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A s an association of independent 
therapists, Energy Stream doesn't 

have a 'party line', so what follows is an 
attempted description of how we work, 
rather than a prescription. However, 
what we do all share in common is a train
ing. That training is constantly recreated 
and does, we hope, offer a clear model of 
therapy. Probably most of us in Energy 
Stream have our own 'add-on' techniques 
and ideas; some of us have come to see 
Reichian therapy within a larger context 
of one sort or another. But we maintain a 
commitment to a particular world-view 
(those who don't, move away). It is this 
world-view which we will try to describe. 

Central to it is the experience of life 
energy. Under whatever name, life energy 
is the perception that something moves
in us, through us, becoming us, us becom
ing ... Life energy is not so much a theory, 
more a way of life. Life energy is good stuff, 
not in the sense of good v bad, but more 
that when we use words like 'good', 
'pleasure', 'holy', 'right', we are talking 
about how it feels to let energy flow and 

ENERGY~ , 
move in us. Energy seeks expression and 
contact; that is what love is, and the ex
perience of that is feeling good. It follows 
from this that human beings are good at 
the core; that life is not intrinsically intol
erable; that everything is, or could be, OK. 

Any world-view that starts out from 
this place has to explain, or at least de
scribe, how it is we don't live like that: 
why life often seems terrible, why people 
are so cruel and alien to each other, why 
words like 'holy' and 'right' are often used 
to describe the suppression and deforma
tion of life energy and its impulses. We 
aren't able to explain 'how it all went 
wrong', but we can describe how it goes 
wrong for each individual bundle of en
ergy that incarnates and gets born 
human. Like any organism, a human 
baby responds to its environment; begin
ning by reaching out for love and 
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pleasure, but quickly learning to defend its 
existence if the outside world is hostile. 
And for most of us, the outside world -
other people - is almost unimaginably 
hostile: our healthy impulses are met to a 
greater or lesser extent with rejection, 
coldness, fear, anger, incomprehension. 

So any of us who have grown up have 
succeeded. With incredible competence 
and courage we have created a shell of 
defence around our soft, warm, pink in
sides. This process has happened, just as 
everything else happens, on a unified 
bodymind level. One of Energy Stream's 
fundamental positions is that 'body' and 
'mind' are only different aspects of the 
same single process of being human, 
which can express itself at different mo
ments as thought, energy, feeling, 
sensation. 

Our defences, then, are bodymind de
fences: generally, they can be understood 
as processes of rigidification- in Reich's 
terminology, armouring. In self-defence, 
we learn to control and suppress our im
pulses -to clamp down on the expression 
of feeling, and indeed on the experience of 
feeling. Since feeling happens in 'body' 
and 'mind' simultaneously, we end up 
with a limited, impoverished, unspon
taneous structure which is both mental 
and physical, manifesting in shortened 
muscles and J.mmobilised connective tis
sue as much as in rigid attitudes and 
narrow emotional range. Just as a plant 
adapts to the desert, we have adapted to 
the emotional desert in which we find 
ourselves. 

Desert plants are enormously beautiful 
in their adaptation, and so are we. But 
~:mlike a cactus, it is not possible for us to 
express the full scope of our potential for 
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life, our possible lovingness and creativity, 
within the restrictions of what Reich 
called our 'character armour'. Also, unex
pressed feelings of rage and frustration 
tend to become sour, stagnant and sadis
tic, dangerous to ourselves and others. 
The process ofReichian therapy as Energy 
Stream understands it is one of coming to 
recognise our own defensive structure; of 
celebrating it as a marvellous survival 
achievement; and of reassessing whether, 
as adult survivors, we are able and willing 
to open up more possibilities for the free 
flow of life energy. 

One of the therapist's best tools in fa
cilitating this process is a complex and 
subtle system for understanding character 
armour. There are many different ways of 
looking at different characte~ styles; a 
great strength of the Reichian viewpoint 
is that it links character to development. 
In the psychoanalytic tradition, it sees a 
set of character 'options' each of which is 
tied to a particular developmental thresh
old at which the individual experienced 
difficulty. We clearly cannot lay out this 
whole system here; but we identify five 
primary character positions, each of 
which expresses itself in particular bodily, 
mental, emotional and energetic styles. 

The Boundary position, linked to life 
before, during and soon after birth, cen
tres on the theme of existence, the right to 
be. The Oral position, linked to feeding, 
weaning and related issues, centres on the 
theme of need and independence, the right 
to be supported in growing. The Holding 
position, linked to toilet training, feeding 
and management, centres on the theme 
of control, the right to value myself and 
take my time. The Thrusting position, 
linked to individuation and the clash with 
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authority, centres on the theme of asser
tion, the right to be noticed and to take up 
space. And the Crisis position, linked to 
the confrontation with gender roles and 
with sexuality, centres on the theme of 
contact, the right to choose when and 
how I make contact, the right to play. 

This gives but scant impression of the 
complexity of individual structure, but it 
is important to be clear that all of us ex
press each character position at different 
moments, having crossed each develop
mental threshold on the path of growing 
up. Each of these character attitudes has 
its creative side: we all need to be, think, 
feed, enjoy, hold on, take our time, assert, 
reach out and open up. But, as well, each 
character position can become a trap, a 
corner we paint ourselves into because it 
was the only option at the time. Through 
understanding where we are, and its posi
tive source, we can find our way out into 
a wider, freer, richer landscape. 

As we have said, life energy seeks con
tact above all else, and the therapist's 
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work is always with contact. Our struggle 
as therapists matches the struggle of the 
client, always returning to and trying to 
deepen our contact with our own energy 
and process, our willingness to be in con
tact with the other person's energy and 
process. It is through offering contact that 
we challenge the client to recognise their 
own def~nces, and to make new choices. 
So all the time, as therapists, we are com
ing up against our own defences, our own 
avoidance of feeling. Through keeping our 
struggle open, making it available as ma
terial in the therapeutic relationship, we 
can facilitate the client's struggle to be 
alive, here, with us. 

What we are describing here is well
known as 'working with transference and 
counter-transference'; it demonstrates the 
analytic roots of our work. But it is a 
particular style of transference work, fo
cused much more on meeting than on 
withholding, and using presence rather 
than a 'blank screen' approach as a way 
to discover projections. 

This style of transference work paral
lels the strong emphasis in Energy Stream 
on working directly with the body. As we 
have said, we understand human beings 
as a unified bodymind; at different points, 
and for different character structures, it 
will make sense to work in the channel of 
thoughts and words, of feelings, of energy, 
or of bodily experience. We are always 
very conscious of the information that a 
client's body style, posture, movement 
and so on are conveying, and sometimes 
we will focus directly on this, using breath 
in particular as a way to amplify bodily 
sensation and impulse. Breath is sue?. an 
extraordinary, powerful tool for therapy. 
It acts as a bridge between control and 

Self & Society Vol 21 No 6, January 1994 





with 11 people sitting round in a circle 
waiting for me to begin training them. 
Fortunately I had backed myself up with 
some good trainers to help out and to fill 
out some of my gaps. These trainers in
cluded Peter Jones, John Southgate and 
Freda Copley. 

I also managed to attract a high stand
ard of trainees, a number of whom are 
now very well established in the therapy 
world in the North of England and further 
afield. At least four of them are now in
volved in giving other trainings covering 
postural integration, hakomi, self-heal, 
and massage. 

Having run one course, the natural 
step was to put on another training. This 
time I made usc of some of the developing 
talents from the first course to assist me, 
but continued to usc more experienced 
trainers like John Southgate. 

Some of the trainees from the first 
course continued to meet with me after 
their year of group supervision was com
plete, as a sort of peer supervision group. 
Out of this group also emerged a shared 
mailing list, the name of Energy Stream, 
and a logo. This name, I think, came from 
Nick Totton, and was used alongside, and 
then in place of. my preferred name: The 
Post-Reichian Therapy Association. 

At the end of the first part of the second 
training we called a meeting of all trained 
people for 7 January 1984. At this meet
ing Energy Stream was formally 
established and within the wider group a 
smaller group of practitioners was estab
lished. This practitioner group soon 
became the driving force of Energy Stream 
and eventually took formal control of the 
training course and began a process that 
resulted in a supervision code, a code of 
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professional practice, a contingency fund 
for clients in crisis lacking funds for treat
ment (which has since been enlarged and 
incorporated into an Energy Stream 
Charitable Trust), self and peer assess
ment, and so on. 

Early on in its life Energy Stream seemed 
to choose not to copy the structures of 
existing (psycho)therapy groups but to de
velop its own version in keeping with its 
sense of a Reichian approach to organisa
tion. We thus sought to create structures 
that permitted energy to flow rather than 
repressed life within the group through a 
rigid bureaucracy. 

Our meetings as a result have at times 
been painful and bruising but they have 
rarely been dull and unimaginative. This 
need to initiate and develop our own 
structures has given us extra work to do. 
At times arguing over a form of wording 
about codes of conduct or supervision I 
have longed to take a model off the shelf 
and just use it! However, this invention 
process has made the structures ours and 
uniquely open to development and im
provement in the light of changes within 
us and the world outside. 

Decision-making is done by our quar
terly practitioner group meetings, chaired 
in turn by our members, and is largely 
done by consensus. If there is a big divide 
in the group on a crucial issue we will 
often put off the decision until the next 
meeting to take more time to consider. 
Much preparation work is done by small 
sub-committees, informal groups and in
dividuals, all of whom are likely to 
circulate members in advance of meetings 
with papers on appropriate topics. 

Attendance at our quarterly meetings 
is variable, though our meetings are usu-
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ally quorate in a group with a wide geo
graphical spread of members ranging 
from Scotland to Dorset. This probably 
reflects members desire to meet together 
for mutual support as well as a commit
ment to our work organisation. We 
encourage this attendance by having a 
fares pool. rotating the venue and chair of 
our meetings, and by insisting on at least 
one attendance every year. 

One factor that has made continued 
membership difficult is having a group 
where ex-trainees and trainers, ex-thera
pists, current therapists and clients, as 
well as those in supervision, come to
gether. The transference issues makes the 
mind boggle. Also sub-groups of people 
from different trainings have to meet and 
work together. Many of us have sought 
therapy and supervision outside of the 
group to reduce this. I wonder how other 
groups deal with this? 

Over 65 people have successfully com
pleted our training courses, numbering 
five so far, with a sixth in its final year. At 
present there are fifteen active practitioner 
members of Energy Stream. There are 
many more drawing on their training 
either as part of their psychotherapy prac
tices or in many and varied ways 
including: work around HIV and AIDS; 
social work; men's rituals; and one person 
who draws on the training in manage
ment in bank computing! Reichian insight 
into people and processes has potentially 
wide applications. 

As a group we have always maintained 
contacts with the wider therapy, healing, 
and alternative medicine worlds, with a 
creative exchange of ideas and energies 
occurring. Consequently we have been 
affected over the years by the wider 
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concerns they have developed for practi
tioners. For instance, deeper appreciation 
of issues of abuse- working with it thera
peutically in relation to the client's past 
but also understanding the potential of 
abuse by therapists of clients. 

Our contact with UKCP has caused us 
to examine our structures and training 
and further focussed our minds on ac
creditation issues, encouraging us to put 
into words an intuitive grasp of a client 
and their process, or a potential trainee's 
readiness for training. It has challenged 
us to clarify where we stand, including 
looking at our reluctance to place high 
value on our would-be trainees' essays 
and degrees. (This does not mean we don't 
look for signs of cognitive ability, rather 
that we are aware of how damaging 
conventional education can be; our 
Reichian hearts lie with Summerhill and 
a student-centred approach to learning 
and training.) 
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It is hard to capture the spirit and his
tory of Energy Stream on paper. It 
changes and develops over the years, and 
myths arise. In the end I always return to 
a sense of those uninvited guests at any 
meeting of therapy practitioners - the 
clients. Sometimes at a difficult meeting I 
console myself with the thought of the 

dozens of clients represented through our 
members and realise that is what is impor
tant - therapy work and the quality of 
what is offered, not whether Frank and 
Sylvia can agree on a sub-clause. The real 
value of Energy Stream is the work done 
by our clients. 

A Training with Energy Stream 
Robert Cumming 

Our training was two years, part-time. 
It comprised three 5-day residentials 

at Laurieston Hall in southwest Scotland, 
plus monthly weekends in Leeds. The 
course included direct teaching, a lot of 
experiential (and experimental) work, ex
ercises and demonstrations on each other 
and in the group as a whole, and monthly 
individual supervision throughout. We 
had to take personal therapy throughout, 
and had the chance to take on practice cli
ents during the final six months. The aim 
was to prepare us to offer Reichian ther
apy to individuals and groups, for those of 
us who want to. Deciding whether or not 
to practise was part of the process. We 
were assessed at the end of the first year 
by the Training Committee, causing a hint 
of paranoia in some of us, and at the end 
of the course by the Committee and by our 
peers. 

For much of the time in the group we 
worked in pairs or (often) in threes. one 
person observing and commenting after 
each session. We had no limit set on the 
material we could bring to the practice 
sessions, but William West. who anchored 
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the training, said from the outset that we 
should be prepared to come out of our 
own material to attend to talks, demon
strations, etc. Where someone - or the 
group- was into something intense then 
the facilitator who was with us would 
usually work with it. This showed some
thing of each trainer's style of working, 
and I found these models very useful. 

Before the training I had swapped 
many bodywork sessions in residentials 
and self-help groups, but it felt different to 
be doing this on the training. I was a lot 
more self-conscious and inept as I tried out 
thinking of myself as a therapist, instead 
of treating the whole thing as a lark. 

The three residentials felt like the ar
ticulation points of the training; the 
weekends I often found more mundane. 
The opening residential was a chance to 
get to know each other, run through some 
of the things which we would go over in 
more detail at later dates. and start con
sidering what a session of Reichian 
therapy might involve. Work in the open 
group also got under way, and we started 
to find out who had decided to be a light-
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ning-rod, who was honest and clear 
(therefore enviable), who was just plain 
frightening, and so on. 

There were exercises around projec
tion, and exploring Reich's segments -
the sections of the body where chronic 
tensions tend to stick. These involved 
moving and exploring for ourselves what 
each one felt like. Watching William dem
onstrate, I realised what a horrendous 
number of choices about how to proceed 
occur in each session. Good news -it's 
impossible to conduct a perfect session, so 
don't try. Bad news- it's possible to get 
thoroughly lost, which I did, frequently. 

That residential ended with a terrific 
party, featuring a refreshing series of male 
v female wrestling matches. 

A theme which was developed over the 
next few weekends was contact between 
therapist and client. Bodywork can be 
very challenging so developing that intui
tion which tells you whether a client is 
really 'there', not split off from you, acqui
escent, is essential. and becomes a main 
part of the work with very fragile people. 

On the second residential we looked at 
birthing- the techniques are very similar 
to traditional 'lie down and breathe' body
work sessions - and considered the 
primal therapists' map of development. I 
was able to recognise that I had some 
rather frightening business to do around 
my birth; there was practically no contact 
between me and my surrogate mother. 

Also on this residential there was a lot 
of stormy open groupwork, billed (after it 
started) as a necessary unsticking of rela
tionships within the group and between 
trainees and facilitators. I remember that 
-I did not have a central part in any of 
the really heavy stuff. but the fear I 
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experienced just watching it made me 
question whether it was well handled. This 
experience was a big step towards my rec
ognising a rather cowed inner self, and 
organising my life and practice to suit that 
person rather than blindly going with a 
brash, impulsive outer self. I hated the 
shocks which led me to these conclusions, 
but I don't think I could have reached 
them otherwise. 

The third residential was fine-tuning 
and tempering us for individual practice 
(those who planned to), plus more grip
ping work for some of us in the open 
group. We used visualisations to find sym
bols or 'helpers' to guide our work: this 
was powerful for me, as I 'found' an old 
man who un-nailed me from a cross. This 
was accompanied by mild embarrassment 
on my part. I felt silly to have been to have 
been up there in the first place. We video
taped some individual sessions for 
discussion afterwards, and taped the ex
cellent party at the end of the week. I have 
no urgent need to see it. 

The experiential emphasis of the train
ing seemed to have pros and cons. I was 
engaged, sometimes a little too much, in 
the group's life. Personal experience, and 
personal ideas and feelings brought up by 
the process of learning and the group's 
process, could always be expressed and 
explored. I would have liked more chances 
to chew over theory. I did a lot of this in 
supervision, but small groups and semi
nars would have been useful. I moaned 
about this. Since then I have met a lot of 
people from other trainings who found 
other things to moan about, including 
lack of experiential involvement. 

I often used up my energy in the group 
agonising over whether to say something 
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and deciding not to. This is, as William 
would say, 'in character'. Each person's 
character is the preferred style in which 
we meet the world, and we demonstrate 
it in the way we look, the way we talk, 
what we expect from the world. Reich's 
original work on character lead him in to 
bodywork; essentially working with char
acter is Reich's way of working with 
process rather than content, nonverbal 
rather than verbal communication. Most 
Reichian groupings develop lists of char
acter 'types'. We looked at the character 
positions each one of us tended to occupy 
(painful), and with the help of pictures 
provided by Nick Totton we considered 
Kylie Minogue, Donald Duck. and many 
other celebrities. That was fun. 

I used my monthly supervision sessions 
(with Em Edmondson) to talk through 
anything or everything which came up 
for me from the training process. The 
work Em and I did was some of the best 
work in the whole training - focusing 
repeatedly on what therapy was, and tak
ing an overview of my own process in and 
around the group. 

So what was the training really like? I 
can remember the parties and innumer
able meals and conversations with friends 
on the course. Also lonely (sometimes) 
walks in the woods at Laurieston, and 
lovely frosty mornings in grimy Leeds. 
Lots of vivid memories. My 'natural' way 
of remembering the course seems to cast 
it not as a piece of formal education but 
as an introduction to a way of life- both 
profane and spiritual, passionate and 
sceptical. The two years of permission to 
be intense with people was a very special 
experience. I can also very easily remem
ber (in character) a lot of putdowns, 
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frights, painful false assumptions about 
people. By the end of the training these 
hurts and the entanglement of the group 
- we were in effect practising repeatedly 
on people known to us, asking for trouble 
- I was knackered, happy to finish. 

It ended with us devising personal ritu
als to receive our diplomas. Mine was 
exceedingly simple. In retrospect that was 
a missed opportunity, hurrying away like 
a small boy who knew it all instead of 
making a ritual space and getting noticed. 

In the year after the training I became 
thoroughly dispirited. I can see now that 
I was grieving the loss of the group. It's 
only recently that I've become seriously 
involved in the Practitioners' Group. This 
may be some sort of substitution of one 
group and its activities for the other one. 
It feels like growing up, the struggle to 
establish myself having been an integral 
part of'training'. I have had to accept that 
some of the changes I need to make run 
at a very slow pace, taking more than a 
year, perhaps many years. 

Parallel to the process of leaving, griev
ing, and setting up a life with Reichian 
therapy 'in it', there has been another 
slow process involving negative feelings 
towards the trainers who worked with us 
and some of the trainees. This was never 
ruinous of any relationship I had with 
them (as far as I was concerned - I was 
horrible to one or two of them) but it 
caused me a lot of misery and discomfort. 
Transference is part of it. Recently I have 
been pleased to notice that it has gone otT 
without much effort on my part. An ex
ample of benign unconscious activity, 
perhaps. It may have been helped by living 
three hundred miles away from anyone 
who might want me to deal with it. 
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