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Summary
In one of his books (Bionomic Psychotherapy, 1951) Schultz outlines the main
aspects of the bionomic conception of life. From the Greek bios (life) and
nomos (law, rule), through the concept of bionomics, he underlines the value
that in psychotherapy must be attributed to the bios, that is the organic life.
Starting from the research of this value he finally identifies nine principles
on which every life event is based. Every life event, from the thought to the
action and to the emotion, can be explained through these principles.
Through the elaboration of the bionomic conception of life, Schultz will
afterwards formulate a theory of personality, a theory of motivation, a theory
of the Self and a theory of pathology. In this article there are many contri-
butions cited by Schultz and the most debated are those by Von Bertalanf-
fy, Alverdes, Dürken and Rothschuh, together with their influence on
Schultz’s thought in his individuation of the nine basic laws of the bionomic
conception of life.
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Introduction
The purpose of this article is to synthesize the bionomic conception of life
developed by Schultz in the first half of last century. Starting from the exa-
mination of some Schultz’s works, this synthesis obviously turns out to be
dated and it thus needs an updating, mostly of the part concerning the di-
scoveries of the last fifty years, that therefore occurred after his death in
1970. Leaving this updating to the following works, we will here make a
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synthesis with the intention of proposing a common base from which we can
start to have a debate and thus a scientific updating.
In the first half of last century the bionomic conception of life appeared in
contrast with the mechanistic and vitalistic theories dominating up to then
(Sausgruber, 1958). In the former Schultz underlined the fundamental con-
cept of ‘bionome’ (that he presented in “Bionome Psychoterapie”, 1951) as the
most significant distinguishing characteristic of organic life in general and
of human life in particular.
Although it takes its name from the bionomic order and is distinguished by
it, this conception is also characterized by eight other principles elaborated
by Schultz, that interact and complement each other up to determining in
an original way the development of all the vital phenomena. This is the se-
quence that Schultz (1951) used to list them: a) structure; b) order; c) tota-
lity; d) processuality; e) dynamicity; f) auto-ergy; g) reagibility; h) coherence
with the context; i) auto-sense.
To formulate these concepts Schultz drew inspiration from the most im-
portant German philosophers and theoreticians of science of that time who,
in different ways and with different purposes, underlined the importance of
each principle.
In the following sections we will therefore expound the contributions by
von Bertalanffy (1937,1960), Alverdes (1935), Dürken (1936) and Ro-
thschuh (1936) and their influence on Schultz’s theory in order to pinpoint
the nine principles of the bionomic conception. All these characteristics are
illustrated in “Bionome Psychoterapie”, where Schultz analyses the thoughts of
these authors developing and elaborating the elements necessary to outline
the theoretical model of the bionomic approach.

Ludwig von Bertalanffy and the general systems theory
Von Bertalanffy’s general systems theory (1970) is by now an established
reality and its appropriateness and wide capacity to find solutions to pro-
blems in different sectors of life was repeatedly confirmed by its uses in se-
veral scientific disciplines. All the researches and employments that, in
various fields, determined its success are summed up in the essay titled as the
theory itself, published in the United States in 1968.
The general systems theory holds an important place in the bionomic con-
ception of life. Schultz makes frequent reference to von Bertalanffy and mo-
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stly to his thoughts concerning the concepts of life’s structure and order,
dynamicity, organism’s primary autonomous activity and coherence with the
context.
Von Bertalanffy opposed his general systems theory to the summative and
mechanistic theories dominating psychology, especially the American one,
in the first half of last century and being founded on analytic, summative,
static-mechanical and reactive modalities. His theory, on the contrary, was
characterized by four principles antithetical to the above-mentioned: a) the
general conception of life in opposition to the analytic one; b) the systemic
conception in opposition to the summative one; c) the dynamic conception
in opposition to the static and mechanical one; d) the organism’s primary au-
tonomous activity rather than the organic primary reactivity.
The general (ganzheit) conception of life in opposition to the analytic view
was defined by von Bertalanffy as the ‘organismic’ conception of life. Ac-
cording to this author (1937) the organism is a system which has a well-de-
fined structure where “the elements and the processes are arranged in a
precise way and where, in the final analysis, every single part and every sin-
gle process depends on all the other parts and all the other processes”. In his
work on the general systems theory (1970) von Bertalanffy underlines how
his concept of psychophysical organism is in sharp contrast with the other
conception considering it as a simple aggregate of ‘molecular’ units such as
reflexes, sensations, cerebral centers, initiatives, reinforced responses, traits
etc. On the contrary, as it is evident in psychopathology, mental disorders
appear to be the perturbations of an entire system, including the cases where
localized disturbances seem to act out but where the effect of an enfeeble-
ment of the overall system of action is actually evident. As we can see, the
reciprocal correlations existing between the single parts are particularly im-
portant in the concept of structure formulated by von Bertalanffy.
The hierarchical order of the system’s various elements and the preserva-
tion of a stable condition are some other distinguishing marks of that struc-
ture. According to von Bertalanffy’s concept, that, as we will see below, was
also shared by Schultz, the structure has an internal order and a balance that
keep it in a nearly stable dynamic condition. The importance that this order
has for von Bertalanffy in the conception of life is stated also in other cir-
cumstances. In his book “The Structure of Life” (1937), he states indeed that
there are some other general characteristics in it, as for example, the pre-
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sence of a hierarchical and graduated order. This means that every deve-
lopment process passes from minor to major states of differentiation, arti-
culation and hierarchical order. However, even if the differentiation can lead
to the mechanization of the system, von Bertalanffy states that “organisms
are not machines, but can somehow become like them: they can thus fossi-
lize and become similar to machines, even if not entirely, because a com-
pletely mechanized organism could not react to the perpetual changes in
the outside world conditions”. So if on the one hand mechanization allows
differentiation, on the other it also involves a loss of potential of the parts
and of the regulability of the whole. Usually, in fact, some ‘main parts’ de-
velop with mechanization: they are components that regulate and dominate
the system’s behavior. Through some ‘amplification mechanisms’ these con-
trol centers can induce significant modifications in the whole system: in this
way it is possible to establish a ‘hierarchical order’ of the parts or of the pro-
cesses (1970). So, according to von Bertalanffy, “in the brain, as well as in
the mental functions, the centralization and the hierarchical order are achie-
ved by means of a ‘stratification’, that is through the superposition of upper
‘layers’ that gradually assume the role of main parts” (1970). In particular,
the mental system stratification can be subdivided into the region of in-
stincts, drives, emotions, primordial ‘deep personality’; into the region of
perception and voluntary action; and finally into the region of symbolic ac-
tivities.
As has already been said and as we will see below, Schultz completely agreed
with von Bertalanffy’s concept of  dynamic structure ordered by layers. 
The second principle with which the general systems theory contrasts the
mechanistic theories of that time is characterized by the systemic concep-
tion opposed to the summative one. In the summative and analytic concep-
tion a certain entity, when it is subject to a research, turns out to be
composed by the simple addition of parts. According to von Bertalanffy, on
the contrary, totality is something more than a simple addition of parts. In
his opinion the organism is a system where “every single part and every sin-
gle process depends on all the other parts and on all the other processes”
(1970). In this way von Bertalanffy highlights the reciprocal interaction bet-
ween the parts and gives it an added value beyond the simple addition of the
parts. As we will see later on, this concept will be resumed by Schultz and
will afterwards be integrated to Alverdes’s reflections.
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The dynamic conception in opposition to the stable one is the third princi-
ple that emerges from the criticism moved by the general systems theory to-
wards the mechanistic theories of that period. According to this conception,
life is in fact characterized by the system’s dynamicity. An organism is an
“open system in a (nearly) stable state that, as for its mass relations, is con-
stant in a perpetual exchange of material elements and energy and that, as
to the external environment, is in a constant relation of elements exchange”
(1970). So, living organisms emerge as open systems, systems in a perpetual
exchange of elements with the environment (introduction and emission,
construction and destruction of the various components). In this way, it ap-
pears to be characterized by a ‘steady state’, that is a constant dynamic ba-
lance where “steadfastness is a continuous exchange and flow of component
elements” (1970). For von Bertalanffy, ‘equifinality’ is an important charac-
teristic of the transitory balance state of the living systems. Equifinality is the
possibility for the open system to pass from any initial situation to a not
temporally determined, final one, regardless of the initial conditions; in-
stead it is determined just by parameters of the system itself. Finally the
fourth aspect of the general systems theory that Schultz shares with von Ber-
talanffy is the idea that the organism must be firstly considered as a uniform
and dynamic reacting system, an intrinsically active system, also without ex-
ternal incitements (1960). So the incitement does not ‘bring about’ a process
in an otherwise inactive system, but on the contrary it modifies some pro-
cesses in a system that has its own autonomous activity (von Bertalanffy,
1937, 1960, 1970; Buhler, 1959). As von Bertalanffy states, the most primi-
tive form of behavior is, thus, the autonomous activity, that can be found
both in the cerebral functions and in the psychological processes (1970).
Repeatedly referring to von Bertalanffy (1937), Schultz too therefore un-
derlines how the organism is not a steady and passive system but interiorly
active, also in front of persistent external conditions, like, for example, the
lack of external incitements. Thus there exist a primary activity immanent
to the organism, which is well distinct from the primary reactivity of the
organism.
Besides the aspects already stressed, von Bertalanffy’s ‘organismic’ conception
gives Schultz various opportunities:
1 Firstly to include the typical laws of systems in the conception of bio-

nomic personality. Through the development of these concepts Schultz
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will be able to formulate an original theory about the ‘organismic per-
sonality’;

2 Another aspect is the importance given to the dynamic regulative and
auto-regulative processes of the organism, from which the theory of the
vital circle, formulated in the third chapter of “Bionomic Psycotherapy”, will
develop;

3 Another opportunity given by von Bertalanffy’s organismic conception
is the notion of primary activity immanent to the organism, that will
help Schultz develop the concepts of ‘Auto-ergy’ and ‘Immanent Ego’. All
these aspects will importantly influence the understanding of the beha-
viours in relation to the concept of adaptation that, as we will see below,
will depend on the immanent primary activity of the organism.

4 The solution of the contrast that has always bothered biology is still im-
portant, that is the conflict between ‘structure’ and ‘function’, between
‘morphology’ and ‘physiology’. This division, which is based on a me-
chanical conception of life, is applied to machines, that precisely have a
fixed structure. This structure can be dynamically set in motion, but, as
we already said, it can also be immobile in a place. Schultz agrees with
von Bertalanffy’s idea according to which this separation is not valid for
living organisms. In this perspective, the ‘living structures’ are ‘functions’
that develop slowly, in the long run. As we will see, the bionomic orga-
nismic personality, meant as unity of psyche and soma, will turn out to
be an open stable system that remains constantly balanced in its mass re-
lations, with a continuous change of the structural substances and the
energies, with no distinction between psyche and soma. The inclusion
of somatic disorders in the field of bionomic psychotherapy is an im-
portant consequence of this.

5 Another opportunity that Schultz takes is von Bertalanffy’s position
about the succession of life’s problems, that is the principle of order. Hie-
rarchical order, stratification and main parts are concepts belonging to
von Bertalanffy’s theory of order that Schultz welcomes but that, as we
will see, he will develop leading it to extreme consequences through the
integration with Rothschuh’s theory of order.

Friedrich Alverdes and the totality of the living being
The German zoologist (that we would perhaps today call an ethologist)
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Friedrich Alverdes is another author who inspired Schultz, especially as to
the theoretical aspects of ‘processuality’, of ‘reference to future’, of ‘totality’
and of the peculiar sense of life, that are all part of the bionomic conception
of life. 
In one of his works dated 1935 (Die Totalität des Lebendigen - The Totality of the
Living Being), Alverdes describes a conception of life not just as an existence
relevant to the hic et nunc, but as an existence intended as a continuous be-
coming through time from a beginning to a end, where the beginning al-
ready refers to the middle and to the end and the end itself refers to the
beginning and to the middle. This is thus a general processual conception
where, contrary to the machine (in which the different parts are put toge-
ther one by one and they can be activated from outside only after totality
has been completed), every organism appears as already completed since
the beginning. According to Alverdes, life is never static, but is a whole pro-
cess having a motion that never stops, with a direction from the inside to the
outside. Though life cannot be interrupted even for a moment. The organi-
sm’s functions always refer to it. These first statements of Alverdes already
seem to agree with Rothschuh’s concept of the plan of life that we will see
below and on which the whole bionomic conception of Schultz will be
based.
But apart from these aspects, the characterization of a principle called ‘pro-
cessuality’ is more important: Schultz uses it as one of the basic principles
of life.
As we will see, this principle of existence has some important effects on
adaptation and therapy. Among the examples of manifestations that are ex-
pressions of these phenomena Schultz cites the regenerative processes. Also
in the face of injuries or harms in general, the organism produces itself again
thanks to particular regenerative processes, that also tend to expel with a
centrifugal direction the possibly introduced foreign bodies
Another important consequence of processuality is in fact the opportunity
to facilitate the adaptation to life through some auto-corrections. The or-
ganism’s adaptability is based on the huge possibility of auto-regulation in-
herent in organisms through the capacity to unceasingly and actively
develop auto-corrections. Differently from machines, that are passive, or-
ganisms are active and have a huge potential of auto-regulation.
Besides processuality, another basic concept discussed by Alverdes in his
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works is resumed by Schultz and included in his conception of life. This
concept somehow comes from processuality or is inherent in it: reference to
future, a factor common to machines and living beings. According to Al-
verdes, machines acquire from the future their destination and duty, their
sense and value. Without a certain reference to future, a machine’s con-
struction and functioning would truly be completely senseless.
In Alverdes’s opinion it is possible to catch that organisms’ activities have a
reference to future thanks to the different forms of life expression. All the or-
gans form at the same time that the individual develops for the future use:
an animal sees the growth of its fins or wings depending on whether it lives
in the water or in the air; a functionally good eye improves depending on
the possibilities it has to see. These events do not happen at will, but they
have an innate destination within a life process. And since the reference to
future is deeply anchored in the being of every single organism, the possi-
bility to express this  orientation is based on the principle of awareness ex-
tending down to one’s depths. In other words, if we want our existence to
be completely guided by the reference to future, this is possible only if all
our goals and aims are contents of our awareness.
Resuming Alverdes, Schultz endorses this concept and, he too opposing the
supporters of the mechanistic theory, he claims that the organism builds its
organs and processes making reference to future. The human being can tran-
sfer a part of its own reference to future to inanimate natural things, tran-
sforming them into machines or tools. But these artificial things have a
reference to future just because they are the product of a living being that
acts referring to future. This concept has an important role in the develop-
ment of the concept of bionomic personality.
Also regarding the development of the concept of ‘totality’ Schultz resumes
some of Alverdes’ reasoning (1935). Quoting Alverdes, in fact, he argues:
“The reference to future is common to the machine and the living being,
but the main difference is that the machine is characterized by passivity,
while the organism is characterised by activity. Totality is therefore not in
a machine but only in an organism because its precondition is the activity
referred to future” ... “every physiological event indicates the future and, in
particular, the regulating capacities”. In other words, the activity and the re-
ference to future are the distinguishing elements that enable an organism to
reach totality and its capacity to auto-regulate. Alverdes’s analysis of the
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concept of totality here becomes very precise: totality belongs only to the
organism and the organism’s capacity to become a totality passes only and
always through the proper activity of reference to future.
Schultz supports a further delimitation of the concept of totality always de-
riving it from Alverdes (1935): the six classic clauses on the totality’s cha-
racteristics of the living being.
a) Totality’s properties don’t result just from the addition of its parts’ pro-

perties. In other words, totality is something more than the simple ad-
dition of the properties of its parts.

b) The single parts obtain their peculiar characteristics from totality and
they lose them when they separate from it.

c) Totalities are transferable, that is they remain such even if the corre-
sponding characteristics undergo some displacements in the same sense.

d) Several totalities can combine to form a new single totality with new
specific qualities.

e) Dividing a totality, new totalities, always having new specific qualities,
are created.

f) A totality can consist of the temporal sequence of its parts.

Finally, Alverdes adds, as a last characteristic of totality that it is always based
on the activity concerning sense and value, but we will talk about this in the
part concerning the role of the psychical in the organistic unity.
In conclusion, we can say that Alverdes’s reasoning considerably influences
Schultz’s theoretical model. In fact, the analysis of this German zoologist
induces him to integrate, in his theoretical vision, the concepts of proces-
suality with the principles of totality and sense, that are inherent in proces-
suality.
The repercussions of these points of view on the conception of life and in
particular about the conception of bionomic personality are evident:
1 Living organisms and, as far as we are concerned, personality, are cha-

racterized by the intrinsic processuality referred to future. Whichever
activity or behaviour or dynamic is thus oriented in order to attain so-
mething in the future.

2 Living organisms and personality are both totalities and they meet the
above-described laws of totality. 
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Life, and consequently the Schultzian personality too, is a totality referred
to future and it has an innate sense.

Bernhard Dürken and the concept of primary totality
Bernhard Dürken is another author who inspired Schultz in the elaboration
of his conception of life. Dürken’s researches were published in “Entwicklung,
Biologie und Ganzheit” (Development, Biology and Totality), dated 1936. These
studies allowed Schultz to integrate the concept of development in that of
totality. With Dürken, Schultz underlines that the organism is a unitary to-
tality from the very beginning of life and that it remains itself despite all the
dismemberments and separations that occur during the development. There
is a fully-grown organism right from the first moments of development: it
has in itself the indications on how the future development will have to
occur and on how to achieve those goals. Moreover the development takes
place, continues and is assured also thanks to some particular systems that,
in turn, were epigenetically created according to the same primary totality
(Dürken, 1936). In Dürken’s opinion epigenesist is the succession of orga-
nizational stimulus coming from the young organism. These stimuli make
the organism follow certain directions and precise reactions that have in
turn a preparatory function for the development of the following condi-
tions. Thus, according to Dürken the initial layouts are not separated parts
performing some definite organs, but they are capacities existing in the pro-
toplasm itself, real specific potentialities of that cell.
Going by Dürken’s reasoning, Schultz could thus include the concepts of in-
terior harmony, conformity with the plan of life, conformity with preserva-
tion and conformity with the objective in the concept of primary totality. It
is in fact evident that, right from the beginning of life, there is an inherent
harmony in the functioning, there is an unitary plan driving the being to-
wards a precise objective so the functioning must depend on this plan, it
must keep it in step with the given directives. Citing Dürken, Schultz sta-
tes that “the regulations occurring afterwards unequivocally prove that the
functioning takes place according to a unitary plan given once and for all...
So we cannot be surprised by the fact that parts, organs and systems, also in
the definitive state, are adjusted by one another and that, being in full har-
mony and in a reciprocal adaptation, they form a unitary system where every
single part is combined to the other so that the totality can be kept, despite
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the division of the tasks and the differentiation” (1951). In other words, for
Schultz it is evident that there exists a unitary plan holding the totality of
the individual and that the development carries out this plan in conformity
with it. For him it is also evident that the development has some functions
aimed at preserving the plan of life. The protoplasm of the cells seems to be
the biological structure able to build its devices targeted at the expression
and its repair (Durken, 1936; Sausgruber, 1958).
Dürken’s opinion turns out to harmoniously fit into Schultz’s theoretical me-
thod and allows to:
1 Elaborate some basic elements to use in the formulation of a new bio-

nomic theory on development. On this point we will see how in other
works Schultz will add further elements aimed at the bionomic under-
standing of the individual’s development.

2 Confirm the principle of totality in his theoretical model of life.
3 Recover and confirm the concepts of interior harmony, conformity with

the plan of life and conformity with preservation within the conception
of life.

Karl Edmund Rothschuh’s theory of order
Karl Edmund Rothschuh is certainly the author who most influenced Schultz
in the formulation of the concept of bionomic order. In Theoretische Biologie und
Medizin (Theoretic Biology and Medicine, 1936) Rothschuh goes beyond
von Bertalanffy’s concept of ‘systemic regular order’ and asserts that the pe-
culiar life passing is not something imposed from outside, but it arises auto-
genically. Every life event is characterised by the fact of occurring by itself,
acting by itself, differentiating by itself: briefly, for every life event there is
a self-determination of the order or auto-ergy (W. Roux, 1912).
Following Rothschuh, Schultz writes: “This order and this unity of sense are
absolutely aimless, life has no purpose but itself, every life performance
makes sense only in itself (Selbstsinn), with reference to the individual, to its
own species”. “Totality, autogenous formation, auto-ergy, persistence in
change, relation with a sense for every life event, auto-sense (Selbstsinn): these
are some of the essential distinguishing marks in the organic unitary occur-
ring” (1951).
Therefore Schultz underlines how the events of organic life are particularly
related to one another and are included in a general framework that seem to

27



be the plan of life itself. Every living being’s plan of life is thus something free
from ambition and will since it is accomplished right from the beginning. It
is not an idea but a fact. It has nothing to do with the goal or the objective,
so it is not a representation but an integral part of the given biological con-
dition, as Schultz asserts. It does not order or direct all alone. The plan is
order and direction in itself, as simple reality. So for Schultz the plan of con-
struction is the same plan as the event (1951). From a unitary point of view
and in opposition to the mechanistic theories of life, Schultz completely
shares Rothschuh’s position and considers the bionomic plan of life as a mul-
tiphase plan including a series of evolutionary phases continuously chan-
ging, aimed at realising the plan itself.
Resuming Rothschuh, Schultz identifies two kinds of order in organic life:
the causal functional order and the bionomic order. These two kinds of order
are strictly linked in a reciprocal relationship so the  individuality-totality of
the person is not endangered. 
The causal order follows the laws of rationality and logic. 
The bionomic order, on the contrary, arises from the organic events them-
selves. We could define it as a form of connection between organic events.
Here are the characteristics of the bionomic order:
* It is well-defined right from the origin of life. It has a precise and well-

defined conformation since the beginning of life. The embryo, accor-
ding to Schultz, already contains the bionomic order in a clear form.

* The origin of life, the embryo, implicitly contains the plan of life: in this
way the plan and the origin coincide. The starting point must therefore
be already considered as the structure of the plan. In this perspective we
can say that the bionomic order turns out to be similar to the plan of
life. 

* The fact of being similar to the plan is something primary and it is indi-
cated to be autogenic. In other words, autogeny is the conformity of the
bionomic order with the plan of life, the fact that bionomic order and the
plan of life coincide.

* The bionomic order involves determination and destination. That is why
the events succession is necessary and not free. According to Schultz, life
events are necessary and determined so not free but bound by life laws.

* Bionomics implies the existence of a multiphase plan, whose general pha-
ses are: development, preservation, reproduction and death. So all the
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events and phases of life are necessary, since they are bionomic phases.
For example, ageing understood as a bionomic phase is not a deteriora-
tion process, but a process integrated in a well-defined plan.

* Finally, bionomics also include the form and the expression modality of
the specific sense of life.

Rothschuh’s theory of order deeply influenced Schultz, not only as to the
concept of a plan of life. The most important elements that Schultz accepts
from Rothschuh allow him to suitably systematize the principle of order
and auto-sense. The former becomes a fundamental principle, giving its
name to the whole approach. The original concept by von Bertalanffy is fur-
ther enriched by Rothschuh so that it becomes the engine of the whole sy-
stem. Bionomics thus becomes the most important characteristic of the
entire system. But placing bionomics at the head of the whole system,
Schultz makes something more: he creates a completely new theoretical
system by revising, restructuring and replacing all the other principles from
a bionomical point of view. In particular autogeny, intended as the confor-
mity of the bionomic order with the plan of life, becomes, as we already
said, the engine of the entire system, that natural process forcing us to ac-
tively intervene not to impede its development. The psychotherapeutic
principle of ‘non interference of the autogenic processes’ and other impor-
tant consequences related to the bionomic understanding of the individual
will derive from here. The conformity of the bionomic order with the in-
dividual plan of life completely integrates and identifies with the logical-
rational order in a sane individual. In a sane individual, in fact, this
interpenetration will be automatic, spontaneous, fluid, dynamic, while in an
individual with some pathology it will cause mechanisms of amplification,
excessive mechanization up to blocks or fixations concerning some parts
(von Bernalaffy, 1960).
Another theoretical principle underlined by Rothschuh and resumed by
Schultz is that every vital event has its own sense. On this point Rothschuh
qualifies that the conformity with the plan is more important that the con-
formity with the objective. This sense of the existential experiences and of
the vital processes must be once again reconnected with the individual plan
of life within its own species.

29



Bierens de Hann and the subjectivity of psychic phenomena
Bierens de Hann is another author who deeply inspired Schultz. Making re-
ference to his work (1935), Schultz stresses the importance of the subjecti-
vity of psychic phenomena. According to Bierens de Hann, subjective
phenomena, that is the particular phenomena concerning a subject, an ego,
are objects for psychology. So subjective phenomena are called psychic be-
cause they are experienced inside. If subjective phenomena are objects of
psychology, Bierens de Hann asks himself which is the function of psycho-
logy. His answer is the following: “Its function is to describe these subjec-
tive phenomena and the reciprocal contaminations and influences to put
them in order and, as much as possible, analyse them. All this finally to find
out about the psychic constitution of the living individual, that is to know
the psychic structure that raises, connects and dominates the different sub-
jective phenomena”. Psychic phenomena express themselves in various be-
havioural activities that are visible from the outside. Bierens de Hann calls
‘authentic behaviour’ only the behaviour which is expression of psychic phe-
nomena. The first essential characteristic of the activities based on the psy-
chic phenomena is the fact of its being aimed at an objective. This general
characteristic is a distinguishing mark of authentic behaviours, namely, those
based on psychic activities. This characteristic also distinguish it from the
merely physical behaviours, that are conditioned by casual laws.
The concept of ‘authentic behaviour’ will be afterwards developed by Mac
Dougall, to whom Bierens de Hann refers, who underlines seven objective
distinguishing marks of the authentic behaviour: spontaneity; persistency
in activity; variability of processes; the fact of ceasing to act when the ob-
jective is reached; preparation for future action; improvement of the action
through repetition, and the totality of the action, since the action is always
an expression of the whole organism.
In conclusion, when an individual’s actions show these characteristics they are
real behaviours - authentic expression of the individual’s psychic activity. 
Bierens de Hann’s influence, if limited, on Schultzian thought is important
since it mostly concerns the value given to subjectivity and the role and si-
gnificance of the psychic dimension in life. In the bionomic approach, sub-
jectivity becomes in fact a basic principle of the theory on bionomic
psychotherapy, while we will see here below how the psychic conception
is placed in Schultz’s reflections.
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Psyche classification in the bionomic conception of life
At this point Schultz faces another important issue at a theoretical level. In
fact he asks himself what is the psychic and which is its function. And then
which is its position within the conception of life underlined up to know?
The conclusions Schultz came to are articulated through a research that
takes into consideration reflections from different philosophers and biolo-
gists. Firstly the Berlin philosopher Julius Schultz who, in his work on Ma-
schinentheorie des Lebens (Mechanist Theory of Life, 1929), starts from the
reflections on machines to state that in them there exists an intrinsic con-
cept of sense, that refers in turn to the concept of sense bearer and then to
the spirit. From these elaborations Julius Schultz concludes that “every or-
ganic form, like ours, must be considered as the phenomena of a ‘soul’ or at
least of an essence comparable to our soul, something ‘psychoid’ “.
Julius Schultz’s thought seems to consider physical phenomena as that part
of the vital event that gives sense to organic phenomena and so to consider
the “cosmos as corresponding to the phenomenon of the unique, vast uni-
versal soul, since it is the unique wide machine” (1929). 
Partially agreeing with these assertions, I.H. Schultz considers von Berta-
lanffy’s position (1937), who seems to assert, within his organismic theory,
that the psychic is related to the sense, even if he does not use terms like
‘soul’ or ‘psyche’. According to Schultz, in fact, von Bertalanffy’s conclusions
about the internal autonomy and the organism’s activity, which is based on
the system itself, should be interpreted in this way. Von Bertalanffy asserts
(1937): “The incitement (that is the change in the external conditions) does
not provoke the event (inside a system that is quiet in itself), but it just mo-
difies it (in a system that is active in itself)“. Thus according to von Berta-
lanffy, what’s important is the internal condition [of the organism], the
distance from its normality condition, that is called ‘need’ in psychological
terms. So if for von Bertalanffy the cause of the need is the cause of its sati-
sfaction, for Schultz (1951) this means “to be addressed to a psychical-type
objective”. Distancing oneself from a condition of physiological equilibrium
thus causes behaviours that persist up to the attainment of a result, that will
bring the normality conditions back.
Von Bertalanffy’s reasoning is thus interpreted by Schultz as the proof, even
if partial and incomplete, of the function of the psychic in terms of sense,
which is like something that gives an objective, a direction.
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Alverdes took a more explicit and clear position as to this particular role of
the psychic in the organism (quoted by Schultz in 1951). We already said
that according to Alverdes the psychic has an active role which is expressed
in any organistic activity, but also a unitary and absolute role, which is why
it cannot be separated by the physical. According to this author, the funda-
mental characteristic of the psychic is that it is an activity of sense and re-
fers to values. So, as we already said, within the ambit of the psychic these
activities are constantly in connection with corporeity. If it were not so, ac-
cording to Alverdes, the vital events would break down into single elements
with no context. So looking for a sense and finding it, is possible because our
psyche activity has a sense. In other words, Alverdes confirms the impor-
tance of the psychic as something that connects and that gives sense to cor-
poreity inside the organism: it is thus “a metaphorical image of an agens
creating a totality” (Alverdes, quoted by Schultz in 1951). In fact he asserts
that “...the conscious understanding of the sense represents, in the single in-
dividual, the highest step of biologically sane vital processes...” and that
“...We can consciously recognise senses and tasks because they exist for
every organism; and we consciously highlight values because no organism
is detached from them” (quoted by Schultz in 1951).
At this point, psychic could be defined as something that is an expression
of any vital activities, closely connected to corporeity, that expresses a sense,
a direction and some values. Also the reasoning of Bierens de Hann and K.E.
Rothschuh converge on this position. We already said that according to Bie-
rens de Hann the psychic are subjective phenomena, the inner experiences
of the subject. He also adds to this that any psychic structure “evokes, con-
nects and dominates the various subjective phenomena” (Bierens de Hann,
quoted by Schultz in 1951). This assertion, even if limited to subjective phe-
nomena, seems to confirm the arguments of the preceding positions. But
Rothschuh’s position about this aspect is surely the most explicit (quoted
by Schultz in 1951). He starts from the assertion that general biology is in-
complete without the psychic aspect. According to him, every living thing
is impregnated with the psychic, whose role is fundamental. Resuming the
above-mentioned authentic behaviour by Mc Dougall, he claims that an au-
thentic behaviour “is distinguished from an event that is not psychically im-
pregnated, like for example a fall of stones, because of its characteristic mark
of being directed towards an objective”. So for Rothschuh the role of the
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psychic is directing towards an objective. This orientation turns to be direct
and integrated into the bionomic frame of the plan.
In conclusion we can say that Schultz, starting from the consideration of
the above-mentioned authors’ reasoning, asserts that psyche has a funda-
mental role, as something that set a tendency, a direction. However, this
doesn’t make him conclude that psyche and consciousness are the same
thing, because psyche can express a tendency and a sense also through the
unconscious.

The nine principles of the bionomic conception of life
The whole Schultz conception of life is based on the above-mentioned nine
principles (1951). Summing up they are:

1. Structure of life
Life has a structure, in line with the plan of life, ordered by levels or layers
or stages and, despite the stratification, it maintains a unitary self-configu-
ration and a regularity also when it has some irregularities. Schultz drew in-
spiration from the concept of system defined by von Bertalanffy (1932,
1937) to propose this principle. According to Schultz, in fact, life has a
structure with a well-defined unitary conformation. However, living orga-
nisms do not have fixed structures, unlike machines; so they are dynamic
structures in perpetual movement; real systems involved in an incessant ex-
change with the environment (von Bertalanffy, 1932, 1937).
This structure of life not only has the same characteristics as a system but
it is also dynamic and processual because it is exposed to exchanges with
the outside and it is in a continuous movement, both internal and external.
It also remains in a state of balance, called ‘steady state’, during which it
stays constant but, unlike conventional balances, this constancy is preser-
ved by a continuous dynamic exchange and flow of material elements. As
we already said, ‘equifinality’ is another aspect of the steady state (von Ber-
talannfy, 1970). In other words, in this dynamic structure it is possible to
arrive at the same final condition, even when commencing from different
starting conditions and following different paths. So there are many diffe-
rent routes and many different starting points in order to reach the same
final objective and the organism can thus go by different routes.
Another characteristic which is associated with Schultz’s conception of life
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is ‘homeostasis’, the combined regulating processes that keep certain va-
riables of the living organism constant and that direct them towards an ob-
jective. These regulating processes are ruled in turn by feedback
mechanisms.
The organismic structures are stratified. Stratification depends upon the
superimposition of superior ‘layers’ that gradually assume the role of main
parts, namely components that regulate and dominate the organism’s be-
haviour (von Bertalanffy, 1970). Mechanisation is the process leading the
living organism to stratification and differentiation of its main parts. If this
process operates in a certain quantity, the final effect however keeps the
above-mentioned characteristics of unity, totality, integration, dynamism,
fluidity and balance. But if this process, Schultz admonishes, is taken to its
extremes this causes conditions of rigidity, fixedness and pathology of the
system. We will see below, in the paragraph about bionomic personality,
how from these conditions circles of abionomic or antibionomic events can
develop. The empiric proof proposed by Schultz and published in 1920
can be considered a precursor of this concept. With it he highlighted that
during the auto-observation in a hypnotic state, stratification of the mate-
rial emerged. The stratified material pointed out other kinds of differen-
tiation according to their origin. The lowest layers turned out to be
characterized by a minor differentiation.  
Another fundamental characteristic in the structure of life is the develop-
ment of irregularities. According to Schultz (1951) this characteristic ap-
pears in living beings as a continuous effort to create contrasts and to obtain
from them new strengths for the vital functions. The tendency to create
contrasts appears to be like an impulse to form couples of contraries, that
tend in turn to influence each other and act upon each other. This pheno-
menon should be interpreted, according to Schultz, as a stimulus for the
creation of the new. The levelling of the contrasts, on the contrary, is sta-
gnation; it is death. So, according to the law of the tendency to create con-
trasts, where there is one pole there is also its opposite. 
This structure is then permeated by the other eight principles that we will
investigate in the next paragraphs, among which there are the two kinds of
order that render it also in line with the plan of life.
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2. Order
Order is another general principle of the bionomic conception of life, par-
tially drawn from von Bertalanffy and mainly from the theory of order by
Rothschuh, with which Schultz completely agrees. By ‘order’ Schultz means
the ways life events are linked. Every event is thus linked to another accor-
ding to two specific modalities, that we defined as causal and bionomic.
Both the order modalities have specific characteristics, but they comple-
ment each other perfectly without obstructing one another.  
The causal modality of order follows the laws of rational logic and it is pre-
sent also in the inorganic world. But if in the inorganic world there is only
this kind of order, in the organic one there is also the bionomic order, which,
for this reason, appears to be peculiar to life.
The bionomic modality of order has some peculiar characteristics that also
influence the concept of structure. Living structures in fact present this order
since the origin of life. Another characteristic of the bionomic order is the
fact that in all living structures there is a multiphase plan of life, which is au-
togenous given that the bionomic order is in line with the plan and its de-
velopment. In other words, for Schultz (1951) autogeny is the fact that a
given vital phenomenon is part of a sequence of events (bionomic order)
and that this sequence is not casual but aimed at realising the plan. The plan
of life is a particular relation that exists among the various elements of that
event, that brings a unitary structure. It is an integrating unitary element of
biological data and it becomes known when some precise processes are re-
peated according to a precise succession (Schultz, 1951).
Another characteristic of the bionomic events is that they are determined
and necessary. In other words, they are not free but anchored to the life
laws. The functioning of living organisms and the interactions among living
structures are thus subject to the above-mentioned laws, that is, to the va-
rious vital principles.
The last characteristic of the bionomic order is the fact that it can also in-
volve the external aspect of life and the expression modality of the sense of
life. Also the most external aspects of life events, the organisms’ appearan-
ces are impregnated with bionomics. As we will see below, appearances pro-
cessually derive from inwardness and they are also influenced by the
bionomic order and so by the respect of its laws.
Conformity with the plan and relation of plan are two important concepts
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related to the concept of bionomic order. The first one explains how a given
phenomenon is in line with the plan of life, while the second highlights the
kind of relation that exists between a given event and the plan of life.

3. Totality
Life can be understood in its intrinsic sense only as a totality. All living or-
ganisms are structures characterised by totality and by the bionomic order.
This also goes for the human being on whom, for Schultz, the classic laws of
totality must be enforced. According to these laws every psychic act is a phy-
sical act at the same time. Therefore the mind-body dichotomy is solved at
its roots. The laws of the vital functioning are laws of that unitary structure
that cannot be called ‘mind-body’ anymore, but ‘organism’. Totality exists in
the organism from the first moments of life and is kept despite all the divi-
sions and dismemberments that the organism has to run into. Schultz’s con-
cept of organism is different from the one of biological medical sciences and
this difference is highlighted by Goldstein (1966). According to him, in fact,
for these sciences as well, psychic phenomena are important, but they attri-
bute to them a special field, separate from the somatic one although secon-
darily connected with it. According to the general concept of natural sciences
that states this, the organism is composed of separate parts that are only later
linked to one another. On the contrary, in Goldstein’s concept of organism,
which is completely overlappable with Schultz’s, psychological and somatic
processes are determined by the same laws. This does not mean that the laws
are exactly the same in the two fields (psychic and somatic), but that these
laws concern the functioning of the organism as a totality. Therefore, as Gol-
dstein states (1966), “when we talk about psychological or physiological phe-
nomena we should already know that these words only represent an
imperfect description of facts and that they refer just to the ‘figures’ of the pre-
sent process of the whole organism. They represent data that can be evalua-
ted for their importance in an individual’s behaviour only when we consider
them for their functional belonging to the present organisation and activity
of the whole organism”. In conclusion, Schultz’s concept of organism, besi-
des the characteristics of totality, also has in itself the above-mentioned con-
cepts of order and structure. It is therefore an organism that functions as a
system, that has a bionomic plan and that has in itself processuality, dyna-
micity and all the other principles we will see below.
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4. Processuality
Processuality is another basic principle concerning life. It is characterised by
different aspects such as its reference to the future, the rhythmical passing,
the variability capacity and the direction having a sense towards auto-pre-
servation and conservation of the species. 
This concept is nearly completely resumed by Alverdes, who underlines
how life is characterised by a global processual conception, a continuous
becoming through time from a beginning to an end, where the beginning al-
ready refers to the middle and the end and the end refers again to the be-
ginning and the middle itself.
For Schultz to have processuality thus means to be always in motion with a
well-precise direction, namely, from the inside to the outside. It also means
that this processual movement is not an end in itself but has an innate sense
turned to the future. Thus, all human beings have behaviours, functions etc.
that are always oriented to something in the future.
By formulating this principle Schultz also outlines the development of two
other fundamental concepts for life: the concepts of self-regulation and the
concept of adaptation. 
The concept of self-regulation derives from the continuous and incessant
becoming and it is thus based on the capacity of continuously and actively
developing self-corrections. On the contrary, machines are passive and do
not have this intrinsic possibility. The concept of self-regulation is at the
root of the development of the adaptation. Adaptation thus becomes some-
thing inherent in organism and it derives from at least three fundamental
principles: processuality, dynamicity and autoergy. In living beings there is
an autonomous activity that incessantly moves from the inside to the outside
and that responds to the principles of dynamicity we will see below. All this
dynamism increases the possibilities of self-correction. In this way, the or-
ganism’s adaptive capacity is based on the immense possibilities of self-re-
gulate which are inherent in organisms. Processuality also has important
consequences on the concept of treatment and therapy. The concept of self-
correction that develops from the above-mentioned principles highlights
the value of self-therapy. In other words organisms have intrinsic self-thera-
peutic capacities that spontaneously derive from the organism itself.
Finally, as we already said, every living being has in itself a sense addressed
to the future.
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5. Dynamicity
The concept of dynamicity is very similar to that of processuality. Schultz
(1951) states that a dynamic conception of the vital processes considers life
as a dynamically oscillating flow. 
To develop this principle Schultz was mostly inspired by von Bertalanffy
(1937). The characteristics of this dynamic principle inherent in living or-
ganisms are the following:
1 The possibility for living beings to have exchanges with the outside;
2 The state of dynamic balance, called ‘steady state’, that allows a constant

internal environment, but always in a dynamic balance for the exchange
and flow of material components with the outside;

3 Equifinality;
4 Homeostasis and the processes of self-regulation; 
5 Growth and maturation;
6 Malleability and adaptation

According to Schultz the living organism is in a continuous exchange of
materials and energy with the external environment. This dynamic exchange
includes the introduction and emission of the various component elements
but also both their construction and destruction. 
The concept of homeostasis is inherent in the principle of dynamicity. This
concept was developed in physiology by Cannon (1956), who stated that
the organism maintains internal conditions almost constant in the face of
the casual variations of the external environment. Von Bertalanffy makes it
a central point of his system theory (1970) and he defines it as “the combi-
ned regulatory processes that maintain certain variables constant and that di-
rect the organism towards an objective. These processes are in turn led by
retroactive mechanisms, namely, the result of the reaction is sent back,
through a control mechanism, to the ‘receptor’, so that the system stays sta-
ble or proceeds towards an objective or an aim”. The importance attributed
by Schultz to the theory of homeostasis is exactly related to the connec-
tions it has with the theory of motivation. In fact the theory of homeosta-
sis coherently integrates with the bionomic theory of motivation since,
according to Schultz, the action impulse or motivation does not depend on
the external reality, but depends on the distance existing between a defi-
cient need and a satisfied need (see below). The theory of homeostasis is,
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however, not equivalent to the theory of quiet, that, when talking about the
elimination of tension, implies that the optimal condition occurs at zero
tension (Maslow, 1962). On the contrary, for the theory Schultz adopted,
homeostasis does not mean getting to zero at all, but to an optimal level.
This means that if sometimes the tension decreases, some other times it in-
creases and this increase can be at the origin of a movement towards an ob-
jective. In this case the resulting tension or stress (as it is called today) has
a positive value since it directs the individual towards objectives of growth
and maturation. 
Homeostasis moreover strictly depends on the mechanisms of auto-regula-
tion, that in turn have been present since birth to direct the organism to-
wards the self-realization. Mechanisms of self-regulation have a fundamental
role in maintaining a homeostatic state. From the very first moments of life
these self-regulative processes are characterised by periodicity and rhy-
thmicity. These cycles also include the relations which the living organism
builds with its fellow creatures. In line with the eighth bionomic principle,
the coherence with the context and the bionomic law of impression-ex-
pression (see below), a living organism can build with other organisms re-
lations characterised by self-regulation, where the respective homeostatic
systems are related to constitute something new and original (Schultz,
1955).
Auto-regulation is turned to an objective so, in other words, it is inserted in
the bionomic order. Thus, self-regulation is turned to the self-realisation of
the organism, which occurs through a process of growth and maturation.

6. Autoergy
Every living being is always characterized by a capacity of regulation, adap-
tation, self-organization and autonomous interior movement that reveals it-
self and develops in the confrontation with the environment. Schultz called
this inherent and innate capacity of the individual ‘autoergy’, name that he
derived from Wilhelm Roux (1912). This denomination was used in the first
edition of 1919 of his psychotherapy treatise “Die seelische Krankenbehandlung”
(1963). This characteristic is revealed also in the self-control, in the capa-
city of elaborating the experiences and in the regulation of the processes of
therapy and defense.
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7. Reagibility
The seventh distinguishing characteristic of life and of all living beings is de-
fined as an inherent capacity to react, as susceptibility and sensitivity. The
psychic equivalent of reagibility and sensitivity is, according to Schultz
(1959), the “interior accessibility”. He resumes from von Bertalanffy the idea
that the organism must be primarily considered as a uniform and dynamic
reacting system, an inherently active system, also without the intervention
of external incitements (1960). As we already said, an incitement modifies
some processes in a system that has its own autonomous activity. For Schultz
(1955), reagibility is, in the psychic, at the origin of the ‘understanding’,
which is that part of the reason well-distinct from the intellect (where only
abstract conceptual mechanisms act). As an effect of reagibility, indeed, the
individual perceives himself and the surrounding environment and it is from
this perception, Schultz states (1964), that the bionomic self-organization
can become ‘understanding’, where, differently from the intellect, also other
primordial and essentially deeper reactions are involved.

8. Coherence with the context
The eight principle defines the relations of living beings with the environ-
ment. Schltz means that every living being has not only a form in himself,
but that it is also determined in a considerable way by his relation with the
environment. Founding life and living beings also on this eight principle,
Schultz goes by the ideas by Jakob von Uexkull (1928) e di Viktor von Weiz-
säcker (1940). From the first he resumes the idea of the indissoluble bond of
the individual with the social environment and from the second the idea of
the original unity Ego-Environment defined as coherence with no solution
of continuity of the individual behaviors with the internal and external en-
vironment. Also the ‘general law of fight’ and the law of impression-expres-
sion (Schultz, 1955) are related to this principle. The latter has important
influences on the construction of the affective relations and in particular, in
the psychotherapeutic field, in the construction of the ‘Therapeutical We
and on the concepts of ‘transference’ and ‘resistance’ (Schultz, 1955).

9. Autosense or peculiar sense of life
He ninth principle more markedly states the specificity of the living being.
It underlines indeed how every living being has an selfactivity full of value
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called autosense. So, as Schultz asserts (1959), the autosense corresponds,
from a bionomic point of view, to the right value peculiar of every human
being. If in his specificity every living being represents a path that must be
completed, the organization of this path shows the peculiar sense of the li-
ving being. This principle makes the bionomic theory get closer to other hu-
manistic approaches like that of Carl Gustav Jung or of Viktor Frankl.

Conclusions
The presentation of a conception of life is fundamental for human and bio-
logical sciences. In particular, any interventions that can be defined as scien-
tific must today be based on a conception of life that is coherent with the
typology of the intervention itself, also in the case of educational and psy-
chotherapeutic interventions. 
As psychotherapeutic interventions are concerned, making reference to a
classification of psychotherapeutic activities by Cawley, Pazzagli et al.
(1985) draw a distinction between the four non-hierarchized levels of psy-
chotherapeutic activity, on the base of the typology and context of the re-
quest for aid. “Level n.1 referring to request for aid by people who suffer
and manifest their suffering to specialised operators, with no particular com-
municative distortion... Level n. 2 of psychotherapy concerns the psychia-
tric practice, where there is the expression of the suffering and also the
request for aid, but transformed and distorted by communication disorders...
Level n.3 concerns psychotherapies in the strict sense... Level n. 4 concerns
the interventions that directly operate on the considered symptoms that,
from a behavioural point of view, represent the essence of the disorder” (Paz-
zagli et al., 1985). The level of psychotherapy we are interested in is level
n. 3, in which structured psychotherapy turns out to be characterised, ac-
cording to Pazzagli, by a theory, a technique and a theory of the technique.
Therefore making reference to this model, the bionomic psychotherapy pro-
poses a theory or conception of life characterised by the nine above-men-
tioned principles. These principles do not act independently and separately
during life, but by integrating and interpenetrating. In all life events we can
always find, to a major or minor extent, the characteristics of each princi-
ple. In bionomic psychotherapy, in the relationship with the patient, the
problems expressed by the patient can thus be easily explained on the basis
of the instructions for life proposed by the above-mentioned principles.
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Although the bionomic conception of life was developed by Schultz more
than fifty years ago, today it is still extremely relevant. The experimental re-
searches (especially the latest) carried out during these decades brought to
the complete individuation of the chain of the human genome, and the re-
search perspectives opened by these studies are giving important scientific
confirmations to Schultz’s theoretical structure (Changeux, 1998, 2002).
The efforts of the bionomic-autogenic researchers are at present thus orien-
ted at closing, from the point of view of the scientific confirmations, this
time gap and, on the basis of these studies, at updating the Schultzian theo-
retical model and technical system.
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