevates a sense of safety as an essential condition for 
transformation and healing. 

Complex trauma therapy can be challenging because attachment patterns, based on 
trust, develop within a neurobiological substrate occurring outside conscious awareness 
and expressed non-verbally via bodily reactions (Bessel van der Kolk et al., 2001). Mind-
fulness, somatic exercises, and touch-based interventions are powerful tools for reveal-
ing and studying unconscious patterns and facilitating healing. They provide an embod-
ied experience of change within the context of a safe relationship without triggering an 
explanatory narrative, which would often recruit defensive memories and associations.

A brief description of the book’s contents
In The Science of Embodiment: Trauma, Body, and Relationship, through the documentation 
of somatic-oriented practices and theoretical orientations, we attempt to fundamental-
ly transcend the separation between body therapy and psychotherapy. Collectively, the 
volume supports a transformative view that somatic and psychological problems cannot 
be treated as disparate domains. Rather, the premise of treating somatic and psycholog-
ical problems via different therapeutic strategies is challenged by a perspective integrat-
ing biological behavioral and neurobiological sciences and clinical observations. Thus, 
a central message of the book is that no therapy will be effective unless the individual’s 
physiology welcomes and supports it. By accepting such a perspective, the therapist’s 
knowledge, awareness of the physiological state of both self and client, and their ca-
pacity to self- and co-regulate, become essential tools for therapy. As therapists, we are 
engaged in a deep process whose effectiveness is related to our ability to engage.

We will explore several somatic interventions for working with relationship issues 
through a combination of participant experience and case presentation. Each section of 
the book is organized to open up new directions in treatment. Identifying competencies 
is an essential part of defining the somatic psychotherapy profession, and increases its 

The Science of Embodiment: Trauma, Body, and Relationship
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credibility among other psychotherapy modalities. By establishing clear parameters for 
therapists, it also contributes to the development of a more robust framework for future 
research in the field. We aim to highlight a few qualitative and quantitative measures of 
interoceptive awareness (IA), and build on the conversation for when reactions can be 
adaptive and lead to further embodiment – especially in realm of self-agency or auton-
omy, which are arguably most important in the clinical healing process. SPECS, the So-
matic Post-Encounter Clinical Summary (Freedman, Silow et al., 2022), a newly designed 
instrument, will be highlighted for its innovative role in helping clinicians and research-
ers measure clients’ physiological states relative to task and treatment efficacy. A wide 
variety of different clinical approaches within somatic therapy will be presented, includ-
ing chapters on touch work, the relationship between fascia and emotion, deep brain re-
orienting, post-traumatic growth, the treatment of trauma and addiction, the impact of 
yoga in treating sexual trauma, and the benefits of creating a sense of safety during birth.

Several chapters provide guidance for healthcare practitioners seeking to incorporate 
interoceptive practices, which we believe will lead to better choices in caring for both 
themselves and others. The book emphasizes a common theme: when healthcare pro-
viders are informed by the wisdom of the body and practice self-care, they tend to pass 
this value on to their clients, which leads to more effective care of others. By cultivating 
interoceptive practices, healthcare providers can enhance their resilience in high-stress 
professional contexts, benefiting both themselves and their clients. 

Each chapter will be organized by following these six guidelines:

1.	 Tools for somatic assessment, including the ability to monitor both the client‘s and 
therapist’s own physiologic al states. There are several tools that can be used to assess 
somatic features and to infer physiological state. Below are a few examples, although 
the chapter’s authors will not be constrained by this list. These tools can be combined 
to provide a more comprehensive assessment of the client’s somatic state, and guide 
interventions that address both emotional and physiological needs.

◼◼ Observations of the client’s body language, facial expressions, and nonverbal cues. 
These observable features can provide valuable information about the client’s 
emotional and physiological state. For example, a client who is slouching, fidget-
ing, or avoiding eye contact might be experiencing anxiety or discomfort.

◼◼ Monitoring the client’s heart rate, blood pressure, and respiration rate can provide 
important information about their physiological state. These measurements can 
be taken using inexpensive instruments such as a blood pressure cuff, smartphone 
app, or pulse oximeter.

◼◼ Through biofeedback techniques, a client can learn to become more aware of and 
more efficient in controlling physiological variables, such as muscle tension, skin 
temperature, and heart rate variability.

◼◼ Therapeutic techniques such as Somatic Experiencing® can provide the client 
with greater awareness of bodily sensations and physiological reactions, which 
enhances their ability to regulate physiological responses. Polyvagal Theory, as 
a model of the nervous system’s reactions to challenges, enables the therapist to 
provide the client with an intuitive and understandable narrative of bodily reac-
tions, along a continuum from safety to life threat. By understanding the theory, 
therapists can become more proficient in reading their client’s physiological state 
and tailoring interventions to their specific needs.

2.	 Develop a structured diagnostic framework to evaluate the client‘s physiological state. 
Each author has the freedom to creatively propose a structured diagnostic framework 
that can be used to evaluate a client’s physiological state. This can be implemented 
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through well-defined protocols, including specific challenges and tasks. By using a 
structured diagnostic framework, a client’s physiological state can be evaluated and a 
therapeutic strategy can be developed to address their vulnerabilities and challenges.

◼◼ Interoception. Interoception refers to the ability to perceive and interpret internal 
bodily sensations, such as hunger, thirst, pain, and emotional arousal. To evaluate 
a client’s interceptive abilities, the therapist could:

—— ask the client to describe bodily sensations they are currently experiencing, and the 
emotions associated with them.

—— use biofeedback to measure the client’s physiological responses to different stimuli 
and help them learn to regulate their bodily sensations.

—— observe the client’s nonverbal cues, such as facial expressions, body language, and 
breathing patterns, so as to infer their emotional state.

◼◼ Proprioception. Proprioception refers to the ability to perceive the position, move-
ment, and orientation of one’s own body in space. To evaluate a client’s proprio-
ceptive abilities, the therapist could:

—— ask the client to close their eyes and move their limbs in different directions, and 
describe the position of their limbs as they move voluntarily. 

—— use physical tests, such as balancing on one leg or walking heel to toe.

—— observe the client’s movements and posture, and make note of any irregularities or 
asymmetries.

◼◼ Kinesthesia. Kinesthesia refers to the ability to sense the force, effort, and tension 
required for different movements. To evaluate a client’s kinesthetic abilities, the 
therapist could:

—— ask the client to perform simple movements, such as lifting a light object or pushing 
against resistance, and then ask them to describe the force and effort required.

—— use instruments such as dynamometers or grip strength meters to measure the cli-
ent’s strength and force.

—— observe the client’s movements and make note of any irregularities or difficulties.

◼◼ Balance. Balance refers to the ability to maintain stability and control while stand-
ing or moving. To evaluate a client’s balance abilities, the therapist could:

—— ask the client to perform different standing or walking tasks, such as standing on one 
leg or walking on a balance beam, and observe their control.

—— use instruments such as force plates or computerized balance assessments to meas-
ure the client’s balance control and sway.

—— make note of any balance limitations or difficulties, and observe how the client com-
pensates for them.

3.	 Describe how neural regulation, expressed in self- and co-regulation, is embedded in 
the proposed somatic approach. In this context, neural regulation refers to the pro-
cess by which the nervous system modulates and regulates the body’s physiological 
responses. In somatic applications, neural regulation can be used to help individuals 
self-regulate their bodily sensations, physiological reactivity, and emotions, or to 
co-regulate with others in social and therapeutic contexts.

◼◼ Self-regulation. Self-regulation refers to the ability to monitor and modulate one’s 
own physiological responses to different stimuli. This can be achieved through 
techniques such as mindfulness, deep breathing, and relaxation exercises, which 
activate the parasympathetic nervous system and help reduce stress and arousal. 
By practicing self-regulation techniques, individuals can become more aware of 
their bodily sensations and emotions, and learn to regulate them more effectively.

◼◼ Co-regulation. Co-regulation refers to the process of regulating one’s physiolog-
ical responses in response to another person’s cues and signals. This can occur 
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in social interactions, where individuals may unconsciously synchronize their 
breathing, heart rate, and other physiological responses with those of others 
around them. In therapeutic contexts, co-regulation can be used to help clients 
regulate their emotions and bodily sensations in the presence of a supportive ther-
apist or group.

	 The principles of self- and co-regulation are often applied in somatic therapies, such 
as Somatic Experiencing® and Sensorimotor Psychotherapy. These therapies aim to 
help clients regulate their bodily sensations and emotions through techniques such as 
breath work, movement, and touch. By practicing self- and co-regulation, clients can 
learn to regulate their physiological responses more effectively, leading to improved 
emotional regulation, stress reduction, and overall well-being.

4.	 Demonstrate the hierarchy of autonomic nervous system (ANS) states, and how to 
work with them therapeutically. The following description of the hierarchy of ANS 
states illustrates how to work with them within a therapeutic context. By understand-
ing these states, therapists can tailor their interventions to help clients regulate their 
physiological responses, and achieve states of optimal arousal and well-being. Ther-
apies such as Somatic Experiencing® and Sensorimotor Psychotherapy, and others 
informed by Polyvagal Theory, are based on the principles of ANS regulation, and can 
be effective in helping individuals heal from trauma, reduce stress and anxiety, and 
improve their overall functioning.

◼◼ Hypoarousal. This state is characterized by low levels of physiological arousal, 
such as low heart rate, blood pressure, and breathing rate. Individuals in a hy-
poaroused state might feel sluggish, numb, or disconnected from their bodies and 
surroundings. Therapeutic work with individuals in this state can involve gentle 
physical touch, movement, or sensory stimulation to help them become more 
aware of their bodily sensations, and increase physiological arousal.

◼◼ Resting state. This state is characterized by a baseline level of physiological arousal 
in which the body is relaxed and at ease. Individuals in this state may feel calm, 
centered, and grounded. Therapeutic work with individuals in the resting state 
can involve mindfulness, meditation, or relaxation exercises to help them remain 
calm and reduce stress and anxiety.

◼◼ Sympathetic activation. This state is characterized by high levels of physiological 
arousal, such as increased heart rate, blood pressure, and breathing. Individuals in 
this state may feel anxious, fearful, or agitated. Therapeutic work with individuals 
in a sympathetic state may involve techniques such as deep breathing, progressive 
muscle relaxation, or cognitive restructuring to help them regulate their physio-
logical responses and reduce anxiety and arousal.

◼◼ Hyperarousal. This state is characterized as a consequence of experiencing an ex-
treme level of physiological arousal, such as panic, terror, or rage. Individuals in 
this state may feel overwhelmed, out of control, or disconnected from reality. Hy-
perarousal has metabolic causality, and the body cannot sustain it for extended 
periods without eventually shifting to hypoarousal as a result of feedback circuits 
that regulate the autonomic nervous system. In the therapeutic context, working 
with individuals in this state can involve techniques such as grounding, sensory 
modulation, or trauma processing to help them regulate their physiological re-
sponses and stabilize their emotional states.

5.	 Describe how traumatic experiences influence the ability to build strong co-regula-
tory relationships within the therapeutic context. Therapists should be aware of the 
potential impact of trauma on co-regulation and adapt their approaches accordingly. 
This may involve creating a safe and supportive environment, using trauma-informed 
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approaches to build trust and establish a sense of safety, and working collaboratively 
with clients to help them regulate their physiological responses and develop more 
secure attachment patterns. Therapeutic approaches such as Somatic Experiencing®, 
attachment-focused therapy, and trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy can 
be particularly effective in helping individuals who have experienced trauma to build 
stronger co-regulatory relationships within the therapeutic context.

◼◼ Traumatic experiences can have a significant impact on an individual’s ability to 
build strong co-regulatory relationships within the therapeutic context. Trauma 
can be defined as an event or series of events that overwhelm an individual’s abil-
ity to cope, resulting in a sense of helplessness, terror, or horror. Trauma can have 
lasting effects on an individual’s nervous system, leading to difficulties with emo-
tional regulation, attachment, and social interaction.

◼◼ One of the key ways that trauma can impact co-regulation within the therapeutic 
context is through disruptions to attachment patterns, which may have endur-
ing influences on subsequent relationships. Attachment refers to the emotional 
bond that forms between an infant and caregiver, and it plays a critical role in the 
development of social and emotional skills. Traumatic experiences can disrupt 
attachment patterns, leading to difficulties with trust, intimacy, and emotional 
connection. Individuals who have experienced trauma may struggle to form secure 
attachments with others, and may have difficulty building strong co-regulatory 
relationships within the therapeutic context.

◼◼ Additionally, trauma can impact an individual’s ability to regulate their own phys-
iological responses, which can in turn make it more difficult to engage in co-regu-
lation with others. Individuals who have experienced trauma may be hyperaroused 
or hypoaroused, making it challenging to engage in social interactions and connect 
with others on an emotional level. They may also experience dissociation, which 
can result in a sense of detachment from themselves and their surroundings, 
which further hinders their ability to form meaningful connections with others.

6.	 Describe the concept of relational well-being and how it relates to context, choice, 
and connection.

◼◼ Relational well-being refers to the quality of an individual’s relationships and 
their overall sense of connectedness and satisfaction with their social environ-
ment. It encompasses a range of factors, including emotional intimacy, social sup-
port, sense of belonging, and trust.

◼◼ Context is an important aspect of relational well-being, as it shapes the nature 
and quality of social connections. Context refers to the social and cultural environ-
ment in which an individual lives, including factors such as family, community, 
and broader societal norms and values. Different contexts can provide different 
opportunities for connection and choice, and can impact an individual’s sense of 
well-being in different ways.

◼◼ Choice is also a key aspect of relational well-being, as it reflects an individual’s 
ability to make meaningful decisions about their social connections and interac-
tions. Having agency and autonomy in choosing relationships can lead to a greater 
sense of fulfillment and satisfaction, while a lack of choice or control can lead to 
feelings of disconnection and disengagement.

◼◼ Connection is at the heart of relational well-being, as it reflects the quality and 
depth of an individual’s relationships with others. Strong connections are charac-
terized by mutual trust, respect, and empathy, while weak connections can lead to 
feelings of isolation and loneliness.
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Overall, the concept of relational well-being highlights the importance of social connec-
tion and support in promoting overall well-being. It underscores the need for individ-
uals to have agency and choice in their relationships, and to be mindful of the context 
in which those relationships develop. By fostering strong connections and prioritizing 
relational well-being, individuals can lead happier and more fulfilling lives.

A science of correlation or an embodied science
Beneath the exploration of embodied practices embedded in existing psychotherapeutic 
practices, there is a need to examine scientific rationales for addressing embodiment 
in both quantitative and qualitative research paradigms to help provide a platform for 
future research programs. This volume will focus on reframing psychotherapy to expand 
beyond dialogue, memory retrieval, and behavior to include an objective appreciation 
of both the client’s and therapist‘s bodily states through reliable metrics, which would 
include monitoring autonomic function (e.g., heart rate variability) and structured ques-
tionnaires assessing bodily feelings (e.g., Body Perception Questionnaire, 1993; Neuro-
ception of Psychological Safety Scale, 2022). 

Introducing the body into treatment requires changing aspects of the clinical treatment 
model, including diagnostic and prognostic criteria. This would lead to conceptualizing 
healing processes within a relational dimension, which might include touch, as fre-
quently employed in forms of somatic-oriented therapies (SOT). A central message is 
that therapy can be efficiently delivered only if the therapist is trained to detect the cues 
of safety and threat that are broadcast by clients. Therapists gain this skill by learning to 
infer autonomic state from facial expressions, vocal intonation, muscle tension, and ges-
tures, because these overt markers are linked to the neural regulation of our viscera, in-
cluding our neural calming system that involves vagal regulation of the heart. Moreover, 
therapists need to be trained to discern their own bodily reactions (i.e., interoception) to 
their clients, and to appreciate that clients are responding to their physiological states.

This book does not advocate any particular therapeutic approach or training orientation. 
It does, however, recognize influences from other disciplines, including occupation-
al and physical therapy as well as dance therapy and sensory integration, as important 
contributions. It is structured to examine and explore the embodied scientific foundation 
of several therapeutic methods. In this context, the embodied phenomenology of diag-
nostics are critically contrasted with symptom-driven diagnostic systems (i.e., DSM-V, 
ICD-10). 

The novelty of this book is centered on the relational perspective of treatment. Prior to 
this publication, most strategies to either study or treat trauma have focused on the cli-
ent’s range of function and identifiable features of malfunction. This volume, by starting 
from the realm of body interaction and mutual co-regulation, emphasizes the impor-
tance of relational complexity in transforming the client’s physiological and emotional 
regulation. In treating trauma, and especially complex trauma, the environmental and 
relational context is crucial, and influences both the client’s and therapist’s biobehavio-
ral state and the dynamic relational atmosphere created in the therapeutic setting.

This book is designed for a professional audience interested in learning about the field of 
clinical somatic-oriented therapies (SOT) as an applied science of embodiment research 
and treatment. It is timely and consistent with contemporary neuroscience research (e.g., 
Porges, 2021, 2022), which has informed trauma treatment by illuminating the impor-
tance of bodily experience for self-regulation and interaction with others in a social con-
text. Human behavior, especially in traumatic situations, is understood as a complex and 
fully embodied biobehavioral process expressed in thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that 
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are driven through neurophysiological sensors detecting features in both our body and 
external environment. This integrated sensory-motor system dynamically adjusts as-
pects of physiology, perception, behavior, and motivation to enhance our ability to cope 
with a full range of dynamic challenges, ranging from cues of safety to those of threat.

Weaving long-established somatic approaches into 
treatment models that have formerly ignored the body
Currently, the consideration of physiology is not prominent in many forms of psycho-
therapy. Because some clients do not benefit from highly cognitive verbal methods like 
talk therapies, the integration of more physiologically-oriented approaches would ex-
pand the toolbox of therapists working with dysregulated nervous systems.

During the past few decades, there has been a trend in trauma treatment where sev-
eral “talk”-focused psychotherapies have attempted to incorporate techniques and 
methods that were developed in somatic-oriented therapies. As therapists cope with the 
challenges of treating trauma, there has been increased interest in integrating somat-
ic-oriented perspectives and techniques within traditionally verbal approaches. Clinical 
evidence documents that the clinical course of trauma patients is enhanced by incor-
porating body-oriented techniques (Gene-Cos, N., Fisher, J., Ogden, P., and Cantrel, A., 
2016). By including a body perspective, many more traumatized patients can be effec-
tively treated. Therapy is conceptualized as a process of mutual co-construction where 
the therapist influences the client’s physiology, nervous system, and self-regulatory 
capacity. In complex trauma, the subject loses both the ability to regulate biobehavio-
ral state and the capacity to process regulatory stimuli from the other. For this reason, 
relational techniques that influence and normalize bodily functions are proliferating, 
including those listed below:

◼◼ Treating disorders of embodied self-awareness

◼◼ Using sensory processing as a layer of experience in human development

◼◼ Improving the capacity for embodied emotional attunement

◼◼ ntegrating autonomic regulation into therapy

◼◼ Strengthening self-regulation through dyadic co-regulation

The success of these techniques depend upon the theoretical basis on which somatic-ori-
ented therapies are founded. The body-mind unity, which is dependent upon bi-direc-
tional neural communication between brain and body, is the basic assumption upon 
which various forms of SOT have evolved. Thus, the current status of contemporary neu-
roscience provides a theoretical basis for treatments and investigations of SOT strategies 
within an integrated mind-body-brain theoretical model. Embodied methods could be 
useful in understanding difficult-to-treat conditions, such as autism, chronic pain, and 
medically unexplained symptoms – or in the diagnosis and therapy of neurodiversity.

An important point is that introducing the body into treatment means changing oth-
er aspects of the clinical treatment model, including diagnostic and prognostic criteria. 
This would lead to conceptualizing the healing processes within a relational dimension, 
including the role of touch, which is frequently employed in forms of SOT. 

This means that one cannot casually attach bodily techniques to exclusively verbal ther-
apies without radically changing their theoretical and practical structure. In other words, 
introduction of the body transforms psychotherapy into somatic psychotherapy.

◼    ◼    ◼
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BOOK REVIEW

The New Collected Papers of  
Biodynamic Psychology,  

Massage and Psychotherapy: 2022
E-book edited by Courtenay Young

Mark Ludwig

cholars and students of somatic psychology and psychology have just received 
an enormous legacy gift. With the e-publication of The New Collected Papers 
of Biodynamic Psychology, Massage & Psychotherapy: 2022 we are presented a 
uniquely valuable, large, and accessible archive of writings from the begin-

ning of the modern body psychotherapy movement. I believe it is safe to say that not 
many readers of this review, outside the Biodynamic communities, have ever seen or read 
any of these 150 articles, which were written and published between 1970 and 2022. Their 
voices tell the story of a vibrant professional community engaged in serious collegial ex-
change on essential questions still under discussion today within our larger community: 
the essential processes of regulation; models of organismic integration; the qualities of 
bio-energy; the science underlying clinical practice, work with the self-righting capac-
ity of clients; the role of emotional expression in psychological health; the relationship 
between psychodynamics and biodynamics; vegetative resonance in therapy; and the 
impact of instrumental touch on psychological states, among others.

Perhaps because we somatic psychotherapists sometimes identify ourselves as a branch 
of psychotherapy, it’s somewhat controversial today in our field to place the emphasis 
on “somatic” vs “psychological” when discussing our work. I believe and hope that we 
represent a kind of new health enterprise, a whole-person model of integrated function-
al life processes. Clearly the detailing of these foundations remains a vast horizon, but 
Boyesen’s position was very clear: the body itself must share the central focus of clinical 
theory and practice.

“Gerda Boyesen, a pioneer before her time, never tired of advocating that the body 
“has a mind of its own” and that the gut-feelings have their own ‘intelligence’! She – 
and all the people she trained – have applied this knowledge in their therapeutic work 
and have been bridging an essential gap in the understanding of a person’s integral 
psyche-and-soma: these are indivisible. This is a unifying principle of all the different 
Body Psychotherapies that have descended from Wilhelm Reich’s pioneering work.” 

“The technique of ‘dynamic relaxation’ consists of a special form of massage, which 
aims the whole time to furthering abdominal respiratory release and, in this way, 
towards giving a relaxation so deep that underlying, repressed emotional patterns 
are awakened and especially those containing traumatic autonomic responses. In this 
way, we can influence both the repressed emotions and the associated psychological 
material.” 

—From the 2nd Preface by Ebba and Mona-Lisa Boyesen 
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This timely work was imagined, organized, and edited by Courtenay Young, himself a 
student of Gerda Boyesen and Biodynamic psychology in London in the 1970s. This com-
pilation was built through the cooperation of the international Biodynamic professional 
community, its various professional publications, and the somatic psychology journal 
Energy and Character, founded by David Boadella. Several important one-off articles from 
additional sources are included by benefit of Courtenay Young’s extensive connections 
and his own editorial acumen.

These works flow from the foundational theory and practice of Gerda Boyesen (1922-
2005) and the deep Norwegian body psychotherapy tradition. Boyesen was a Norwegian 
psychologist and physiotherapist, and a participant in the fertile community around 
Aadel Bulow Hansen, the woman who, with psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Trygve 
Braatøy, co-developed the Norwegian school of Psychomotoric Physiotherapy. Within 
that community, Hansen explored the connection between occupational and war-relat-
ed stress, muscle tension, changes in respiration, and mental distress. Essentially, these 
are among the early pioneers in the understanding of autonomic nervous system regu-
lation, a project which continues today as a central focus of our field. Braatøy recruited 
Hansen to his psychiatric clinic, where she joined a professionally integrated team in the 
treatment of a spectrum of mental health issues from neurosis through trauma and psy-
chosis. This is a community with a strong grounding in the organismic model of health 
and wellness, wherein psychodynamics are held as inseparable from biodynamics. 

For readers not familiar with the generative contributions of Scandinavian holistic psy-
chotherapists, I would refer you to Michel Heller’s informative 2007 two-part article, 
“The Golden Age of Body psychotherapy in Oslo” in the UK journal Body, Movement and 
Dance in Psychotherapy. The region remains a thriving center for mind-body psychologi-
cal inquiry and somatic practice. Michel Heller writes:

“Today, Norway is one of the only European countries in which science and body 
techniques can associate in a way that can be exploited by health and academic in-
stitutions.”

Later, Boyesen was also influenced by the work of Wilhelm Reich through her therapy 
with Norwegian Reichian traditions grounded in Ola Ranknes’s Characteranalytic Vege-
totherapy. She and the Biodynamic community remained conversant with trends and new 
ideas in international body psychotherapy as the scene developed, but they remain deep-
ly, and you could even say uniquely, rooted in the organismic/whole person-in-context 
model. This commitment across many decades is what makes this collection so instruc-
tive, and such a welcome exposition of a truly somatic approach to psychotherapy.

It’s necessary and relevant to acknowledge again that most of these 150 articles by 50 cli-
nicians have never before been seen by North American body psychotherapists, although 
the works were all originally published in English in UK professional journals. This may 
be due to the fact that American neo-Reichian entrepreneurs, almost exclusively male, 
capitalized on the western European enthusiasm for body-centered psychological ap-
proaches, and exported their mindscape through numerous trans-Atlantic training pro-
grams, giving Europeans back a, sometimes muddied, version of their own creations. I 
worked as a European trainer in one such enterprise!

By contrast, the vast majority of papers in this volume are written by European wom-
en. The integrative Norwegian tradition evolves from a female line, which includes Nic 
Wal, Bulow Hansen, Gerda Boyesen, Lillimore Johnson, and, more recently Berit Bunken. 
Whatever putative gender qualities are operating in this lineage, it seems clear that the 
tradition and its therapy express a good deal of compassion for human problems-of-liv-
ing and faith in the somatic intelligence and self-healing capacity of our embodied selves. 

The New Collected Papers of Biodynamic Psychology, Massage and Psychotherapy: 2022
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