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UNDERSTANDING
TRAUMA: WHY
“THE BODY KEEPS
THE SCORE”
REMAINS
ESSENTIAL
READING

In the landscape of
modern psychology,
few books have
reshaped our
understanding of
trauma as profoundly
as The Body Keeps
the Score: Brain,
Mind, and Body in
the Healing of
Trauma by Bessel
van der Kolk, MD.
Since its publication,

this landmark work has
become a cornerstone
for clinicians, survivors,
and anyone seeking to
comprehend the
profound ways in which
traumatic experiences
imprint

themselves—not just
on memory but on the
entire nervous system.
Van der Kolk, a
pioneering psychiatrist
and researcher,
synthesizes decades of
clinical work and
neuroscience to
present a compelling
argument: trauma is
not merely a
psychological wound; it
is a physiological one
that demands a holistic
approach to healing.


https://www.remodelicious.com/

This article explores
the core themes of the
book, its impact on
trauma treatment, and
why it remains a vital
resource for
understanding the
intricate connection
between brain, mind,
and body.

The
Central
Premise:
Trauma
Lives in
the Body

One of the most
revolutionary ideas van
der Kolk introduces is
that trauma is held in
the body long after the
event itself has passed.
Traditional talk therapy

often focuses on
uncovering repressed
memories or reframing
cognitive distortions.
While valuable, van der
Kolk argues that these
approaches alone are
insufficient because
trauma fundamentally
alters the body's stress
response systems. The
book draws on
neuroimaging studies
to show how trauma
reshapes the
brain—particularly the
amygdala, prefrontal
cortex, and
hippocampus—Ileading
to hypervigilance,
emotional
dysregulation, and a
fragmented sense of
self.

The Body Keeps the
Score details how
survivors often lose the
ability to feel fully
present in their own
skin. They may
experience chronic
pain, gastrointestinal
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issues, or a sense of
numbness. This
somatic dimension
explains why many
people feel stuck
despite intellectual
understanding of their
past. Van der Kolk
writes, “For real
change to take place,
the body needs to
learn that the danger
has passed and to live
in the reality of the
present.”

The
Neurobiol
ogy of
Trauma:
Brain,
Mind, and

Body
Intertwin
ed

Van der Kolk explains
the neuroscience of
trauma in accessible
terms. He describes
the brain’s alarm
system—the
amygdala—which
becomes overly
sensitive after trauma,
triggering fight-or-flight
responses even in safe
situations. Meanwhile,
the prefrontal cortex,
responsible for rational
thought and impulse
control, goes offline.
This explains why
trauma survivors may
react with intense
emotion to seemingly
minor triggers and
struggle to calm down
afterward.

Importantly, the book



highlights the role of
the vagus nerve and
the parasympathetic
nervous system. When
trauma overwhelms
the system, the dorsal
vagal pathway can
cause collapse,
dissociation, or a
“freeze” response. This
understanding has led
to innovative
treatments that target
the body directly, such
as yoga,
neurofeedback, and
EMDR, all of which van
der Kolk explores in
depth.

Tradition
al
Therapies
and Their

Limitation
S

Before delving into
alternative
approaches, van der
Kolk candidly assesses
the shortcomings of
conventional
treatments. He
acknowledges that
medications like
antidepressants can
offer temporary relief
but fail to address the
underlying
dysregulation.
Similarly, exposure
therapy, while
evidence-based, can
retraumatize patients if
not carefully
administered. The book
argues that healing
requires a multimodal
approach that engages
the whole
person—cognitive,
emotional, and
physical.
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This critique was
controversial when the
book first appeared but
has since gained
widespread
acceptance.
therapists
integrate
practices
standard
psychotherapy. Van
der Kolk’s emphasis on
the body does not
dismiss the importance
of talking; rather, it
insists that talk alone is
not enough to
transform the visceral
sensations and
impulses that drive
trauma responses.

Pathways
to
Healing:

Many
now
somatic
alongside

What
Works

The latter half of The
Body Keeps the
Score: Brain, Mind,
and Body in the
Healing of Trauma
by Bessel van der
Kolk, MD is a hopeful
survey of effective
treatments. Van der
Kolk describes
programs and
therapies that have
proven successful,
often based on his own
research at the Trauma
Center in Boston.

* Eye Movement
Desensitization
and
Reprocessing
(EMDR): This
therapy uses
bilateral
stimulation (such
as side-to-side
eye movements)



to help the brain
process
traumatic
memories while
the person stays
grounded in the
present.

Yoga and
Somatic
Experiencing:
These practices
teach individuals
to notice bodily
sensations
without
judgment,
gradually
restoring a sense
of agency and
safety within the
body.
Neurofeedback
: By training the
brain to regulate
its own electrical
patterns,
neurofeedback
helps calm
hyperactive
circuits and
improve
attention and

emotional
control.

Internal Family
Systems (IFS)
and
Psychodrama:
These
approaches help
survivors
reconnect with
fragmented parts
of themselves,
including the
“inner child,” and
integrate those
parts into a
cohesive whole.
Community and
Connection:
Van der Kolk
emphasizes that
trauma isolates
people.
Rebuilding trust
through group
therapy, theater,
or synchronized
activities (like
drumming or
rowing) can
rewire the brain’s
capacity for
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connection.

Each method is
explained through vivid
case studies that bring
the science to life.
Readers meet
survivors who regained
the ability to feel
pleasure, trust others,
and inhabit their
bodies after years of
suffering.

The Body
Keeps the
Score in
Practice:
Case
Studies
That Stick

One of the book’s
strengths is its

narrative richness. Van
der Kolk shares stories
of patients like Sherry,
a woman who survived
childhood abuse and
later developed severe
asthma whenever she
felt trapped. Through
yoga and breathing
exercises, Sherry
learned to sense the
tightness in her chest
as an old pattern
rather than a current
threat. Another case
involves Jim, a Vietnam
veteran whose
nightmares and rage
subsided after
neurofeedback taught
his brain to quiet the
amygdala’s alarm.

These stories illustrate
that healing is not
about erasing
memories but about
transforming their grip
on the present. Van
der Kolk writes,
“Trauma is not just an
event that happened in
the past; it is the



residue of that event in
the body.” The book’s
title itself is a reminder
that the body never
forgets—but it can also
learn new ways of
being.

Criticisms
and
Conversa
tions

While widely
celebrated, The Body
Keeps the Score has
also sparked debate.
Some critics argue that
van der Kolk overstates
the universality of his
findings or that certain
treatments (like EMDR)
lack sufficient scientific
grounding. Others
worry that focusing on
the body might lead
therapists to neglect
social and political

dimensions of trauma,
such as systemic
racism or poverty. Van
der Kolk acknowledges
these nuances, noting
that healing must also
involve restoring a
sense of agency and
justice.

Despite these critiques,
the book’s impact is
undeniable. It has
changed the way
mental health
professionals think
about trauma,
influenced public policy
on veteran care and

child welfare, and
given countless
individuals a
vocabulary for their
suffering. Its

popularity—staying on
bestseller lists for
years—reflects a deep
hunger for trauma-
informed perspectives
in a world increasingly
aware of collective
pain.
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Applicatio
n for
Everyday
Life:
Using the
Book’s
Insights

Even for readers who
do not consider
themselves trauma
survivors, the book
offers valuable lessons.
It explains why chronic
stress affects health,
why we sometimes feel
disconnected from our
emotions, and how
mindfulness and
movement can restore
balance. Van der Kolk's
work encourages us to
listen to our bodies,

honor our boundaries,
and seek connection
when we feel isolated.

For clinicians, the book
is a call to expand their
toolkit—to incorporate
body-based
interventions and to
recognize that trauma
is not a disease to be
cured but a wound that
requires safety,
presence, and time.
For survivors, it is a
validation that their
struggles are not a sign
of weakness but a
reflection of the brain’s
attempt to protect
them.

CONCLUSION

The Body Keeps the
Score: Brain, Mind,
and Body in the
Healing of Trauma
by Bessel van der
Kolk, MD is more than
a clinical manual—it is
a manifesto for a
compassionate,

integrated approach to




human suffering. By
weaving together
neuroscience, case
histories, and practical
strategies, van der
Kolk offers a roadmap
for reclaiming a life
that feels safe,
connected, and alive.
Whether you are a
therapist, a survivor, or
simply a curious

10

reader, this book will
change the way you
think about the mind-
body connection. It
reminds us that
healing is not about
forgetting the past but
about learning to live
fully in the
present—and that the
body, far from being a
prison, can be the very
pathway to freedom.
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