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A Brief Historical Introduction to the Work of Wilhelm Reich 

The simple logic of the development of Reich's concepts and theories is often 
best shown by a brief description of the history of his work. This basic 
introduction·to some of the central discoveries and theories that puts them in 
perspective will be useful for a discussion of some of them in more detail. 

Early -Years in Psychoanalysis: A few- dates in Reich's life will put his 
history in the context of general and social history. Born on March 24, 1897 in 
Galicia, in the easternmost part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Wilhelm Reich 
was educated and received his M.D. degree in 1922 from the University of 
Vienna. While there he met Sigmund Freud, developed a deep interest in 
Freud's work and was admitted to the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society in 1920. 

Reich rapidly became active in many aspects of the psychoanalytic movement 
and was widely regarded as Freud's most brilliant and promising student. From 
the very beginning of his work with Freud in the early 1920s and predating the 
work of Kinsey, and Masters and Johnson by several decades, Reich was the 
first to delve closely into the subjective experiences of people's sexuality-and 
observed that a satisfying sexual experience could relieve neurotic symptoms. 

The key was sexual satisfaction, which he clearly distinguished from mere sexual 
activity. These observations led to his discovery that the function of the 
orgasm is the regulator of the flow of energy, known then by the psychoanalytic 
term "libido." 

He clearly distinguished healthy sexuality integrated with the expression of love 
from unhealthy sexuality which can manifest either as sexual repression on the 
one hand or lascivious, pornographic sexuality on the other -- a crucial 
distinction that unfortunately is still often not made. 

Understanding of Character: Reich's work with impulsive characters led 
him to see that the neurosis was more than the person's symptoms: it was in 
the entire way the person lives and functions, in other words their very 
character. This was in contrast to the prevailing view that the neurosis was a. 
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circumscribed symptomatic condition in an otherwise healthy individual. At the 
same time, Reich realized that the character of the Viennese typical upper 
middle class, inhibited and repressed, psychoanalytic patient was also neurotic. 
While the psychoanalysts dealt with problems of neurotic symptoms, Reich 
began to focus more on the character, or the "soil" that the neurotic symptoms 
grow in. 

For example, a hysterical paralysis of an arm can result from an unconscious 
unacceptable impulse to hit out of anger. The overall character attitude of this 
person might be that of being a "good girl" who freezes up out of a fear in any 
situation that might require expressing anger. Someone else might have a 
compulsive symptom where they have to check the stove five times before 
leaving the house out of fear that something bad will happen if they don't. 
Their character might center around an attitude of doubt and caution that 
keeps them from getting out of control. 

There are specific identifiable character types that can be identified, such as 
hysterical, compulsive, phallic-narcissistic or schizoid characters. Up to this 
time character was viewed largely in moralistic terms. Someone had either a 
good character or a bad character. In contrast, Reich took a scientific, 
therapeutic and compassionate approach to the problem of character, 
concluding that the character develops as a protection against intolerably 
intense emotions and sensations. He used the term "character armor" to 
describe this entire rigid but dynamic defense structure. In his therapeutic work 
he also found that the neurotic character structure must be addressed because 
it interferes with sexual satisfaction. Therefore, during this period, out of 
necessity in treating patients, Reich devef oped character analysis, which is still 
regarded by mainstream psychoanalysts as one of the most important advances 
in psychoanalytic technique. The first edition of his classic, Character Analysis,

was published in 1933. The third enlarged edition published in 1948 has the 
chapter on "The Expressive Language of the Living" from which you received 
the. excerpt. 

It had become clear to Reich that neurosis did not derive from an inborn death 
instinct as postulated by Freud. The fact that the character of the typical 
Viennese psychoanalytic patient was both the norm and socially acceptable 
helped convince Reich that society itself was sick, especially regarding sexuality. 

The Social Basis of Neurosis: Reich concluded that prevention of neurisis 
was essential and believed that social problems must be addressed with social 
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programs rather than individual psychoanalytic therapy. He was the first 

psychoanalyst, therefore, to take his theories out of the medical office to try to 
affect social change when he started the Sexual Hygiene Movement in 1929, in 

which he distributed sex education and contraceptives to hundreds of 

thousands of people. In 1930 he joined the Communist Party in Berlin believing 
they would fully support his attempts to improve people's lives. In 1933 he 

was expelled from the Communist Party because his activities did not follow the 

party line. Following this experience he became an unrelenting opponent of 
communism and its false promises of freedom. 

Also, in 1933 he published his classic The Mass Psychology of Fascism on the 
characterological basis of fascism. In the face of a Nazi ban of this book he 

moved to Scandinavia. His 1936 classic and best-known book, The Sexual 

Revolution, came out three decades before the "Sexual Revolution" of the 
1 960s and 70s. 

Reich's view that society itself must be treated put him at odds with Freud, who 
felt that the individual must accommodate to society. Freud became uneasy 
about Reich's mixing of social issues and politics with psychoanalysis, and their 

friendship began to cool. Ultimately, Freud sanctioned Reich's expulsion from 
the International Psychoanalytic Association in 1934. 

From this point Reich was on his own path and not beholden to any established 
organization or set of theories� 

Emotional Problems are in the Body: By the early 1 930s he observed 

that when helping patients overcome character rigidities they also showed a 

physical softening in their bodies. He concluded that the character is anchored 
in the body. In other words, someone with a stiff-necked attitude actually has a 

stiff neck; someone who is "tight lipped" actually has tension around the mouth, 
etc. These character attitudes held in the body in muscular rigidities he called 

somatic or muscular "armor." He also observed that people block their 

emotions by inhibiting their breathing. With these discoveries his therapeutic 
method began to include direct work on the tensions in the body and work with 

breathing. Reich thus put psychiatry on a solid biological basis -- the biology of 

emotions in the body, a much deeper and more comprehensive understanding 

than mechanistic, modern psychiatry's approach that regards biochemistry as 

the basis of biology. 
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Reich was the first to develop a mind-body therapy and is now widely regarded 
as the grandfather and the source from which most body-oriented, emotion- ·. 
based psychotherapies or "bodywork" therapies are derived ranging from 
Lowen's bioenergetics, Arthur Janov's primal scream therapy, Fritz Perls' Gestalt 
therapy, John Pierrakos's Core Energetics, Barbara Brennan's School of Healing 
to Rolfing and dozens more. 

The Life Energy is a Form of Physical Energy not Previously 
Described: In the 1 930s as Reich the man who cared deeply about human 
suffering tried to help the masses of people with their sexual disturbances, 
Reich the scientist continued to investigate the energy source of neurosis. If 
libido stasis causes biological effects then the libido must be a real energy. He 
conducted basic scientific bioelectric experiments and other laboratory work to .. 
try to understand the energy that is discharged sexually and blocked in 
neurosis. From this research he concluded he had discovered a new form of 
energy, "the orgone," which he postulated as the life energy. 

He also found evidence of this energy in the atmosphere and developed a 
device he called the "orgone energy accumulator" to collect this energy. 
Publicly the device became known as the "orgone box,'1 which is unfortunately 
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He was the first scientist to use western scientific methods to study the life 
energy that eastern traditions identify under various designations such as 
"prahna", "Chi", "Ki", etc. His research into the physics related to this energy 
predated by several decades the recent theories in physics about zero point 
energy and holds promise for addressing some of physics' unsolved questions. 
He used the term "orgonomy" to describe the science of the study of orgone 
energy. 

Exploring the physics of orgone energy took him into areas such as preatomic 
chemistry, an orgone motor, and theories about weather and galaxy formation, 
as well as gravity. No wonder some people thought he was crazy. But even as 
he got into basic questions of cosmology in the 1 9 50s, he decided he had to 
return to the problems of human life. He returned from his laboratory in Maine 
to NYC and formed the Orgonomic Infant Research Center to study right from 
the beginning of life about human health and its disturbance by armoring again 
focusing on prevention of neurosis rather than treatment once it has occurred. 
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Traditional Views in Society and Medicine Attack Reich: Because of his 
controversial sexual theories and cancer experiments with the orgone 
accumulator, Reich came to the attention of the conventional psychiatric and 
medical establishment who began a behind-the-scenes campaign to stop his 
work. A 1 94 7 sensationalistic smear article by Mildred Brady in The New 
Republic implying Reich was running a sex racket prompted the FDA to begin an 
investigation of him. Failing to find the expected pornographic literature the 
investigation bogged down. Apparently under continued pressure from the 
psychiatric and medical establishment, however, the FDA eventually filed a 
complaint in 1954 against Reich for distributing a.quack device. 

Legal Entanglement with U.S. Government and Tragic End:. Instead of 
appearing in court to contest the FDA request for injunction, Reich, more 
familiar with European legal procedure, sent a letter appealing directly to the 
judge in the case, stating that the courts were not the place to dispute or settle 
what he saw as scientific issues. Unfortunately,·the judge did not regard the 
letter as a legitimate legal response and the FDA was granted a broad-reaching 
injunction by default. This injunction banned distribution of an "adulterated 
device" across state lines and ordered that his writings be destroyed as 
"advertising for an adulterated device." 

Any printed material, including textbooks that reported his scientific work, that 
even mentioned "orgone," was regarded as adulterated and subject to the court 
ordered destruction. Included among the writings listed in the injunction were 
books such as Character Analysis, The Sexual Revolution, and The Mass 

Psychology of Fascism, written before he even coined the term orgone energy. 
In May 1956, while Reich was in Arizona doing research, one of his associates 
shipped some materials from his offices in Forest Hills, New York to his 
laboratory in Rangeley; Maine. Reich was arrested on charges of contempt of 
court for violation of the injunction. He was convicted and sentenced to two 
years in prison. 

During Reich's appeal process, agents of the FDA supervised the destruction of 
orgone accumulators at his laboratory in Rangeley, Maine on June 5, 1956 and 
the burning of several boxes of Reich's publications there on June 26, 1956. 
On August 23, 1956, several tons of Reich's publications - including hardcover 
books - were burned under FDA supervision at the Gansevoort Street Destructor 
Plant, a New York City Department of Sanitation garbage incinerator. The only 
book burning in history under the jurisdiction of the U.S. government! 
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Having exhausted all prospects for appeal, Reich began his sentence on March 
12, 1957 and died of heart failure, November 3; 1957 in the Federal 
Penitentiary in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, a few weeks short of his first 
opportunity for parole, 

Breadth of Reich's Work: The incredible breadth of Reich's work makes it 
difficult to boil it down to a manageable number of aspects to discuss. We can't 
possibly cover even all of those that relate to the performing arts. Reich 

himself was all too aware of this problem with his work. In the opening pages of 
his basic theoretical and philosophical book, Ether, God and Devil Reich says: 

"The greatest difficulty in grasping the orgone theory lies in the fact that the 
discovery of the orgone has solved too many and too great problems all at 
once ... No one has felt the TOO-MUCHNESS as painfully as myself . ... many, very 
many facts of great significance were lost... Still the vital point and basic 
principle in the discovery of the orgone energy seem firmly established and so 
arranged that others can continue to work on the structure I could not 
complete." (Reich, 1949 page 6) 

Summary of Key Concepts: To summarize some of Reich's key discoveries: 

1 . The libido is a real physical energy that is the life, sexual, emotional 
energy Reich called "orgone." 
2. This energy has its healthy outlets in satisfying work and sexual love with
the orgasm as the regulator of any excess of this energy.
3. Armor interferes with the normal movement and discharge of energy: .

Reich concluded from his studies that spontaneous movement is a basic quality 

of the life energy -- orgone energy. The implications of this are widespread and 
profound. It means that nature moves by itself. That fact alone is a bombshell 
that violates physics' second law of thermodynamics as the basic law of the 

universe. Traditional mechanistic science views the universe as a machine that 
must be made to move by some outside source of energy. Reich's discoveries 
and theories say that the natural state of things is movement. From this 
understanding we must conclude that expression - a moving out of our energy -
is a natural, healthy quality of life and that emotional illnesses as well as physical 
illness result from a disturbance in this primary movement. 
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Orgonomic Concepts Relating to Performing: Many of the concepts 

developed by Reich have a direct relationship to the performing arts. Some of 
these will be mentioned here and expanded upon in our discussion. The 

essential conclusion from Reich1s work is that the living spontaneously 

expresses itself. Emotions result from spontaneous energy movement in our 
bodies, and emotional contact with oneself occurs when there is clear 
perception of that energy movement. Therefore, bioenergetic contact with 

oneself and then bioenergetic excitation and contact with someone else (in an 
audience for example) is essential for any communication and/or successful 

performance. 

Chronic tensions or what we call, "armor," prevent the full movement of the 
protoplasm and the expressive movement of the energy. As a result the 
expression is blocked and inhibited. Character is a consistent pattern of energy 

movement that can be either free, satisfying and healthy or blocked, frustrated 

and neurotic. Character is anchored and expressed in the body. An actor takes 
on a character by assuming a particular pattern of energy movement or 

blockage. The performer -- whether actor, musician, or dancer -- must 

overcome his or her own rigid character attitudes and physical armor to fully 
express the part they are performing. 


