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Alexander Lowen, M.D.
Dec. 23, 1910-Oct. 28, 2008
A student of Wilhelm Reich’s in the 1940s and early 1950s he developed a
form of body psychotherapy known as Bioenergetic Analysis with his thencolleague, John Pierrakos.
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Pulsation: The Growing Edge of Emotional Connection

Jim Elniski, LCSW, CBT
Abstract
Drawing from experiences as a bioenergetic therapist and practicing artist, the author identifies pulsation as the energetic basis of emotional
connection. He explores Alexander Lowen’s contribution to the clinical understanding of the importance of being deeply connected with our bodily selves and
our energetic connection to the world around us. He goes on to describe how he applied the pulsation principle in his work as a community-based artist with a
community of developmentally disabled adults.
Keywords
Pulsation - Emotional Connection - Community-Based Art – Bioenergetics

As a fourth generation bioenergetic therapist and client, the journey of self-discovery has led me to experiencing the
vitality of pulsatory movement of being alive and of being connected to the world around me. Over the years I have become
increasingly aware that my development as a therapist, an artist, and as a man, has been formed along the growing edge of the
energetic movement which Alexander Lowen identified.
Bioenergetics identifies emotional connection as a process of the biologic self (Lowen 1958, 1975, 1977). Remember a
time when you have been in the presence of someone in the throes of a full-bodied laugh and almost out of control. It builds and
presses in on you and, if open to it, you too begin to laugh. You are overcome as much by the energetic movement of the
moment of the one who is laughing as you are by the humor. And have you ever noticed how close the qualities of a good laugh
is to a good cry? In bioenergetics, the energetic foundation of a good laugh; a good cry; and the rhythmic movement of a
heartbeat and breathing is pulsation, a movement that extends out and into the environment as well as its counter movement back
toward its moving center Pulsatory movement is integral to both the spontaneous vitality and self-expression of an individual and
to the possibility of making contact.
Lowen has been an exemplar for me in living in the question of what it means to be embodied. It is through the living
experience of deeply connecting with our bodily selves and our energetic connections to the world around us where we can begin
to feel the animation of our being.
To approach life energetically gives me, and those I work with, the possibility to experience an embodied life. In my
clinical practice, I have also found that the client's experience of that pulsation, of a taste of one's spontaneous vitality, can
contribute to a client's motivation to ask the question, "Why am I living my life the way I am?"
I had been working with Bill, who was 50 years old, for over five years, both individually and in a bi-weekly
bioenergetic group for priests. Bill was deeply conflicted and confused about being a priest and at the same time being a
sexually active gay man. One theme that was ever-present was the conflict between his heart-felt regard for his parishioners, his
deeply abiding faith in God, and his sexual and relational desires and needs.
After a lengthy working through of his version of "the hope of the 'yet to be' and the dread of the 'not me” (Mitchell, 1993), he
made a final decision to leave the priesthood. With his permission in hand, I would like to share with you what he wrote about a
recent session. The session described includes a technique/ procedure that was originally developed by Denis Royer, an
International Institute Bioenergetic Trainer from Quebec, Canada who has developed ways to work with the religious
bioenergetically. In Bill’s words:
Last week I was given the gift of tears -twice no less! In late December I attended the bi-weekly session of my
bioenergetic therapy group with fellow priests. I spoke of my transition and my therapist, Jim, asked me if I
remembered a song from my early years of being a priest. Of course, the first song that came to mind was the
song I used for my Ordination and First Mass announcements: All I Ask of You is Forever to Remember Me as
Loving You. I sang the refrain and hummed the melody of the verses. Then Jim put me over the breathing
stool, the infamous ‘stretcher,’ to open up my rib cage. I sang the song again and reached forward and within
moments the sobs began to escape, painful moans from deep, deep within. As I reached out over my head I
said good-bye, good-bye to the thousands who had been a part of my life in my many priestly, pastoral
assignments. That farewell also included my sadness for friends lost. The acceptance and expression of my
sadness was cathartic and an important part of letting go. Twelve years of formation, one year as a deacon,
twenty-three years a priest. Thirty-six years of an identity changing. That's not counting the childhood years
moving in the direction of priesthood. And somehow my body knew it had to let go of these years, these
people, before beginning a new journey. I couldn't carry this sadness locked inside forever…
What I sensed during the session and was confirmed by what he wrote was the beginning of an emergence of
that deeply held back pulsation; that is what "his body somehow knew."
www.usabp.org
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As Lowen made clear in his writing (Lowen, 19 ), an important function of the pulsatory movement is to make contact.
Stanley Keleman, an early member and trainer in Lowen’s Institute for Bioenergetic Analysis, further developed the somaticemotional dimensions of pulsation (Keleman 1975, 1987). In Bill's case, the softening of his somatic and characterological
holding, and experiencing the pulsation of his sadness within the relational support of his therapist and his bioenergetic priest
group brought him to a new level of receptivity with regard to those around him. He was surprised at the positive supportive
responses he was receiving from family and friends after announcing in his Christmas card that he was leaving the priesthood.
I realized that I was truly loved by all these people, not for being ‘Father Bill’ but for being ‘just Bill.’ The
personal gifts that I brought to ministry was the glue connecting me to people's lives. It wasn't the title. In
many, many therapy sessions, I kept returning to the core fear of my life and the question: ‘Who really loves
me?’ For within this question lies the fear that I am utterly, utterly alone! That no one really loves me. That
I don't really matter to someone… So this day, I realized how loved I am, by so many wonderful people, and I
was given the gift of tears. And I thanked God for being at a place in my life where I can feel, feel the feelings,
feel the tears, and open up my body and be in touch with the deepest reaches of my core."
To regard life energetically gives me and my clients the possibility to experience the rich texture of being alive and an
enrichment of the meaning of life; literally giving body to thought.
I would like to share with you an example of how Lowen’s work has found its way outside my office in my practice
professional practice. Last summer I was invited to facilitate a collaborative art project with a number of Chicago organizations
that supply social services for developmentally disabled adults. Each of these organizations provides space in which these
individuals can work as artists. Typically, they come in and are hard at work on their individual projects with little interaction
between them. What I designed is an example of how Lowen’s focus on the living body has been applied in an alternative venue.
In this community-based project, participants were led through a series of bioenergetic breathing, grounding, and stretching
exercises that sensitized them to internal body rhythms through movement and sound. Each of them then individually painted
and collaged on flexible wood slats the graphic pattern they had created in response to one of the internal rhythms with which
they had become aware, e.g. breath, heartbeat, and in a couple of instances, a chronic tic. They then collaboratively wove
together their individual slats into an eight foot tornado-shaped frame. This work was both a growing edge of their connection to
each other and the creation of a space to metaphorically hold and support their vitalness. The growing edge of the pulsatory
movement is inventive. There is an interesting parallel between our conception of pulsation and the growing edge described by
chaos theory (Gleick, 1987). In chaos theory the growing edge is identified as that area or region between the "chaotic" where
there is no coherent, established pattern; and "the ordered" where the system repeats a very limited number of patterns. The
collective weaving of their individual slats was both in response to pulsation as a biologic reality (the ongoing expansion and
contraction of internal body rhythms) and as a powerful metaphor of life's striving for connectedness (the tornado as a centripetal
force of nature).
I was first introduced to a clinical understanding of the concept of pulsation through the writings of Al Lowen and
Stanley Keleman. Now, into my 50's, through my years of bioenergetic therapy and training with therapists and theorists trained
and influenced by Lowen, I believe that my deepest experiences of being alive and connected with those I care for and work
with, are those times, those moments, when I feel, in Lowen’s words, “the life of the body.”
Acknowledgement: This paper is a version of a keynote address I had the privilege of presenting at the 2003 Southern California Bioenergetic Conference: The
Body Self in Relationship. It also reflects the invaluable support I have received from Philip Helfaer, whose counsel and writings have brought alive for me the
work of Alexander Lowen.

References
Gleick, J. (1987). Chaos:Making of new science. New York: Penguin
Helfaer, P. (1998). Sex and Self Respect. Westport, CT: Praeger
Keleman, S. (1975). Your Body Speaks Its Mind. New York: Simon and Schuster
_______
(1987). Embodying Experience. Berkeley: Center Press
Lowen, A. (1958). Language of the Body. New York: Collier
_______ (1975). Bioenergetics. New York: Penguin
_______ (1977). The Way to Vibrant Health. New York: Harper and Row
Mitchell, S. (1993). Hope and Dread in Psychoanalysis. New York: Basic
Biography
Jim Elniski, LCSW, CBT lives and works in Chicago where he has a private bioenergetic therapy practice. He has been on the Board of Trustees of the
International Institute for Bioenergetic Analysis, is a local trainer and former director of the Chicago Society for Bioenergetic Analysis. Jim is also a practicing
artist and Associate Professor and Director of the First Year Program at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.

www.usabp.org

8

USABPJ Vol. 7, No. 1, 2008

USA BODY PSYCHOTHERAPY JOURNAL
The Official Publication of
United States Association for Body Psychotherapy
Jacqueline A. Carleton, Ph.D., Editor (jacarletonphd@gmail.com)

USABP Mission Statement:
The USABP believes that integration of the body and mind is essential to effective psychotherapy, and to that end, it's mission is to develop and advance the
art, science, and practice of body psychotherapy in a professional, ethical, and caring manner in order to promote the health and welfare of humanity.
USA Body Psychotherapy Journal Purpose:
This peer-reviewed journal seeks to support, promote, and stimulate the exchange of ideas, scholarship and research within the field of body psychotherapy
as well as an interdisciplinary exchange with related fields of clinical practice and inquiry.

SUBSCRIPTION & BACK ISSUES

(all funds USD)
_______$65 (USD) Two year subscription
_______$35 (USD) One year subscription
_______$20 (USD) Single issue
_______$25 (USD) Keleman issue
2002
____Vol. 1, No. 1 ____Vol. 5, No. 2
2003
____Vol. 2, No. 1 ____Vol. 5, No. 2
2004
____Vol. 3, No. 1 ____Vol. 5, No. 2
(Selver Issue)
2005
____Vol. 4, No. 1 ____Vol. 5, No. 2
(Research Issue)
2006
____Vol. 5, No. 1 ____Vol. 5, No. 2
(Boadella Issue)
2007
____Vol. 6, No. 1 ____Vol. 6, No. 2
(Keleman Issue )
2008
____Vol. 7, No. 1 ____Vol. 7, No. 2
(Lowen Issue)
(Research Issue II)
2009 _____Vol. 8, No. 1 _____Vol. 8, No. 2
2010 _____Vol. 9, No. 1 _____Vol. 9, No. 2
(Research Issue III)
2011____Vol. 10, No. 1 ______Vo. 10, No. 2

SUBSCRIBER INFORMATION
Name_________________________________________________________________________________
Address_______________________________________________________________________________
City_______________________________State_________Zip_____________Country_________________
E-Mail________________________________________Telephone (daytime)________________________
An email address is required for electronic notification. A non-AOL address is preferred.
Amount Enclosed_________________________________ Check □ Discovery □ Visa □ MasterCard □
Card Number__________________________________ Exp. Date_____________ Security Code_______
Signature______________________________________________________________________________
□ I would like information about becoming a member of USABP

The United States Association for

BODY PSYCHOTHERAPY
8639 B 16th St. Ste. 119
Silver Spring, MD 20910
Phone: 202-466-1619 Fax: 832-717-7508
E-Mail: usabp@usabp.org
Web: www.usabp.org

www.usabp.org

9

USABPJ Vol. 7, No. 1, 2008

Stream of Consciousness

Liss

Abstracts and Indexes available at www.usabp.org

The USA Body
Psychotherapy Journal
The Official Publication of the
USABP
Editor
JACQUELINE A. CARLETON, PH .D.
Peer Review Board
SUSAN APOSHYAN, M.A.
DAVID BROWN, PH.D.
RUELLA FRANK, PH.D.
MARY J. GIUFFRA, PH.D.
BARBARA GOODRICH-DUNN
ELLIOT GREENE, M.A.
LAWRENCE HEDGES, PH.D.
JOEL ISAACS, PH.D.
GREG JOHANSON, PH.D.
BLAIR JUSTICE. PH.D.
RITA JUSTICE, PH.D.
ALICE LADAS, ED.D.
ALINE LAPIERRE, PSY.D.
LINDA MARKS, M.S.M.
JOHN MAY, PH.D.
PATRIZIA PALLARO, LCMFT, ADTR
MARJORIE RAND, PH.D.
LAUREL THOMPSON, M.P.S.
Proofreaders
ILONA KOVAKS
MARGARET MOORE
Journal Interns
MARIYA BUTNAR
CALIN CHEZNOIU
ILONA KOVAKS
MARGARET MOORE
Production Manager
ROBYN BURNS, M.A.

USABP BOARD OF DIRECTORS
VIRGINIA DENNEHY, PRESIDENT
PAUL BRIGGS, VICE PRESIDENT
LYNN TURNER, SECRETARY
JACQUELINE A. CARLETON, TREASURER
MARY J. GIUFFRA
KAREN JACOBSON
GREG JOHANSON
ALICE KAHN LADAS
KATHY SCHEG
KATY SWAFFORD
LAUREL THOMPSON

ADVERTISING INFORMATION
The USABP Journal accepts advertisements for
books, conferences, training programs, etc. of
possible interest to our members. Please contact
usabp@usabp.org for more information.

VOLUME 7, NO. 1, 2008

www.usabp.org

CRITERIA FOR ACCEPTANCE
How does material in this manuscript inform the
field and add to the body of knowledge? If it is
a description of what we already know, is there
some unique nugget or gem the reader can store
away or hold onto? If it is a case study, is there
a balance among the elements, i.e, back ground
information,
description
of
prescribed
interventions and how they work, outcomes that
add to our body of knowledge? If this is a
reflective piece, does it tie together elements in
the field to create a new perspective? Given
that the field does not easily lend itself to
controlled studies and statistics, if the
manuscript submitted presents such, is the
analysis forced or is it something other than it
purports to be?
PURPOSE
This peer-reviewed journal seeks to support,
promote and stimulate the exchange of ideas,
scholarship and research within the field of
body psychotherapy as well as an interdisciplinary exchange with related fields of
clinical practice and inquiry.
To ensure the confidentiality of any individuals
who may be mentioned in case material, names
and identifying information have been changed.
It must be understood, however, that although
articles must meet academic publishing
guidelines, the accuracy or premises of articles
printed does not necessarily represent the
official beliefs of the USABP or its Board of
Directors.
The USA Body Psychotherapy Journal (ISSN
1530-960X) is published semi-annually by the
United
States
Association
for
Body
Psychotherapy. Copyright (c) 2008 United
States Association for Body Psychotherapy. All
rights reserved. No part of this journal may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying, recording, or by any information
storage and retrieval system, without written
permission of the publisher.
Subscription inquires & changes of address
should be sent to USA Body Psychotherapy
Journal, 8639 B 16th Street, Suite 119, Silver
Spring, MD, 20910. For customer service, call
202-466-1619.
Subscription Rates: Single current issue $20;
$35 yearly. Postage outside the US and Canada
please inquire at usapb@usapb.org.
Postmaster: Send address change to USA Body
Psychotherapy Journal, 7831 Woodmont, PMB
294, Bethesda, MD, 20814.
SUBMISSION GUIDELINES AND
SPECIFICATIONS
First consideration will be given to articles of
original theory, qualitative and quantitative
research, experiential data, case studies, as well
as comparative analyses and literature reviews.
Submission of an article to the USA Body

10

Psychotherapy Journal represents certification
on the part of the author that it has not been
published or submitted for publication
elsewhere.
Initial submission should be e-mailed to
jacarletonphd@gmail.com as an attachment in
Microsoft Word.
Manuscript should be double-spaced in 10pt.
type, with at least a one inch margin on all four
sides-please include page numbers, otherwise
manuscript should be free of other formatting.
Title, full authorship, abstract of about 100
words and 3-5 key words precde the text.
Please include an endnote with author’s degrees,
training, mailing address, e-mail fax,
acknowledgement of research support, etc.
Authors are responsible for preparing clearly
written manuscripts free of errors in spelling,
grammar, or punctuation. We recognize that the
majority of contributors are not profes-sional
writers, nor do they function in a publish or
perish mode. Furthermore, we are aware that
the work of our profession is sometimes
pragmatic, associative, intuitive, and difficult to
structure. However, a professional journal such
as we envision normally accepts only pieces that
are fully edited.
Therefore, we may
occasionally suggest that writers find a reviewer
to edit their work before it can be accepted. We
will suggest names of possible editors if
requested.
References: References within the text should
include author’s surname, publication date and
page number.
Full attribution should be included in
bibliography at end. For books: surname, first
name, book title, place, publisher, date of
publication. For periodicals: Surname, first
name, title of article in quotes, name of
publication, year, volume, and page numbers.
Or, consult the latest edition of the Publication
Manual of the American Psychological
Association.
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
The editors are eager to receive letters,
particularly communications commenting on
and debating works already published in the
journal, but also suggestions and requests for
additional features or departments. They may
be sent to the email address below. A selection
of those received will be published in the next
volume of the journal.
CORRESPONDANCE ADDRESS
Jacqueline A. Carleton, Ph.D.
Editor
USA Body Psychotherapy Journal
115 East 92nd. Street #2A
New York, NY 10128
212.987.4969
jacarletonphd@gmail.com

USABPJ Vol. 7, No. 1, 2008

