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tissue to energy and awareness. Just as muscular tension 
can block the flow of energy and emotions in the body (as 
Reich observed), so too can nervous tissue become blocked 
and less permeable to the flow of energy and thus also to 
(the flow of the energy of) awareness.

The “waxed cloth” metaphor (used in the previous sec-
tion) appears at times to be all too accurate a description 
for our nervous system: impervious to the watery flow 
of lived- in awareness. As we have worked in the nervous 
system energetically, it has become apparent for many of 
our clients, and for ourselves as well, that (1) their nervous 
system is not particularly open or available to energy flow, 
and (2) their EOA literally can’t get into their body in any 
deep way.

It is not necessarily that they are resistant or defensive 
to bodily awareness, so much as they are stuck in their 
brain and, as the punch line of an old joke goes, “They can’t 
get there from here.” A process that may have originated for 
defensive purposes may result in the nervous system being 
unavailable to the EOA, even when the client is willing and 
ready to release the defensive function.

As we connect to body areas that were vacated for 
defensive purposes, we must learn to distinguish defen-
sive avoidance from the incapacity to experience. Thera-
pists are often too ready to attribute ongoing incapacity to 
defensiveness, blaming the client for their inability or for 
their lack of “readiness.” It is as if, would they only be less 
defensive, they would be able to feel, or sense, or express 
emotion. The two may exist concurrently, and the client 
will tend to experience defensive avoidance only when 
their incapacity to experience their bodily nature via the 
nervous system exists.

VI.Different Parts of Our Nervous System Engender 
Different Qualities or Aspects of Self- Experience
Different parts of our nervous system engender different 
qualities or different aspects of self- experience, and our 
degree of consciousness in these parts of our nervous sys-
tem (mediated by the energetic availability of these parts of 
our nervous system) affects our psychological functioning 
and sense of self. So far, we have spoken only of the general 

availability of the nervous system to the EOA and to our 
general sense of being embodied.

Body- Oriented Psychotherapists have long noted 
that the specific location of a person’s awareness, and the 
degree to which it occupies their body, has a significant 
impact on their psychological functioning. For example, 
as a way to cope with physical or sexual trauma, a person 
may withdraw their awareness from specific traumatized 
body areas, which may result in being unable to make that 
area function as fully available in their lives. Feeling numb 
and disconnected from the pelvis and sexual organs, as a 
result of sexual trauma, or feeling less present in body areas 
associated with surgery or disease, are just two examples 
of this mode of coping.

The obverse can also occur where some particular 
dimensions of embodiment are emphasized, to the exclu-
sion of others, making this dimension of self- experience 
and contact predominant. We see this in character 
adaptations— for example, where a person’s neuromus-
cular dimension of embodiment is the most energetically 
available part of them, predisposing them to relating to the 
world through activity, but leaving them relatively unaware 
of their visceral inner sensations and therefore relatively cut 
off from their emotional life. Someone who is “all action 
and no sense” may seek high- intensity and dangerous situ-
ations in order “just to feel” or “just to have an experience!” 
as one man put it to me in the course of therapy.

Our experience through each of our different body sys-
tems creates important nuances that somatically anchor us 
to different aspects of the self: our experience of having a 
solid place to stand in the world is mediated through our 
experience of our legs; our feelings and emotions are felt as 
resonant in our visceral organs; our feeling of our “depths” 
and “insides” is intrinsically connected to our capacity to 
sense our organs, bones, and muscles. We will have a clear 
sense of being “in” that part of us, and we will have access 
to the self- experience of that part of us, if that part of our 
nervous system is available to, and occupied by, our EOA. 
This is true even with the autonomic nervous system, even 
though we have regularly been told (by our scientific educa-
tionists) that we cannot be consciously aware of this system.
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Figure 59.7: Embodiment and the nervous system.



Energy and the Nervous System in Embodied Experience |  609

Although the functions of our autonomic nervous sys-
tem are not governed by aware cognition, in our work we 
have found we can have a surprisingly detailed awareness 
of our autonomic organs when the EOA has access to them 
by way of the autonomic nerves.

By opening the nervous system to the flow of energy, we 
gain access to awareness of our bodily life and we find new 
resources for experience, claim self- capacities, and bring 
our aware self into contact with issues in need of resolu-
tion. By bringing the EOA into our bodily life through an 
available nervous system, we come to live in the world and 
in ourselves more fully, making the pathway for our soul 
to manifest into a fully “lived” life.

The table in Figure 59.8 summarizes the two natures of 
our nervous system, and shows their contribution to the issue 
of embodied awareness and ownership of embodied life.

The Phenomenology of the Embodied Self  
and the Nervous System

As we have noted, different parts of our nervous system 
engender different qualities or aspects of self- experience, 
and our degree of consciousness in these parts of our ner-
vous system (mediated by the energetic availability of each 
part of our nervous system) affects our psychological func-
tioning and sense of self. We could broadly term this the 
“phenomenology of the embodied self through the nervous 
system.” In this, both the biological and energetic aspects 
of the different parts of our nervous system integrate into 
embodied qualities of experience.

The Experience of “Basic Being”: The Brain and 
Existence: The Brain and Feeling Located
From a Body Psychotherapist’s point of view, the primary 
experience of being an embodied self is like those three 
things said to be needed to sell any real estate: it is very 
much about location, location, location. To exist is to have a 
sense of location inside a body. To “incarnate” derives from 
the Latin in carne (“to be flesh”). Our first sense of being 
located in a body derives from our sense of being inside 
our skull looking out. From the view of this chapter, our 

sense of being located in the head comes from the way in 
which nerve tissue carries the EOA. Because the brain is 
the biggest mass of nervous tissue, it acts as a kind of big 
reservoir for consciousness and the EOA. It is this sense of 
presence, derived from the concentration of consciousness 
in the brain, that gives us the very fundamental grounding 
experience of “I am.” Descartes’ famous phrase could be 
phenomenologically restated as “I feel my sense of location 
in my head, where I think that I think, and therefore I am.” 
Had Descartes been more embodied, I daresay that the 
course of Western philosophy might have been different!

This brain- location sense of our fundamental being is 
usually so key to the very nature of human existence that 
it is infrequent for clients to lack even this much sense of 
their fundamental existence. One exception is some dis-
sociative clients who may at times withdraw their EOA 
so completely (in order to flee embodied life) that they 
experience being located outside of their body. To be so 

Figure 59.8. Experience of embodiment through the  
nervous system
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dislocated clinically suggests early, pre- verbal childhood 
trauma and shock, or perhaps prenatal problems that sig-
nificantly disturbed the very process of fusing conscious-
ness to matter in the developing nervous system.

The Experience of “Being in the World”: Filling 
Down into the Spinal Cord and Major Sensory- 
Motor Nerves
Our experience of basic beingness is followed by our move-
ment into embodied life as the EOA extends “down” into 
the spinal cord from the brain (in the cephalo- caudal direc-
tion referred to earlier). The best nerve pathways for energy 
are through the bigger nerves of the body60 and those that 
flow most directly to the seat of conscious awareness in the 
brain. These nerves include the spinal cord, the brachial 
nerves stemming from the cervical spinal cord, the large 
somatic nerves of the back, and the sciatic nerves of the 
legs. As we “fill into ourselves,” we establish a sense of our 
outline and a sense of being “present” in a bodily form. 
That is to say, as we have a sense of our back, arms, legs, 
and basic skin container via these major nerve pathways for 
energy and awareness, we also have the experience of being 
in the world as a bodily being. As the “fullness” of energy 
and EOA increases, we carry a greater sense of presence 
in our sense of being here on earth, as an embodied being.

This process of acquiring “fullness” can be done 
momentarily, as in an exercise or a workshop, but takes 
regular practice over time to become more constant and 
sustainable.

The Experience of Our “Insides”: The Autonomic 
Nervous System and a Core Self
The sense of our being in the world— which comes from the 
basic spinal cord, sensory, and muscular nerves— could be 
described as our experience of our bodily self as agent and 
container; but as embodied beings we are both container 

and contents, a phrase used by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen 
(1993). Our experience of having contents or insides comes 
from our autonomic nervous system, the combination of 
parasympathetic and sympathetic nerves that enervate our 
internal organs. Most of us have been taught (in biology 
and physiology) that this part of our nervous system, in 
both sensory and motor forms, is completely unaware and 
is not accessible to conscious awareness or control. Medi-
cal doctors have even told me that we have awareness of 
internal- organ sensation only under conditions of disease, 
such as gastric pain or indigestion! But even on the biologi-
cal level, nerve signals from our internal organs are regis-
tered by our brain, and certainly visceral sensations such 
as fullness, hunger, arousal, fear (via increased heart rate, 
respiration, and so on), and others are commonly perceived 
autonomic sensations.

As the autonomic nervous system is made more acces-
sible to energy, our sense of “having insides” becomes even 
more clear and pronounced. We also have greater access to 
our inner life, our inner emotions, our gut feelings, and a 
textured response to our living, which comes from regis-
tering this dimension of our embodied being. Psychother-
apy patients who present symptoms such as “I am empty 
inside” frequently turn out to be energetically blocked to 
significant parts of their autonomic nervous system and 
so register a blank spot in their bodily field of awareness, 
which they interpret as “empty.”

On more careful exploration of their body senses, this 
actually turns out to be a lack of sensation, like an area 
of the mouth numbed by dental anesthetics, so that these 
people are simply unable to feel their insides. In our cur-
rent view, this is because they don’t have access to their 
autonomic nervous system via an available energetic 
connection.

An open energy flow from our central nervous system 
into the autonomic nerves creates a clearer sense of having 
insides: registering our inner sensations and processes. As 
our EOA spreads into the nerves of our autonomic nervous 
system, we shift from the experience of having insides to 
being inside, and begin to feel that we are living from the 
inside out. We have a sense of our core, our depths, in a way 

60 It appears that literal nervous tissue volume has something 
to do with how much energy can be carried through the nervous 
tissue. Larger nerves tend to carry more energy and aware-
ness, and also tend to open first to flow as we clear the nervous 
system.
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that is not just metaphorical as these terms are often used 
in psychotherapy, but real in a physical sense. Our “depths” 
are literally our nerves and organs deep in our body core. 
“Deep inside me” is the feeling of sensation and conscious-
ness embedded in one’s autonomic nervous system. “My 
core” is the feeling of being anchored in the literal location 
of the central axis of the torso through the sympathetic 
nervous system.

The most direct neural routes for the EOA, from the 
brain into the body core (torso) and the visceral organs, 
are through the nerves of the autonomic nervous system, 
especially the sympathetic ganglion chain and the vagus 
nerve. The sympathetic chain, which descends on either 
side of the spine inside the body cavity, and the vagus 
nerve, which descends from the brainstem and branches 
into the heart, lungs, and midabdominal digestive organs, 
both have direct cranial connections to the brain. It is from 
the quality of energy and awareness through these nerves, 
as well as the less conscious sensory nerve signals, that we 
have a sense of our insides, our inner gut feelings, and our 
visceral sense of experience.

Sensory nerve signals alone may give us some vague 
form of inner visceral sensation, but it is not sufficient to 
give us a sense of being inside ourselves, rooted in our 
inner presence and substance. Only when the EOA is con-
nected to, and spread down into, our visceral organs via the 
autonomic nervous system does this sense of inner pres-
ence and substance become tangible and specific. When 
the EOA is not connected to and spread into our autonomic 
visceral nerves, we may feel autonomic stimulation and 
emotions, but they are experienced as coming from “down 
there” rather than “inside me.” We experience our feel-
ings and emotions as “rising from below” without a clear 
connection to our own ongoing processes. For example, 
in panic and anxiety disorders, the person feels himself or 
herself as being taken over by a wave of anxiety— rising 
up from the solar plexus or chest— that occurs “from 
nowhere.” As we open the nerve pathways to energy flow, 
and thus create access for the EOA, clients experience a 
greater sense of their insides, and find more connection to 
their emotions and their inner life.

The “Vagal Experience”: Parasympathetic Nervous 
System Experience
The vagus nerve, really a nerve system in some ways, is one 
of the longest nerves in the body with direct cranial con-
nections. It originates in the midbrain and descends down 
the interior of the torso all the way to the umbilical area, 
with branches to the eyelids, middle ear, salivary glands, 
heart, bronchial tubes, stomach, liver, pancreas, and parts 
of the large and small intestines. It covers a tremendous 
amount of our body interior.

The experience of being energetically present and con-
nected to the vagus nerve is that of having inner presence 
and substance. We feel a sense of being filled into ourselves, 
of having inner substance. It tends to be a softer- edged 
quality than our sense of connection to our sympathetic 
nerves. Much of our vagal experience of self is related to 
the sensations and processes of feeding and ingesting food: 
an open and receptive quality of experience in the eyes 
and mouth; a sense of moving down and into one’s soft 
body core; a suffusing warmth in the chest that comes with 
slowing cardiac activity and bronchial dilation; and the 
sensations of interior satisfaction and fullness that come 
from the esophageal and intestinal presence. A lot of what 
(in psychotherapy) is referred to as “oral” is more properly 
“vagal” in nature.

Contact with yearning, longing, heartfelt wounds, diffi-
culty with self- comforting and self- soothing, difficulty with 
love and relatedness, lack of an internal sense of sufficiency, 
and so on, are often related to energetic blockage and lack 
of presence in parts of the vagal system.

Lower Parasympathetic Experience
The lower parasympathetic nerves, which emerge from the 
sacrum, enervate the lower digestive and pelvic organs. 
Our internal experience through these nerves is not as 
specific as that arising from the vagus nerve, whose major 
organs— the heart, lungs, upper digestive tract, and trans-
verse colon— seem to give us more definite and distinctive 
qualities of experience. We might best describe the registry 
of our lower parasympathetic nervous system experienc-
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ing presence of, and in, our “earthy” self, because of the 
connection to sexuality and digestion. Another quality is 
a sense of our “depths.” The sense of having a deep, inner 
well of feeling comes from being connected to and living 
from (the EOA spread into) our lower parasympathetic 
nervous system.

The Experience of the Sympathetic Nervous System
Physiologically, the sympathetic branch of the autonomic 
nervous system is responsible for arousal states, and for 
preparing us for high- output activity, the so- called “fight- 
or- flight” reaction. This involves increased heart rate, 
increased blood pressure, increased respiration, a decrease 
in peristalsis and digestive activity (to free metabolic 
energy for the brain and muscles), a massive increase in 
adrenaline, an increase in cortisol and other secretions, 

and many other changes in the metabolism.61 Phenom-
enologically, this creates a general internal sense of charge 
and excitement, a feeling of being energized and actively 
engaged or a feeling of readiness for engagement. It can 
also be experienced as great fear: but not so great a fear that 
paralyzes one (that is a third sympathetic variant, “fright”).

Our energetic experience of being in our sympathetic 
nervous system is, in part, related to this physiologi-
cal sense of arousal, but is also related to the anatomical 
structure and location of one of its primary components: 
the sympathetic ganglion chain. The sympathetic ganglion 
chain descends all the way from the upper cervical verte-
brae bilaterally on either side of the spine, but anterior to 
it, just inside the body cavity, from the spine all the way to 
the sacrum. Thus, it defines a kind of internal axis just in 
front of the spine, on the interior of the body. Nerve roots 
at each vertebral level connect from the spinal cord to the 
various ganglions.

Please recall that our main route of incarnation or 
inhabitation into embodiment is first from our brain down-
ward into our spinal cord. When we energetically inhabit 
our spinal cord, and our sympathetic ganglion chain, we 
begin to have a very clear sense of being centered in our-
selves and aligned with our axis. This sense of our axis is 
tremendously stabilizing to our personality, and we can feel 
much more able to hold our personal ground, unswayed, 
when we have this sense. A lot of issues that psychothera-
pists in our era have framed as being about “boundaries” 
are not really about how we manage interaction at our 
edges at all, but rather are about how we feel displaced 
from this central axis in our body. If we are not adequately 
anchored in our sympathetic/spinal axis through these 
parts of our nervous system, we can easily “lose ourselves” 
and center upon the experience or agenda of others.

As energy can spread into the sympathetic nerves that 
connect from the ganglions to the various organs, we have 

61 Overall, an increase in sympathetic nervous system activity 
tends to decrease parasympathetic activity, although in some 
areas both of these are required, as in sexual arousal, during 
which increased heart rate and peripheral vasodilation (for erec-
tion and genital swelling) co- occur.

Figure 59.9. Diagram of autonomic nervous system  
(from Gray’s Anatomy).

Possible to get a larger image for 59.9?
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a sense of organ tone and internal support. The quality 
of “charge” that is characteristic of sympathetic nervous 
system energy carries a felt quality of being “pumped up.” 
We feel filled out inside, not just with a sense of internal 
presence (as occurs from the connection of our parasym-
pathetic nerves to the organs) but with a sense of being 
somewhat expanded, internally defined, and toned.

The Experience of “Self as Activity”:  
The Neuromuscular Connection
When the Energy of Awareness (EOA) is engaged in the 
musculoskeletal nerves, the sense of one’s self as a definitive 
and bounded being, as well as of one’s self as being about 
activity, becomes paramount. The sensory signal generated 
by our muscle tone, when our muscle tone is adequate, 
leaves us with a sense of having a definite boundary— an 
elastic “shell,” so to speak— that has vibrancy and strength. 
If you have lifted weights at all, this sense of “I am” that 
comes from charged and toned musculature is quite famil-
iar. Our sense of personal capacity and strength, which 
importantly relates to the feeling of our coping capacity, 
comes, in part, from our muscular and movement capac-
ity and especially from the neurosensory feedback that we 
derive from an active, charged musculature.

In addition to feedback and self- definition, the quality 
of energetic emphasis on our “muscular” being also affects 
our focus. To have a more open energetic pathway out into 
our muscles— our periphery— is to focus more of our con-
sciousness outward into our activities and into the world, 
so to speak. How much we live in our shell, our action in 
the world versus our action in other dimensions of our 
being, is an important contribution to character style and 
can be worked with from the energetic– nervous system 
direction.

For example, in the autonomy structure,62 the emphasis 
on guarding against manipulation by engaging the social 
world defensively through high- output actions or charm 

radiating outward from the body directs all the energy of 
the personality toward the outer world.

The inner world, here understood as the autonomic 
nervous system and the body core, does not get accessed 
by awareness and is not “lived in” or inhabited by the EOA. 
Body therapeutic work that attempts to work through the 
musculature in this character structure usually reinforces 
this defense by mobilizing more energy output to this body 
“shell.” It does little to connect safely with and make acces-
sible their inner being, which in essence is their autonomic 
nervous system, particularly the parasympathetic realm 
of experience that they are so defended against. Ener-
getic work on the autonomic nervous system goes more 
directly to the heart of the matter for this kind of character 
structure.

In contrast, the need (oral) structure has the opposite 
problem. This structure must develop stronger energy 
and conscious connection to their muscular capacity and 
shell. Without this, they feel weak, impotent, unbounded, 
and unable to mobilize energy and self- support. Muscu-
lar development alone does not make for a continuity of 
energy consciousness through the nervous system. Work-
ing energetically at the boundary between nerve endings 
and muscles helps people with this character structure 
acquire a more stable and lively connection to their mus-
cular, and thus more proactive, nature.

Reformulation of the Process of Body- Oriented 
Psychotherapy

Body Psychotherapists have worked to develop clients’ 
bodily awareness through physical means (touch- based 
work, movement, exercises, breathing, etc.) and often 
understand these as a way of working with a defense or 
adaptation. These techniques are predominantly muscular 
in nature, seeking to release defensively held tensions and 
emotional patterns, or seeking to flood the body systems 
with an energetic charge via breathing, the use of move-
ment and touch, and so on. The effect on the nervous sys-
tem is usually indirect and secondary. Under the terms of 
the current discussion, it appears that until the nervous 

62 This term “autonomy structure” is derived from Bodynamics. 
The equivalent term used in Reichian theory is the psychopathic 
character structure.
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system is accessible to energy, and to the EOA, the person 
can’t readily be “in” their bodily self. It is not resistance, so 
much as an inability. The muscular system per se seems to 
be an indirect means to accomplish this.

From the view presented here, much of the emphasis 
in Body- Oriented Psychotherapy on dissolving armor and 
working muscularly appears to be working from the wrong 
end of the system of human awareness. Our historical 
theory base, which has oriented more from our muscular 
nature, has predisposed us to certain kinds of interven-
tions. These may have misled us as to the critical system 
through which our work operates.

Therapeutic aims that have appeared to require large 
movements, dramatic discharge, and high- amplitude 
breathing might be accessed with more subtle interven-
tions if the awareness function can be accessed through 
its native energetic body system. The therapeutic work 
referred to here is, in my experience, equally deep as such 
high- amplitude discharge work, even though it may not 
have the dramatic quality that some have confused with 
authenticity. Also, it avoids the “collateral damage” that can 
come from excessive reenactment, regression, flooding of 
traumatized systems, retraumatization and imprinting, and 
so on— the iatrogenic problems inherent in certain forms 
of body therapeutic work.
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