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ABSTrAcT 
The article discusses the perception of the body among Source Breathwork prac-
titioners. Source Process and Breathwork can be classified as a New Age healing 
practice that aims to heal the person as a whole. There is also a specific emphasis 
on healing birth trauma, which is understood as healing the fundamental experi-
ence of an individual’s life. The body in New Age can be described with the notion 
of the ‘subtle body’, a non-dualistic approach to the body that blurs the boundaries 
between ‘matter’ and ‘spirit’. Subtle bodies, the ‘places’ where healing occurs, are 
considered energetic, invisible and nebulous. The concept of the subtle body as a 
scholarly tool is applied in the analysis of fieldwork data collected between 2011 
and 2013 in Estonia. In a Source community, the body is considered to be energetic 
and to include chakras. Members of the community claim that the functioning of 
the body and well-being in life bear upon negative and positive thoughts or deci-
sions that are held in the subconscious and embedded at a cellular level in the 
body. Moreover, the breathwork practitioners believe that an individual already 
makes fundamental decisions about life in the womb or during birth. Since the 
perception of the body and birth are closely interrelated in the Source community, 
the meaning of birth is viewed from the perspective of the subtle body. 
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I N T r o d U c T I o N

One of the first anthropologists to describe techniques of the body was Marcel Mauss 
(1973 [1935]). He defined these techniques as “the ways in which from society to society 
men know how to use their bodies” (ibid.: 70). Although in the contemporary study of 
the humanities and social sciences considering the body and bodily practices as more 
than just biological or physiological is as common as the understanding of the body’s 
naturalness, the significance of Mauss’ work lies in its emphasis on the process of learn-
ing and the role of socio-cultural context in acquiring techniques of the body. Giving the 
examples of Taoist and Yogic breathing techniques and affirming that similar techniques 
are more widespread than in china and India alone, Mauss encouraged researchers to 
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study breathing techniques as bodily techniques from the socio-cultural perspective 
(ibid.: 86–87). Indeed, practicing a breathing technique also means adopting an ideol-
ogy, adopting beliefs and understandings relating to the body and its interaction with 
the world. Because they have been part of different religious/spiritual practices and 
have been relatively easily accessed, breathing techniques have gained wider popular-
ity among people in Europe and the US since the 1960s and 1970s. Strongly intertwined 
with the body, embodiment, and bodily experiences, one of these breathing techniques 
is Source Process and Breathwork, which is the focus of this paper.

Source Process and Breathwork (hereafter Source Breathwork) can be classified as 
a New Age1 healing practice that pays equal attention to the physical, emotional, men-
tal, social and spiritual aspects of the human experience. Source Breathwork has been 
developed from a similar practice called rebirthing, which was ‘invented’ by an Ameri-
can, Leonard orr, in the 1960s and 1970s, since when a network of Source Breathwork 
practitioners has gathered around the founder of the practice, Binnie A. dansby.2 Born 
in 1939 in the US, dansby began to focus on spiritual self-development and healing 
practices during the 1970s. for more than 30 years dansby has been engaged in breath-
work and healing birth trauma, and has developed the philosophy and methodology of 
Source Breathwork. Since the beginning of the 2000s, Source Breathwork training and 
seminars have regularly taken place in Estonia. As a result, a local Source community3 
has emerged. during the breathwork sessions, a practitioner breathes rhythmically con-
necting inhalation and exhalation. Practitioners claim to have bodily, emotional, intel-
lectual, and spiritual experiences, which have a central role in self-development and 
personal healing, i.e. bringing transformation and well-being to the practitioners’ lives.

The New Age milieu is characterised by a rich array of healing practices that often 
come and go. however, what makes Source Breathwork remarkable and a fascinating 
phenomenon to study is its emphasis on birth and healing birth trauma. According to 
Source Breathwork teachings, birth is seen as one of the most fundamental experiences, 
the ‘source experience’ and has an immense influence on a person’s consequent life. 
Practitioners frequently claim they re-experience, and, hence, remember, their physi-
cal birth, as well as post- and prenatal periods, during a breathing session. Members 
of the community think that birth can be a traumatic experience for both mother and 
new-born and so it needs to be healed. Moreover, to change the world, improve the 
well-being of subsequent generations and offer women an opportunity to giving birth 
in an ‘alternative’, ‘ecstatic’ and ‘gentle way’, Dansby also pays much attention to child-
birth practices and to the environment in which a baby is born. Thus, the practice of 
Source Breathwork is not just a breathing technique and it is not just about personal 
healing and self-development. I believe it can also have a significant social influence. As 
the women at Source community emphasise, by following their intuition and listening 
to their bodies during pregnancy they might, for example, refuse generally accepted 
medical procedures if they feel no need for them. They might prefer home births to hos-
pitals, in a situation where the former is still not clearly regulated by law in Estonia. The 
expectations, needs and views on birth can be remarkably different from those which 
medical discourse advocates. hence, contradictions and misunderstandings between 
Source Breathwork practitioners and medical workers may occur. 

one of the factors that generate contradictions between the two discourses – the reli-
gious/spiritual and medical – is perception of the human body. Representing the scien-
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tific-rationalist understanding of the world, contemporary medicine considers the body 
biological and physiological, and a locus of chemical processes. however, the body in 
New Age can be described with the notion of the ‘subtle body’, a non-dualistic approach 
to the body that blurs the boundaries between ‘matter’ and ‘spirit’. The concept of sub-
tle body is particularly useful in order to understand the functioning of the world and 
the self in terms of holism, which is one of the main characteristics of New Age thought. 
Subtle bodies, also known for example in hindu and Buddhist religious practice, west-
ern esoteric philosophical and religious traditions as well as in shamanism, are seen as 
nebulous, energetic and invisible (Barcan, Johnston 2005; Johnston 2010). It is believed 
that healing primarily takes place in the subtle body, not in the physical one. Using the 
term ‘subtle body’ as a scholarly term, the aim of this paper is to describe and analyse 
the concept of body in the Source Breathwork community. My analysis is mainly based 
on the work of Jay Johnston and ruth Barcan – researchers from the discipline of cul-
tural Studies. As alternative healing practices have gained more attention in the study 
of medical and social sciences as sociological, ethical, legal and medical phenomena, 
Johnston and Barcan encourage study of these health therapies from the cultural as 
well as historical point of view. Setting their study in a philosophical and discursive 
framework, they have analysed alternative health therapies and New Age thought from 
the perspective of the subtle body model (Barcan, Johnston 2005; Johnston, Barcan 2006; 
Johnston 2010; see also Johnston 2008). 

Motivated by Johnston and Barcan and drawing on fieldwork materials collected 
between 2011 and 2013, the main research questions of this article are: how is the 
body constructed in the Source community; and how can the importance of birth be 
explained with the help of the subtle body concept? during the 2011–2013 period, I con-
ducted participant observation in breathing groups, seminars, and Source community 
training. I have also interviewed members of the community and regular practitioners 
of breathwork. The article relies on 20 semi- and less structured interviews, as well as 
fieldwork notes.

My aim in the first section is to introduce the term ‘subtle body’ as a scholarly tool 
and a non-dualistic conception of the body. Examples of subtle bodies will give insight 
to the richness of this particular type of body and also provide more extended context 
for the next section. The second section deals with analysis of the fieldwork data. Rely-
ing on the concept of the subtle body and focusing on narratives of birth and breathing 
experiences, I will outline the main aspects of the construction of the body in the Source 
Breathwork community. In the conclusion, I will explain with the help of the subtle 
body model, why Source practitioners consider birth so important.

B o d y  V E r S U S  M I N d ?

In western thought, the body is often considered something natural, unchangeable and 
passive that belongs to the realm of biological and medical study. however, it would 
be inadequate to ignore the cultural, social and historical contexts when analysing the 
body (grosz 1994: x), since the boundaries of the ‘western self’ have been historically 
constructed, including philosophical and religious assumptions (von Stuckrad 2005: 
136). Western philosophy has been much influenced by dualism, a belief that the world 
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is composed of two exclusive substances – the physical and the spiritual. dualism sepa-
rates mind from body and thus divides man into two opposite parts. feminist theo-
rist Elizabeth grosz claims that the body-mind dichotomy produces two hierarchical 
terms, with the mind the privileged and the body the subordinate term. To establish its 
borders and identity, the privileged term marginalises the subordinated term making 
it negative or invisible. hence, the body becomes clearly distinct from, as well as the 
underling to, the mind. (grosz 1994: 3)

Plato (427–347 Bc) wrote about the body-mind duality early on in western philo-
sophical history. Plato was convinced that the soul is the ‘true’ and ‘real’ part of Man, 
which is imprisoned by the body (Stuckrad 2005: 14). christian tradition continues the 
principle of duality, saying that the immortal soul is given by god, while the mortal 
body belongs to the human world (grosz 1994: 5). rené descartes (1596–1650), who 
sharply separated the soul from nature, believed that the body alone could be consid-
ered a part of nature, whereas the mind or the soul has no place in the natural world. 
Body, an ‘extended substance’, is seen as a mechanical device that functions according 
to the laws of nature and is subordinate to the mind, the ‘thinking substance’ (ibid.: 6). 
As man is first and foremost a thinking being, Descartes concluded that what we inti-
mately know is not our bodies but the structure of our minds (for example, the nature of 
our rationality) (Johnson 1987: xxvi). This means the higher truth can be found when 
studying the mind. The body becomes secondary, is naturalised and left to the scrutiny 
of the natural sciences. 

Cartesian dualism has had immense influence on the scientific-rationalist concep-
tion of the world. The body is understood as profoundly secular, physical and physi-
ological; it is the place of biological-chemical processes. New Age healing practices that 
have gained popularity during the 20th century, however, see the body differently: it is 
dynamic and crosses the borders of matter and mind, physical and metaphysical, sacral 
and secular. Healing practices give attention to the interaction between the physical, 
emotional, mental and spiritual aspects of human experience, as well as to social factors 
that influence the living environment (Hanegraaff 1996: 43). This particular emphasis 
on the interaction between the different spheres of life is based on the concept of holism, 
which sees the body-mind and the man-universe as a whole. It is difficult to combine 
holistic New Age thought with dualism, as New Age believers do not consider the 
physical body as a ‘prison’ of the soul nor a ‘substance’ that is radically distinguished 
by the mind (ibid.: 222). Although, New Age has its roots in the western counter-culture 
of the 1960s, and at the same time represents a phenomenon of the postmodern con-
sumer society, Wouter Hanegraaff has emphasised that its fundamental ideas can be 
traced back to distant history. New Age can be seen as the contemporary manifestation 
of what is called Western esotericism. (Hanegraaff 2009 [2002]: 340) Furthermore, the 
perceptions of the body in New Age can also be understood as manifestations and com-
plex combinations of esoteric traditions. 

In addition to the physical body, there is another ‘body’ – the subtle body – which 
gains focus among New Age practitioners. drawing on Jay Johnston (2010), subtle bodies 
have been variously conceptualised in Eastern, western and esoteric philosophical and 
religious traditions as well as different indigenous4 and shamanic cultures. however, 
all these ‘bodies’ are seen as ontologically energetic, nebulous and invisible. Moreover, 
it is believed that instead of the physical body, the subtle body is the place where true 
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healing comes about. In contrast to dualism, subtle bodies represent blurred bounda-
ries between ‘matter’ and ‘spirit’, so that it is impossible to separate pure spirit and pure 
matter. In this sense, as Johnston says, subtle bodies disrupt the type of binary logic that 
sharply distinguishes the physical from the metaphysical, matter from consciousness, 
the self from the divine or I from other. Subtle bodies are believed to be comprised 
of energetic ‘substance’, in which the physical body and the spirit (or metaphysical 
agency) interpenetrate one another. Johnston (2010: 69–73) concludes that, from this 
perspective, the subtle body can be understood as an embodied interface between the 
religious/spiritual and biological. In other words, the subtle body is the bridge between 
the physical and the metaphysical worlds (Hanegraaff 1996: 222). So, the concept of the 
body and the way it is perceived in New Age originates from a philosophical system 
that is different to dualism.

It is necessary to clarify that, on the one hand, the concrete term ‘subtle body’ is 
a vernacular category which one finds in different New Age or esoteric books and 
encounters in terminology used by the practitioners; but on the other hand, the sub-
tle body may be seen as a model of a particular type of body and used as a scholarly 
tool (for example, Barcan, Johnston 2005; Johnston, Barcan 2006; Barcan 2010; John-
ston 2010). So the term has both emic and etic usages. considering the subtle body a 
scholarly tool, it is firstly possible to distinguish a descriptive category that answers to 
the question of how the subtle body is conceptualised in different religious and philo-
sophical traditions. Secondly, the model of the subtle body can be used as an analytical 
category, which helps us to understand different discourses of the body and the ways 
people perceive themselves and are related to others. Moreover, this helps us to find 
the meanings of, and reasons for, socio-cultural changes that are in interaction with the 
perceptions of human body.

As for the descriptive category in general, according to Johnston, one can divide the 
model of subtle body into two types. These two types can exist separately as well as 
together, in combination with each other. The first type comprises different energetic 
sheaths or ‘bodies’ that extend beyond the physical body. These ‘bodies’ interpenetrate 
and exceed each other and the physical body. (Johnston 2010: 70) The example of this 
type of subtle body can be found in the works introduced by the Swiss physician, alche-
mist and astrologer Paracelsus (Theophrastus Bombast von hohenheim) in the 15th 
and 16th centuries, and it still is found in the contemporary New Age milieu (ibid.). 
Paracelsus claimed that everything visible – minerals, plants, animals and men – have 
“their invisible counterparts in the macrocosm, where they exist as ‘astra’, which rep-
resent their essence” (Benzenhöfer, Gantenbein 2006: 927). As a consequence, he was 
convinced that a man consists of the visible and the invisible body, and the latter is 
closely related with stars which influence the physical body and its condition (ibid.: 
923; also see christie 1998). In addition, the Modern Theosophical Society founded in 
19th century by helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–1891) and her companions, has car-
ried the ideas of subtle bodies to New Age belief and practices (Johnston 2010: 70). 
Similarly to Paracelsus’ ideas, theosophical teachings claim that the microcosm of a 
man corresponds to the macrocosm of universe. Man and earth have seven bodies,5 of 
which the only visible body is the physical one that has the highest consistency of mat-
ter (goodrick-clarke 2004: 15). The rest of the energetic ‘bodies’ are comprised of both 
matter and consciousness (or spirit) to various degrees (Johnston 2010: 70). Accord-
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ing to Nicholas goodrick-clarke, in her Secret Doctrine (1888) Blavatsky found that the 
higher purpose of a man is to reach the three last levels – Manas, Buddhi, Atma – of 
embodiment with the help of reincarnation. once people succeed, mankind will be like 
gods. (goodrick-clarke 2004: 15–17; see also goodrick-clarke 2008)

The second type of subtle body is called esoteric anatomy. It is believed that organs 
in the physical body have energetic subtle matter counterparts and/or the body has 
internal pathways of subtle energy (Johnston 2010: 70). for example, belief in the exist-
ence of chakras, the centres of energy that are located in the human body on the sub-
tle level, represent the attributes of the second type of subtle body. Having an Indian 
background, the term ‘chakra’ and its interpretations have been successfully adapted 
by New Age believers with the help of so-called esoteric spokespersons of the 19th and 
20th centuries (see also hammer 2001: 91–97, 181–197). Although the number can vary, 
often seven charkas are depicted aligning up the spine to the top of the head. Every 
chakra corresponds to and influences the functioning of certain organs in the physical 
body. Furthermore, blockages of energy flow in the chakras are considered to influence 
all spheres of life: the physical, social, emotional, spiritual, etc. Another example of the 
second type of subtle body can be found in the teachings of traditional chinese medi-
cine (TcM) that have entered the New Age milieu. As Johnston has noted, qi (or chi) – a 
life force or vital energy – flows along the internal pathways of the body and connects 
the individual self with the cosmos. Since the organs of the body are considered to be 
energetic and not anatomic, the aim of TcM practitioners is to regulate, or redirect qi 
through the physical body and simultaneously use it to heal. (Johnston 2010: 75–76)

As mentioned above, the model of the subtle body can also be applied as an ana-
lytical category. The contemporary world is characterised by different co-existent dis-
courses on the body in which the subtle body can be seen as one among others. Being 
the bridge between the physical and the metaphysical world, the subtle body enables 
us to understand the concept of the self from the perspective of holism, leading to the 
New Age belief that ‘we are all one’ or ‘we are all connected’. when considering an 
individual as comprised of a subtle body, the perception of the self becomes inherently 
extensive, open and multiple, i.e. being “a stark contrast to the bounded singular sub-
ject of modernity” (Barcan, Johnston 2005: 73). The individual is intimately interrelated 
with the environment and other people as the boundaries of the self extend beyond 
the corporeal boundaries (Johnston, Barcan 2006: 34). This type of body has also been 
described with the theoretical concept of the ‘open body’, which represents in contrast 
to the ‘closed body’ magical and pre- and early modern perceptions of the body. As 
boundaries between the self and the outside world are less distinct, the open body is 
“considered more vulnerable to intrusion from the outside” (Stark 2006: 154). The lat-
ter is also characteristic to the subtle body. In the New Age worldview the individual 
becomes extremely sensitive to the environment so that every minor change in the mac-
rocosm can have an influence on the body and mind. At the same time an individual 
is perceived as profoundly independent with the power to transform the environment. 
Thus, New Age belief is that one’s thoughts can have an impact on personal relation-
ships, change society and the condition of planet Earth and so on. from the perspective 
of the subtle body the self is open to the environment and is able to draw forth changes 
in the world.
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As ruth Barcan and Jay Johnston have noted, New Age practitioners are often scep-
tical about modern medicine and scientific-rationalist conceptions of the body. Instead, 
as mentioned above, the spiritual and/or magical understandings are being revived and 
refashioned (Barcan, Johnston 2005: 73). When challenging scientific-rationalist models 
of the body (ibid.), the subtle body helps to explain the contradictions between orthodox 
medicine and alternative (or vernacular) medicine. The concept of subtle body gives a 
more exhaustive meaning to emic terms like ‘illness’ and ‘health’. Taking the model of 
the subtle body and the extensiveness, openness and multiplicity of the self into con-
sideration, it becomes explicit why New Age practitioners, in contrast to practitioners 
of orthodox medicine, view illness, according to Hanegraaff, as a disruption of balance 
that causes dissonances in all realms of life; or why good health, in addition to physical 
condition, also means general harmony and well-being (1996: 42–47). 

New Age believers can be familiar with various models of the subtle body as they 
are frequently engaged in several practices. When talking about different practices, prac-
titioners express themselves diversely using compatible vocabulary. The term ‘subtle 
body’ does not belong to the basic terminology of Source Breathwork teachings, and 
neither do practitioners usually use the term when talking about breathwork. however, 
the way the body is perceived emanates from the concept of the subtle body. generally 
in the teachings of Source Breathwork, the body is understood according to the second 
type of subtle body. Although, as already mentioned, two types of subtle body can be 
combined. The same may occur in the Source community at the individual level. giv-
ing an outline of core beliefs of Source Breathwork, I aim to introduce and analyse the 
perception of the body in the community. In Source community, the body is considered 
energetic and comprised of chakras. Members of the community claim that the function-
ing of the body and well-being in life (i.e. a person’s health) are interrelated with negative 
and positive thoughts or decisions that are “held as unconscious beliefs” (Dansby 2012c) 
and are embedded on a cellular level in the body. healing particularly takes place in the 
subconscious and/or in the cells. As the body is seen as energetic, I argue that terms like 
‘cellular memory’ (or ‘body memory’) and ‘the subconscious’, used by Source practition-
ers, should be primarily looked at from the perspective of the subtle body.

T h o U g h T S ,  E N E r g y  A N d  T h E  B o d y

New Age beliefs and practices have been characterised as eclectic, heterogeneous and 
flexible, easily integrating various ideas. Practitioners are encouraged to interpret and 
combine religious and philosophical teachings from different cultures and periods. 
Moreover, although conventional science can be viewed negatively, selected pieces of 
scientific discourse have found their way to New Age doctrines (Hammer 2001: 204). 
Scientific concepts are often adjusted to religious symbols (Lewis 2007: 210). As science 
develops, the vocabulary of New Age teachings and modes of expression are also con-
stantly being renewed, complemented and reinterpreted.6 Thus, New Age teachings 
as a whole are relatively dynamic and rich in different concepts and interpretations. 
Although Binnie A. Dansby has written the teachings of Source Breathwork, practition-
ers interpret them according to their own experiences, as personal experience is valued 
highly. despite the fact that birth and healing birth trauma comprise the core of dans-
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by’s teachings, this does not mean that all Source practitioners consider birth equally 
important. Instead of birth as the ‘source experience’, the experience that is believed to 
have fundamental influence on a person’s life can lie, for example, in childhood. 

As the focus of this article is also on birth, I will present part of a longer birth narra-
tive told by a Source Breathwork practitioner, Silje,7 to provide a more delineated back-
ground for the analysis. Silje has been engaged in breathwork since 2001 and claims to 
have been healing birth trauma ever since. I have chosen this narrative as it points out 
fundamental aspects of the practice and philosophy. furthermore, the narrative is char-
acteristic of the way Source practitioners describe their birth experience and relate it to 
their lives. Silje, similarly to the other practitioners, claims that her birth experience has 
been reconstructed with the help of breathwork sessions that have made her remember 
her birth. She has also gathered information from her mother about the birth. 

OK, finally I am born. I am content with myself. I have a perfect body, I am per-
fect. But the first breath that I take in that cold room – I have a feeling like my 
body explodes. It seemed I lost everything as they immediately cut my umbilical 
cord. The doctors and the midwife are anxious and in panic. They look after my 
body. They pull me straight [on the table] covered with oilcloth. I felt it, I have 
the memory of the oilcloth that I could feel with my back. They put a [name]tag 
around my leg, I have that memory. Then they clean my mouth and everything 
else, at the same time they’re frightened and anxious. But what about me? It’s dis-
tasteful, painful and so inconvenient. you know, if you have a terrible headache, 
the headache is just a slight sensation that reminds me of the explosiveness of the 
first breath. Literally I had oxygen poisoning: this is again my memory and I have 
released that memory. The first inhale provided me with oxygen of three to five 
times more than I actually needed. [...] what then happened? My mother, whom I 
loved and love so much, I came here only for her, to make her and my father happy. 
Although, entering the body is like a thunderclap or lightning. Actually, the Light, 
in other words god or the Spirit, came into the body – that is the way I experience 
the birth. But it all happened so quickly. Basically in a second my body had to 
adjust to all these changes. As everything was so intense, I wasn’t encouraged to 
take the next breath. But I had to do it... well ok, I chose to do it. [...] And then I was 
swaddled. But the body, or to be exact, the mind and the consciousness is used to 
feeling mother’s body, which is alive, and receiving information and sensing Life 
through her body. This gives me the signal that I’m alive and my mother is alive. 
But now I’m under the plastic dome and when my consciousness perceives it, then 
I get feedback that the dome is not alive and it means I’m also not alive. My body is 
not alive because my mother is gone, the one who represents Life. And my mother 
is dead [...], and I had the thought that I had killed my mother. But ok. I have the 
memory that till the moment when I was in the same room with my mother, then 
it was ok. Then it was like an adventure, the adventure of birth, the adventure of 
entering the body. But when I was taken away from that room, then the trauma 
began. Then all this turned into [birth] trauma because it seemed so final. When I 
took my first breath, the only thought, the only verbal thought that I had was that 
my father has abandoned me. I think it was god the father that I experienced. I 
experienced that my creator had abandoned me, as well as my real father in the 
physical sense. They both are actually the same for a child. The immense grief and 
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despair [that I felt]... and then [in this situation] the thoughts that come to your 
mind and the decisions that you make. Firstly, “I am dead”, “I am in the body, and 
I am dead”, “my mother is dead”. And [secondly,] “if I express my love and pas-
sion, then it is deadly”. It is fatal, isn’t it? [Another thought was] “My body hurts” 
and for me the fundamental thought was: “I have no influence”, the experience of 
being pointless. In one word, you can even say, the body comes to be comprised 
of a kind of lethargic layer. These were the decisions that I made according to the 
condition of the environment. from this perspective I didn’t have any opportunity 
to make different decisions, but still these were my decisions [which affected my 
life]. Now I can say that even if I knew how it is going to work out, I never con-
sidered that these decisions could have such a distractive influence on my life. I 
was distracted by these birth experiences for 37 or 38 years, but some people are 
distracted even for their whole life. [...] Everything that happened after the birth, 
the following three days, and everything that happened during the birth creates 
my life pattern. (Silje, 48 years old, interview 2013)8

The understanding that a person can remember his/her birth relies on the principle that 
a baby is already ‘conscious’ in the womb and during birth. This means a new-born, and 
even an embryo, is an intellectual being that is able to make, according to the surround-
ing environment, decisions that have an impact on a person’s future life. decisions can 
be positive, for example, “I am loved and connected with everything”, or similarly to 
the extract above, negative, for example, “I am dangerous”, “I do not deserve love”. 
These negative decisions are called ‘self-limiting’ decisions and are believed to be the 
“foundation for our negative patterns and form the core of all human conflict” (Dansby 
2012c). According to Source Breathwork teachings due to self-limiting decisions a per-
son stops breathing deeply and expansively, which causes tensions and blockages in 
the flow of energy. Blockages of energy eventually result in illnesses, in the sense that 
the balance of different realms of life, i.e. physical, mental, social etc., is disrupted. In 
short, negative patterns of thought are believed to hinder the flow of energy.

Although I had done so many different things and lived such an interesting life, 
from time to time I suffered from very deep and long periods of depression. Now I 
have understood and seen where it all came from. Already before my birth I made 
a decision that I had done something wrong. Altogether, I even didn’t want to born 
and that was the source of all of my problems: I thought I had chosen the wrong 
profession, you see, I don’t work as a doctor, but why then did I study at university 
for seven years to become a doctor? Then I thought I am married to the wrong man: 
he’s a politician and he’s not on the same wavelength as I am. There were so many 
things that were wrong in my life. But this pattern repeats itself over and over again 
in your life until you get rid of the pattern in your subconscious, and my negative 
pattern of thought was that I had done something wrong. There was a thought in 
my subconscious that I repeated: you are doing wrong, you are doing wrong, you 
are doing wrong; you should do something else. These negative thoughts block 
the energy. The moment after I had worked with the topic related to my father and 
my birth, the energy was unblocked, on that Monday [after the breathwork train-
ing]. Then I understood what it means to live without the blockages, you’ll have so 
much energy. Actually I have inherited an enormous amount of energy from birth. 
(Linda, 63 years old, 2012 interview)
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Practitioners say that these blockages in the flow of energy occur in the chakras, the cen-
tres of energy. Chakra systems vary in different religious and philosophical traditions, 
even in the New Age milieu.9 Members of the Source Breathwork community rely on a 
system that is comprised of seven or eight chakras10 aligning from the bottom of spine 
to the top of the head. Every chakra is related to a colour, theme, decision, thought and 
a body organ or part of the body that is regulated by the functioning of that chakra (see 
also dansby 2012b). 

[E]very chakra has its own theme and its [energetic] blockages that are embedded 
in the chakras. The throat is connected with communication. Thoughts like “my 
self-expression is not welcomed, I cannot express myself” [are connected with the 
throat chakra]. It is interesting to see, how people share [their thoughts] on Binnie’s 
training in big groups. Some people stand up when their third training session is 
ending and say: “It is first time for me to stand up and say something as now I 
have found enough courage.” The more you do it [share in a group], the more safe 
it becomes. But at first when you stand up, your face becomes red, you want to sit 
down at once. Actually this is caused by the patterns in the throat chakra that need 
to be released, [...] they aren’t serving us anymore. (kairi, 23 years old, interview 
2011)

As it is believed that a person can make his/her first decision about life in the womb 
or during birth, the proper functioning of the chakras, i.e. the free flow of energy, can 
already be interfered during the process of birth. A traumatic birth blocks the energy 
flow in the chakras and chakras will be ‘closed’.

If you have seen yourself as a foetus and the moment when you’re being born – and 
during the breathing session I have experienced it all – then there’s no doubt the 
birth is a high spot for a child. And indeed, birth is the moment where one makes 
a decision about life. If a baby is born, let’s say, in an artificial environment, in a 
hospital: unfamiliar hands in rubber gloves, then the umbilical cord is cut very fast. 
He/she decides that life is hell, it’s a shock! And he/she doesn’t want it anymore. 
He/she closes all the chakras, primarily the heart chakra. Then afterwards for the 
whole life people take courses to open the chakras again. (Linda, 63 years old, 2012 
interview)

The extracts above exemplify that birth is considered extremely important and influen-
tial. The problems a person encounters in his or her life can originate from birth. draw-
ing on Silje’s and Linda’s interviews, the process of birth is described as a remarkable 
physical effort for a new-born. Moreover, the environment that surrounds a new-born 
during or after birth can have a traumatic impact on the baby as well. Although birth 
is inseparably related to the physical realm and physical bodies, the members of the 
Source community are convinced that the meaning which is given to birth foremost 
influences life, as well as the condition of the physical body. Thus, illness primarily 
begins from the mental level due to the negative decisions that block the flow of energy 
in the chakras. when approaching the body from the perspective of the subtle body, 
energy becomes one of the key concepts. As birth in the Source community is con-
ceptualised in terms of an intertwining of energy, thoughts and body, the relationship 
between them needs further scrutiny.
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In New Age philosophy, energy “is understood to be a constitutive element of mind 
and the physical body, as well as to exceed the corporeal self into the ‘space’ between 
self, other and world” (Johnston, Barcan 2006: 29). Similarly to other New Age prac-
tices, energy and thought are closely intertwined in the Source Breathwork community. 
Energy itself is considered neither good nor bad, it is something that exists and connects 
everybody and everything. however, interpretations of energy, i.e. how people think 
about energy, can be positive or negative. for instance, breathwork practitioners often 
claim that if a person feels fear or pain in the body, it is just an expression and interpre-
tation of energy. when thinking about pain or fear, in other words energy, in a negative 
way, these feelings and emotions increase in the body as they are emphasised in the 
mind. Thus, thoughts in combination with energy create the experience of one’s body. 
To illustrate the priority and inseparable connectedness of the body, thoughts and 
energy, the argument that the “body is condensed thought” (Silje, 48 years old, inter-
view 2013) is highly relevant. Moreover, the idea of the intertwining of body, thoughts 
and energy explains the fundamental New Age belief “I am God”, “I create my own 
reality”, “what I think that I am”. In the Source community it is emphasised that every 
person has a choice: how to think about, channel, and apply the energy usefully. To 
utilise energy in a ‘life-supporting’ way, affirmations – i.e. positive sentences widely 
used in the New Age milieu – are recited and repeated deep in thought by the Source 
practitioners during breathing sessions as well as in everyday life. Because affirmations 
are believed to help re-interpret the decisions made during birth, transformation, one of 
the most characteristic pillars of New Age thought (see also Lewis 1992: 6–7; Johnston, 
Barcan 2006: 26), is followed by the practitioners. 

[T]here’s no point in just re-experiencing a trauma, the purpose [of breathwork 
sessions] is to change. Extremely powerful changes take place in annual water-
sessions in spring. There’s a guy, Steen,11 from Sweden, who is the owner of the 
pool, and he is very experienced with working in water sessions. [...] [w]hen a 
person is breathing and is re-experiencing a trauma, then he raises [the person 
out of water] and says: “Look around! Is your body safe [reference to the affirma-
tion]?12 Look at the people who are with you.” [The practitioner] has to change the 
negative thoughts [to positive] right away, has to continue with breathing. [...] The 
whole idea is to use the energy to change our unconscious thoughts. So that the 
thoughts become supportive... not limit life or nurture negativity. (Jana, 41 years 
old, interview 2011)

As I have shown so far, energy is inseparably connected with the body and mind. chang-
ing one’s thoughts entails transformation in the physical body and other realms of life, 
i.e. the process of healing is activated. However, some questions remain. Although a 
baby is believed to be ‘conscious’ during birth, what is the explanation for remembering 
one’s own birth? how is access to, and healing of, unconscious thoughts and decisions 
explained? 

The interview made by Linda directs us closer to the answers. In the first extract of 
her interview, Linda claims that there was a life-limiting thought in her subconscious 
that repeated itself as a pattern in her life. Thanks to breathing sessions she was able 
to change the thought, which resulted in re-establishing a free flow of energy in her 
body (cf. also the extract of Jana’s interview). The subconscious is the ‘place’ where all 
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thoughts, decision and memories that create human experience are held. It has to be 
emphasised that the concept of the subconscious should be looked at from the perspec-
tive of the subtle body model. As illnesses are believed to originate from the level of 
the mind, they need to be healed at the same level. Using the energy, the subconscious 
is the ‘place’ where thoughts can be changed, memories re-experienced and finally a 
person healed. As breathing itself is simultaneously understood as a physical and meta-
physical activity, the access to the subconscious is primarily gained through breath-
work sessions.

[B]asically, from the first inhalations and exhalations you will be immediately con-
nected with the space of your subconscious. well... subconscious... nobody actually 
knows where it is situated. I don’t remember if it was Binnie or somebody else who 
said that the subconscious is our body and our life story, the story of our current 
life. (Toomas, 50 years old, interview 2011)

Another important aspect that needs to be mentioned is the understanding that the 
‘subconscious is our body’. This takes us a step forward to the point where we consider 
that the subconscious is not just a mental field somewhere, but is embedded in and 
more strongly related to the body. This is the same way that practitioners talk about the 
subconscious and changing unconscious thoughts or realising past memories, setting 
free the old patterns of cellular or body memory.

[T]he aspect that distinguishes Binnie’s teachings from other teachings is that Bin-
nie focuses on the human body and bringing the spirit to body and cells. [...] com-
ing back to yourself and even more, coming to your body and releasing patterns of 
cellular memory – that is what Binnie teaches. Binnie’s aim is to release old patterns 
and replace them with new thoughts or new impulses, because the quality of life 
improves when I’m replacing old with new. [...] for me, Binnie’s method means 
working with body memory. (kairi, 23 years old, interview 2011) 

The function of cells is similar to the function of the subconscious. when a baby is born 
the experience of the birth is retained in the cells, as Dansby states: “We remember our 
gestation and birth in every cell of our Being” (2012c). Basically, it can be said that both 
cellular memory and the subconscious are equivalent: a breathing sessions gives access 
to the decisions, including the memories, that are stored in the cells. when changing 
the cells’ patterns during the session, it is believed healing takes place at deepest levels 
of the human body. drawing on James Lewis, I noted at the beginning of this section 
that in New Age, scientific concepts are often adjusted to become religious symbols. 
The vocabulary of New Age teachings is often influenced by scientific terminology and 
rhetoric, which have an important role in legitimating the teachings and in gaining 
authority (Lewis 2007: 220).13 Instead of talking about the subconscious only, in the age 
of cell biology and genetic engineering it is more relevant and modern to include the 
concepts of cells and cellular memory in Source Breathwork teaching. however, here 
again one must keep in mind that cells are not understood just as part of the biological 
and physical body. Cells should be seen as comprised of energetic matter and therefore 
belonging to the realm of the subtle body. The functioning of the cells is believed to be 
directed by thoughts and decisions, in short, by energy that in turn connects a person 
with his or her surrounding environment (see also dansby 2012b).
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however, what is the role of the physical body when thoughts, decisions, memories 
and past experiences are believed to direct a person’s life? firstly, as breathing is a 
mode for reaching directly through the physical body to the subtle levels, the physical 
body becomes a tool that paves the way to inner and concealed levels of a human being. 
Secondly, it can be noted that the physical body becomes like a mirror that reflects 
what is happening at the level of the mind, for example as Linda claims: “The body 
initiates nothing, body is the final stage. [The illness] starts at the mental level [...] and 
then heads for the physical level manifesting itself in pains and pathologies.” (Linda, 63 
years old, 2012 interview) The emergence of illness is like a signal informing a person to 
change his or her life and thoughts. So, the body becomes a “knowing organism” (Barcan 
2009: 221) that holds valuable knowledge for practitioners. Thirdly, Source practitioners 
emphasise that one should be constantly ‘conscious’ of being in the body. Moreover, the 
body should be ‘listened’ to as all sensations in the body have meanings – they can be 
related to unconscious thoughts. Thus, the body becomes a living metaphor, “a set of 
signs to be decoded and rendered meaningful” (Barcan, Johnston 2005: 67). 

f I N A L  r E M A r k S :  B I r T h  f r o M  T h E  P E r S P E c T I V E  
o f  T h E  S U B T L E  B o d y

In the Source community birth is viewed from the perspective of New Age thought. 
Birth is not considered just as a medical procedure, but foremost a spiritual and very 
intimate act. The perception of the body and the importance of birth are closely inter-
related. drawing on the subtle body model and the extracts of interviews that I have 
previously presented in this article, I touch on some of the aspects that help us to under-
stand why birth is considered fundamentally important by Source practitioners.

As I have shown, in Source Breathwork community the perception of the body origi-
nates from the subtle body model. Since subtle bodies blur the boundaries between ‘mat-
ter’ and ‘spirit’, it is impossible to separate pure matter and pure spirit. The concept of 
cells used in Source teachings exemplifies the disruption of the binary logic that distin-
guishes the physical from the metaphysical: cells are definitely part of human biology and 
the physical body, but at the same time they are the holders of thoughts and past experi-
ences; they are comprised of and influenced by the ‘substance’ called energy. Energy, the 
key concept of the subtle body, connects a person with other people and the world at the 
cellular level. If an individual is perceived from the perspective of the subtle body, the self 
and the body become extensive and open to the environment. The boundaries of the self 
are not bounded by the physical body, but they extend beyond corporeality. In this sense, 
the body and the self become more vulnerable and sensible about the environment. Birth 
is seen as an enormous change for the self – it is the manifestation of an embodied spirit, 
as Silje also stated: “[T]he Light, in other words God or the Spirit, came into the body”. 
The new-born is considered to be intimately connected with the divinity and therefore, 
understood as the purest and most loving being (cf. Silje’s claim: “OK, finally I am born. I 
am content with myself. I have a perfect body, I am perfect”). however, purity, love and 
divinity also entail the vulnerability of the new-born.

The breathing sessions are believed to give practitioners knowledge of what the 
entering of the Spirit into the body and birth mean, as the memories of these expe-
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riences are retained in the subtle body, or, in the case of the Source community, in 
the subconscious and the cells or cellular memory. drawing on the experiences that 
are reconstructed during the sessions, practitioners claim that birth can be a traumatic 
experience that significantly influences one’s life. The experience of the sudden cutting 
of the umbilical cord in the cold birthing room and the physical pain that it causes, the 
feeling of artificial materials like oilcloth and the unfamiliar medical workers’ hands 
in rubber gloves touching the body may be perceived as traumatic, since the new-born 
decides the new environment is not welcoming: “He/she decides that life is hell, it’s a 
shock!” (Linda, 63 years old, 2012 interview). Moreover, as all people are believed to be 
connected through energy, even the thoughts that those near childbirth think can influ-
ence the new-born’s decisions about their consequent life, as Silje said: “The doctors 
and the midwife are anxious and in panic”. The negative decisions are thought to block 
the flow of energy and hence, the new-born “closes all the chakras, primarily the heart 
chakra” (Linda, 63 years old, 2012 interview). According to the holistic conception of 
the world, this means that the wholeness of a person is disrupted. So, from the perspec-
tive of the subtle body a traumatic birth interferes with the connection between matter 
and mind or body and spirit, in other words as Silje expressed this interference: “I was 
distracted by these birth experiences for 37 or 38 years”. Since the self, in addition to the 
openness, is understood as ‘multiple’, the blockages of energy cause dissonances in all 
realms of life.

Although, the self is sensitive to the environment, within New Age groups the indi-
vidual is also perceived to be an influential being that can impact and change his or her 
own life. A person always has a choice and an opportunity to become healed. healing 
in general and healing birth trauma means using “the energy for changing our uncon-
scious thoughts” (Jana, 41 years old, interview 2011). Experiences gained during the 
sessions and the teaching of Source Breathwork help a practitioner to activate the con-
nection between body and spirit: “Binnie focuses on the human body and bringing the 
spirit to body and cells. [...] coming back to yourself and even more, coming to your 
body and releasing patterns of cellular memory’ (Kairi, 23 years old, interview 2011). 

N o T E S

1 I use the term New Age as an umbrella term to refer to a wide array of spiritual practices 
and beliefs which are commonly perceived as ‘alternative’ from the perspective of contemporary 
scientific-rationalist society (see further Hanegraaff 2009 [2002]).

2 See also Binnie A. Dansby’s official webpage (Dansby 2012a).
3 See also Estonian Source practitioners’ webpage Algallika Eesti Ühendus. 
4 for example see also Turner 2011. 
5 1. Physical Body (Rupa), 2. Vitality (Prana-Jiwa), 3. Astral Body (Linga Sharira), 4. Animal 

Soul (Kama-Rupa), 5. human Soul (Manas), 6. Spiritual Soul (Buddhi), 7. Spirit (Atma) (goodrick-
clarke 2004: 17).

6 Take, for example, the emergence of quantum theory during the first decades of the twenti-
eth century. Although the majority of quantum scientists view quantum mechanics as completely 
materialistic and deterministic, there have been several attempts to interpret the findings of mod-
ern physics more philosophically: New Age thinker deepak chopra eventually coined the term 
‘quantum healing’ (Hammer 2001: 276–277).

7 here and hereafter the names of the informants are pseudonyms. 



Koppel: The Body in New Age from the Perspective of the Subtle Body 63

8 The originals of the interviews are in Estonian; all interviews are translated by the author. 
9 for example, practitioners of auratransformation aim to join seven chakras to change a per-

son’s external aura. According to the teaching of auratransformation, a person gains the Indigo 
Aura when seven chakras have been conjoined into three. In the case of the crystal Aura only 
one, the heart chakra, is activated. on the contrary, in New Age Tantra the aim is to open seven 
chakras equally to assure the flow of energy in the body and chakras. (For example, see also Aura-
transformatsiooni™; kuus 2012.)

10 Adding the eighth chakra to the seven-chakra network is a relatively recent supplement. 
Binnie A. dansby has named it the resurrection chakra and it is situated between the heart chakra 
and the solar plexus chakra. 

11 Steen is a breathwork therapist who has worked with Binnie A. dansby for more than ten 
years. 

12 Asking the question – is your body safe? – relates to the affirmation “My body is safe, even 
though I may be feeling afraid”. The aim of this affirmation is to change the negative pattern “I 
am dangerous... My body hurts” to a positive one. (See more dansby 2012a.)

13 Source breathwork teachings are also influenced by New Science, a field of interest within 
New Age. On her webpage Binnie A. Dansby quotes the book Molecules of Emotion: The Science 
Behind Mind-Body Medicine by candace B. Pert (1999), which concludes that the body is the sub-
conscious and hence body and mind become one. Another popular book in the Source community 
is The Biology of Belief: Unleashing the Power of Consciousness, Matter and Miracles by Bruce h. Lipton 
(2005) in which the body-mind connection at the cellular level is stressed. giving examples from 
his study of cloned endothelial cells, Lipton is convinced that beliefs can control the physical body, 
i.e. positive thinking prevents the emergence of diseases. for members of Source community books 
similar to Pert’s and Lipton’s represent the scientific proof of body-mind interrelatedness.

S o U r c E S

Interviews conducted by the author between 2011 and 2013 in Estonia. The interviews and their 
transcripts are maintained by the author in her personal files. 

r E f E r E N c E S 

Algallika Eesti Ühendus. – http://www.algallikas.eu (accessed May 10, 2013).
Auratransformatsiooni™. – http://auratransformatsioon.eu (accessed May 10, 2013).
Barcan, ruth 2009. Intuition and reason in the New Age: A cultural Study of Medical clairvoy-

ance. – david howes (ed.). The Sixth Sense Reader. oxford; New york: Berg, 209–232.
Barcan, ruth 2010. Spiritual Boundary work: how Spiritual healers and Medical clairvoyants 

Negotiate the Sacred. – Elizabeth Burns coleman, kevin white (eds.). International Studies in 
Religion and Society. Vol. 11. Medicine, Religion, and the Body. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 129–146.

Barcan, ruth; Jay Johnston 2005. The haunting: cultural Studies, religion and Alternative Thera-
pies. – Iowa Journal of Cultural Studies. Vol. 7: 63–81.

Benzenhöfer, Udo; Urs Leo Gantenbein 2006. Paracelsus. – Wouter J. Hanegraaff in collaboration 
with Antoine favre, roelof van den Broek, Jean-Pierre Brach (eds.). Dictionary of Gnosis and 
Western Esotericism. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 922–931.

christie, J. J. r. 1998. The Paracelsian Body. – ole Peter grell (ed.). Paracelsus: The Man and His 
Reputation, His Ideas and Their Transformation. Leiden; Boston; köln: Brill, 269–291.

Dansby, Binnie A. 2012a. About Binnie. – http://binnieadansby.com/content/About-Binnie 
(accessed May 10, 2013).



J o U r N A L  o f  E T h N o L o g y  A N d  f o L k L o r I S T I c S  7 (1)64

Dansby, Binnie A. 2012b. Archetypal Affirmations and How They Work. – http://binnieadansby.
com/ecstatic-life/Archetypal-Affirmations (accessed May 10, 2013).

dansby, Binnie A. 2012c. welcome to Ecstatic Life: Self-discovery with the Source Process and 
Breathwork System of healing. – http://binnieadansby.com/ecstatic-life/Ecstatic-life-Intro-
duction (accessed May 10, 2013).

goodrick-clarke, Nicholas 2004. Helena Blavatsky. western Esoteric Masters Series. Berkeley, cA: 
North Atlantic Books. 

goodrick-clarke, Nicholas 2008. The Western Esoteric Traditions: A Historical Introduction. oxford; 
New york: oxford University Press. 

grosz, Elizabeth 1994. Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism. Bloomington, IN: Indiana Uni-
versity Press.

hammer, olav 2001. Claiming Knowledge: Strategies of Epistemology from Theosophy to the New Age. 
Leiden; Boston; köln: Brill.

Hanegraaff, Wouter J. 1996. New Age Religion and Western Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of Secu-
lar Thought. Leiden; New york; köln: E. J. Brill.

Hanegraaff, Wouter J. 2009 [2002]. New Age Religion. – Linda Woodhead, Hiroko Kawanami, 
christopher Partridge (eds.). Religions in the Modern World: Traditions and Transformations. 
London; New york: routledge, 339–356.

Johnson, Mark 1987. The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination, and Reason. 
chicago; London: The University of chicago Press. 

Johnston, Jay 2008. Angels of Desire: Esoteric Bodies, Aesthetics and Ethics. London; oakville, cT: 
Equinox Publishing. 

Johnston, Jay 2010. Subtle Anatomy: The Bio-metaphysics of Alternative Therapies. – Elizabeth 
Burns coleman, kevin white (eds.). International Studies in Religion and Society. Vol. 11. Medi-
cine, Religion, and the Body. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 69–78.

Johnston, Jay; ruth Barcan 2006. Subtle Transformations: Imagining the Body in Alternative 
health Practices. – International Journal of Cultural Studies. Vol. 9, No. 1: 25–44.

[Kuus], Jaana 2012. Tšakrad ehk energiakeskused. – Muudaelu.eu. http://muudaelu.eu/2012/03/
tsakrad-ehk-energiakeskused/ (accessed May 10, 2013).

Lewis, James r. 1992. Approaches to the Study of the New Age Movement. – James r. Lewis, 
gordon Melton (eds.). Perspectives on the New Age. Albany, Ny: State University of New york 
Press, 1–12.

Lewis, James r. 2007. Science and the New Age. – daren kemp, James r. Lewis (eds.). Handbook 
of New Age. Brill Handbooks on Contemporary Religion. Vol. 1. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 207–229.

Lipton, Bruce h. 2005. The Biology of Belief: Unleashing the Power of Consciousness, Matter and Mira-
cles. Santa Rosa, CA: Mountain of Love/Elite Books. 

Mauss, Marcel 1973 [1935]. Techniques of the Body. – Economy and Society. Vol. 2, No. 1, 70–88. 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/29890878/Marcel-Mauss-Techniques-of-the-Body (accessed April 
29, 2013).

Pert, candace B. 1999. Molecules of Emotion: The Science Behind Mind-Body Medicine. New york: 
Touchstone.

Stark, Laura 2006. The Magical Self: Body, Society and the Supernatural in Early Modern Rural Finland. 
FF Communications No. 290. helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia. 

Stuckrad, kocku von 2005. Western Esotericism: A Brief History of Secret Knowledge. London; 
Oakville, CT: Equinox Publishing. 

Turner, Terence 2011. The Body Beyond the Body: Social, Material and Spiritual dimensions of 
Bodiliness. – frances E. Mascia-Lees (ed.). A Companion to the Anthropology of the Body and 
Embodiment. chichester; Malden, MA; oxford: wiley-Blackwell.


