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To all of my teachers:your knowledge and embodied wisdom are the backbone of this book.

~

To that place within each of us that knows the way home.






Introduction

Wholehearted Greetings

I welcome you and all of your being to The Somatic Therapy Workbook. This book is a labor of devotion to our individual and collective embodiment. To our capacity to inhabit our bodies and our relationships with every awakened and enlivened cell of our beings. To our capacity to repair patterns of trauma that separate us from the safety of our bodies. This book comes from a desire to help people arrive home in their bodies as their inherent birthright and intended landing pad for life’s experiences. It comes from my deep belief in our capacity to heal—a belief that our individual bodies and our collective body know how to find and orient toward innate pathways for healing. Although this may not always look pretty or feel fantastic, it is possible to lean into the currents of health and aliveness that carry our bodies and psyches toward greater ease and well-being when we stop fighting the rapids of emotional and sensory experience and instead make way for what is happening in each moment.

Somatic practices ground us in our bodies as they are, not as they could or should be or as we wish them to be. It is from this platform of feeling into right now that we build a bridge between our mind, our body, and our heart. Engaging in somatic work is about becoming an integrated human organism: an organism that is inclusive of all parts of itself; an organism with healthy and coherent boundaries; an organism that has the capacity to reorient time and time again toward health and ease; an organism that can recover from overload and trauma—not just one that copes, holds on, and maintains hyperalertness for safety and survival. In this way, somatic practices are inherently healing and stress relieving and guide us toward well-being. Similarly, somatic practices, when applied therapeutically, are pivotal in the gritty work of trauma healing and repair.

Whom This Workbook Is For

This workbook is for all who are interested in exploring and developing their body-mind-heart relationship. It provides somatic and embodiment concepts and practices to nurture your whole being. You may find this work healing, supportive, inspiring, evocative, curious, integrating, and much more. This workbook is intended as a stand-alone guide to the principles of somatic psychology and somatic therapy and as a guide through your own somatic fabric to foster your healing and well-being. It is also intended as a companion guide for those engaged in any therapeutic work who may be looking for body-centered approaches; for movement practitioners seeking guidance in the emotional and psychological components of embodied movement practice; and for teachers and therapists seeking inspiration and, perhaps, a complementary journal-like tool to offer those whom they serve.

For those of you who are new to the world of somatic psychology and somatic therapies, may you discover more of yourself in these pages. For those of you already deeply invested in the work of somatics and somatic therapy, may you be reinspired and supported here. For those who are here to learn for yourselves, enjoy these inquires with great curiosity. For those passing these concepts and exercises along, thank you, and may this book serve the work you already do. For all of us, may this workbook and the practices within it be a light in our process of embodiment and sovereign health.

Engaging with the Workbook

Broken into three parts, this book offers a mix of conceptual and experiential theory, stories from my life and practice, experiential somatic and creative practices for your healing and well-being, and places for reflection on your ongoing process. Part 1 presents important terms and concepts in the world of somatics and background on the various streams of somatic therapies. Part 2 offers a look at the core principles shared across modalities of somatic psychology and somatic therapy. The presentation of each principle includes theory, story, and several practices to engage that theory. In Part 3, you will dive into practices to ignite your embodiment, enhance your mind-body-heart connection, and support your own growth and self-healing.

These three parts build on each other, offering you context, giving you the opportunity for lived experience, and providing you pathways to continually drop into the work, refine, deepen, reflect, and integrate. Although I recommend, at least initially, working through the book in the order it is offered, it is also useful to select the themes you’d most like to explore and skip around in the chapters, trusting your instincts for engagement.

Expectations and Limitations

This workbook is by no means an exhaustive review of the fields of somatics, somatic psychology, or somatic therapy. It is intended to be digestible in its scope and content. Think of it as a dip into the vast sea. You will explore experientially, for your own self-healing and well-being, the most universal principles shared across somatic therapy modalities.

All of the exercises and prompts are, of course, invitations, not definitive and singular ways to engage with the principles presented. You can certainly come up with your own creative ways to explore the various theories. Please use this as a springboard for your continued learning, and keep developing and improvising! If something just feels off to you, or is met with massive amounts of resistance, set it aside for the time being and come back later.

Always take good care of yourself while engaging the practices offered in this book. If thoughts, images, or feelings become too big or overwhelming for you to be with on your own, please seek safe consult. When an exercise prompts you to look at something potentially triggering, please stay close to a mild level of intensity as you work to build more bandwidth. Or choose to do the exercises with a therapist or mentor you trust. As you work with and move your body, attend to your physical safety and do only what feels appropriate and healthy. Modify the movement practices in accordance with your physical boundaries and needs. I am an able-bodied writer, practitioner, and teacher and am aware of that bias and limitation as I offer you these practices. I have, in many places, offered various ways to engage in the movement exercises so that both those who are highly mobile and those who have more constraints can find ample opportunity here.

This workbook is not intended to serve as psychotherapy, nor are any diagnoses attempted or implied in these pages. In my opinion, there is no replacement for psychotherapy. Though, for a variety of reasons, individual psychotherapy can be daunting or simply inaccessible for some. This is a workbook from which you may certainly gain psychotherapeutic benefit. Moving and breathing with conscious awareness—deepening your capacity to be present with your inner life—is always beneficial. Many of the somatic therapies explored in these pages are inherently therapeutic physically, psychologically, and emotionally. You may find you are finally ready to engage in psychotherapy after using this book. You may find this a useful companion to your already present therapeutic relationship. You may find this a journal to support your mind-body practice. Most of all, stay curious and trust yourself and your body. Deep trust and ample curiosity mixed with healthy relationships to our emotions can really go a very long way.






PART 1 The Somatic Therapy Landscape







CHAPTER 1 Terms and Context


As we begin this journey together, let us consider a few key terms to establish our collective vocabulary: embodiment, soma, somatics, somatic psychology, somatic therapy, and somatic psychotherapy. You may already have a notion of what these terms mean, both in their definitions and in what they mean to you personally. Take a moment to write down your current understanding of these words in a notebook or on a piece of paper. How do you define them based on your knowledge and experience? What do they mean to you? What is your experience with each of them? What are the differences between them, and how do they overlap and intersect?

EMBODIMENT:

SOMA:

SOMATICS:

SOMATIC PSYCHOLOGY:

SOMATIC THERAPY:

SOMATIC PSYCHOTHERAPY:

Let’s look a little more specifically now. Perhaps some of the following explanations will refine, clarify, enhance, or affirm your current understanding.

Embodiment

Embodiment describes the experience and process of fully inhabiting your skin in such a way that your thoughts, actions, feelings, and intentions find a cohesive expression through your body. It is when you unequivocally exhibit and represent that thing you are describing. When we say someone is the embodiment of grace, we might be referring to the way they are inhabiting their movements, speech, and qualities of life. Embodiment is how you take your insides and show them on your outside. Embodiment looks like allowing life to impact you and expressing that impact in clear ways. It is about feeling your own aliveness in your skin through sensations as you move through the world. Embodiment is about staying present internally while experiencing life. It is the experience that occurs when you are simultaneously aware of yourself inside your body, of the world around you, and of how you are experiencing them.

Embodiment, Dissociation, and Trauma

Embodiment is the antithesis, and therefore antidote to, dissociation, the phenomenon of vacating one’s bodily experience as a result of overwhelm, stress, and trauma.1 Dissociation is a rather normal response to trauma. It serves to protect you from feeling any more pain than is necessary. Trauma occurs when an event or a relationship dynamic overwhelms your nervous system to the point of massive reactivity for survival.2 Dissociation is one of its hallmarks and can become an ingrained stress response so that even once the original threat has passed, this unconscious survival tactic plays out.3 At the time of impact, dissociation protects your system, but over time this pattern of splitting and cutting off can become a recurrent and perpetual lived state that is unsatisfying at best and harming at worst. Patterns of dissociative behavior play out in our addictions, routines of self-medicating, and general disconnect from our bodies.4

The opposite of dissociation is embodiment—inhabiting your lived experience totally and fully. In this way, the path of embodiment is rather humbling. It is a path that requires your presence and fortitude to be impacted by all of life, not just by what is pleasant. Embodiment is a path that takes life on life’s terms and hones our capacity to stay connected to ourselves and the world around us even when it is unpleasant, scary, dull, overloaded, and everything in between. Embodiment’s best friend is presence, and together they cultivate the conversation of your ability to stay awake and attend to the experiences inside your skin while you are moving through life.5 This is one of the primary reasons we know that embodiment helps repair traumatic experiences. Stress, overwhelm, and trauma send us outside of our bodily homes.6 The unwinding of trauma must therefore include the body—your body. This reorienting to the home of your body is a process of embodiment.

Even if you have not incurred serious trauma, consider that embodiment is actually good for you. There is a common notion that avoiding negative experiences and compartmentalizing ourselves to separate from what we dislike is easier. This is why we see the rising tide of addiction, self-medicating, avoidance of true feelings, and lack of emotional vocabulary. Being present in your own skin actually helps you process and digest experiences more efficiently.7 Instead of thinking about things, you can feel and respond in coherent ways. It helps you stay connected to what is true in your mind and heart, and it provides pathways for that expression so that emotions, experiences, and responses do not get stifled or truncated. In this way, I suggest to you that embodiment is actually stress relieving and innately tied to increased well-being. Or perhaps a better way to put it is that the very exercises and activities that we engage in to move toward embodiment are stress relieving and encourage our well-being: Slowing down. Pausing. Consciously breathing. Feeling our skin. Moving in ways that are not just routinized and are instead endlessly authentic. Allowing ourselves to feel fully.

Soma

In Greek, soma means “of the body.” In English, it is defined as “the body of an organism,”8 and in Sanskrit, it translates to “the nectar of immortality.”9 Soma, your soma, is the organism of your body and all the intelligence of experience it holds. It is the fabric of your being—threading your experiences through the organism of your body. Soma is the vessel through which you give and receive life. It holds your emotions and expresses your thoughts and habits. You are made of soma, and you are soma itself.

Somatics

Somatics is the study and practice of exploring and understanding the fabric of your soma through your internal awareness.10 Somatic practices include movement and meditative techniques that invite you into a deep awareness of what it feels like to be inside your own skin as you inhabit it, whether in motion or in stillness. Somatic practices develop your embodiment and awareness—your proprioception, how your body moves in space, and your interoception, the experience of your body’s internal sensations and movements.11

Methods can include attention to the quality of your breath during movement. What it feels like to move inside your body while you move, make shapes, and shift your body weight. What it feels like to experience being in your body as it gives and receives in the world. Somatics, in this way, is really the study of experiencing yourself in and through your own embodied living.


Somatic Psychology

Christine Caldwell, one of the pioneers in the theory and practice of contemporary somatic psychology, defines the field as “the study of the body-mind connection. It draws upon philosophy, medicine, and other sciences in an attempt to unify human beings into an organic whole for the purpose of healing and transformation.”12 The robust field of somatic psychology has a wide lineage base and draws upon various somatic modalities, traditional talk therapy techniques, neuroscience, attachment theory, and trauma healing to approach the health and healing of one’s entire system. Looking at the individual as a whole organism means that one’s body and mind are not separate. Rather, they are woven together intricately in the ways our thoughts and emotions express outwardly, how life events and opportunities impact our movement repertoires, how our unconscious manifests somatically, and how somatic awareness can reveal the unconscious to us.

Somatic Therapy

Somatic therapy is the application of somatic (body-mind) techniques for repair, integration, and healing at the biomechanical, physiological, neurological, and motor coordination levels. Somatic therapies address issues of the body such as motor delays, neurological impairment and decline, movement repatterning, and physical trauma to the body, as well as issues of the soma such as psychosomatic symptoms of stress and disease. Interventions can include gross and subtle movement, visualization, focused breathing, bodywork, and visceral manipulation. These interventions also affect the emotional and psychological health and development of the individual, which is inherently therapeutic and often psychotherapeutic.13 The key here is that the inroad for somatic therapy is primarily for healing at the physical level that may then affect the mind and emotions.

For example, yoga may easily be considered a somatic therapy. The various techniques of the yoga postural practice work specifically at the layer of the physical body to create imprints in the deeper layers of one’s being and consciousness. We do not consider going to yoga class the same as going to a therapist, but there is much truth to a saying I hear often, “Yoga is my therapy.” Often people find that by utilizing body-centered practices to facilitate the conversation between their lived experience of physical expression, their thought patterns, and their emotions, a kind of well-being and overall health emerges. Repair often occurs in and through these practices without one sitting in a psychotherapy office. We might say that all somatic therapies provide healing to undernourished, undersupported, and sometimes wounded places within, yet the overarching approach is to work directly with the physical body—muscles, bones, fascia, breath, motor coordination, and movement—with a potential benefit of psychological and emotional shifts.

Somatic Psychotherapy

Much like somatic therapy, somatic psychotherapy addresses the body-mind fabric toward healing and repair where needed. The inroad here is facilitating the health, repair, and healing of psychological, emotional, and developmental needs and traumatic experiences. Much like any psychotherapeutic model, which is really about healing places of abuse, trauma, neglect, distrust, and emotional dis-ease of all kinds, somatic psychotherapy offers this kind of healing but does so somatically—directly through the body.

Methods of somatic psychotherapy utilize various body-centered techniques to support the psychological health, healing, wholeness, and well-being of the individual.14 Particular attention is focused on places where one’s psychosocial-emotional development may have been interrupted or wounded,15 as well as repairing wounds rooted in relational attachment16 and, of course, trauma-related wounds and their respective symptoms.17 Another hallmark of somatic psychotherapy is its focus on the nervous system as an embodied function and experience.18 Thus, somatic psychotherapy implements interventions that ignite individuals’ capacity to rewire their nervous system reactions into healthy responses, thereby generating a new embodied experience.

A somatic psychotherapy intervention might look like utilizing movement to physically execute a behavior that was repressed or dismissed during the impact of a traumatic event. When finally allowed to emerge and sequence through one’s body, this expression brings relief and creates a new pathway of health within one’s system.19 Somatic psychotherapists might also explore a bodily sensation as a means to access deeper emotional awareness and literacy in relationships and responses to life events.20 Practitioners often assess psychosocial-emotional development through the structures and contours of posture and movement and utilize sensory awareness and movement to foster developmentally appropriate growth.21


Overlapping Approaches

There are many areas in which somatic therapy and somatic psychotherapy overlap. For the purposes of this workbook, I encourage you to not get bogged down by these intricacies and subtle differences but instead to move through the content at your own pace with a mindset of self-healing for your soma. As a somatic psychotherapist, I am oriented toward the developmental, psychological, and emotional places of need in my clients. I listen and look for where this might be showing up in their bodies’ movements, gestures, and felt experiences, and I help them use the direct experience of their bodies to support their psychological and emotional repair and health. As a somatic movement therapist and educator, which includes predominantly my work as a yoga teacher and free-form movement guide, I work directly with movement and physicality to support health in my clients’ bodies and nervous systems. If and when emotional and psychological content emerges, I encourage and support their bodies to hold the experience as it unwinds. The difference here is really offering them resources and support rather than processing the material together as we do in psychotherapy. Yoga, 5Rhythms, and Authentic Movement, for example, are all somatic practices that can be applied therapeutically to support physical, emotional, and psychological well-being. Although they may not be psychotherapy per se, we may call them inherently therapeutic.

In a culture that is device-driven, fast-paced, predominantly sedentary, and focused on how efficiently our minds can process information and produce, embodiment and somatics offer us a return to our birthright of living inside a body. These practices require slowing down, paying attention, breathing consciously, and turning away from the screen and into the wild inner terrain of our selves. Whether this is done on one’s own or with a safe other as a witness, the invitation into somatic practice is an invitation to return to the joy, fear, and humility of being in a body, of being a body, of being a human being. The more we can stay connected to our soma—to our somatic experience, to our innate wealth of health in our breath—the more we can reorient when things are difficult, return to the source of resilience within, and emanate that into our world. If embodiment is our birthright and soma is what we are made of, then it makes sense that we would use a practice rooted in the body to provide therapeutic intervention and change when needed.






CHAPTER 2 Forms and Modalities


The practices in this workbook draw from various sources and approaches across the rich landscape of somatic psychology, including body-mind practices, such as yoga and qigong; somatic movement practices with therapeutic benefits and applications, such as Body-Mind Centering, Authentic Movement, 5Rhythms, and the Focusing Technique; and somatic or body-centered psychotherapy, such as Body-Mind Psychotherapy, Sensorimotor Psychotherapy, and Somatic Experiencing. In this chapter you will find information about the various forms of somatic therapies and a brief history of somatic practice as a backdrop for the work of this self-guided book.

Plenty of discourse exists delineating the various forms of somatic practice and therapeutic application. I will not attempt to give you all of them here but will offer some guideposts. Christine Caldwell outlines the many therapeutic applications of somatics in her book Getting in Touch: The Guide to New Body-Centered Therapies.22 She takes readers through key modalities of somatic psychology in support of their garnering a greater understanding of the landscape but also in finding a method for them to utilize in their own healing path. In Mindful Movement: The Evolution of the Somatic Arts and Conscious Action, Martha Eddy takes readers through various approaches to and vast benefits of somatics, including the rich history and influences of the field of somatics and related applications.23

Categories within Somatic Psychology

[image: Image]

When I consider the world of somatic psychology, I delineate the field into three main categories: somatic practices and arts, somatic therapy, and somatic psychotherapy and dance movement therapy. Somatic practices and arts serve the development and awareness of the soma through movement, embodiment, and expressive arts. Somatic therapy includes embodiment- and movement-based practices to support the repair, healing, and expansion of developmental motor skills and movement repertoire. Manual and movement-oriented techniques are also used to restore and support the physical body. Somatic psychotherapy and dance movement therapy incorporate one’s body, one’s embodied experience, and one’s movement impulses and expressions to understand and heal psychological, emotional, social, and developmental wounding and gaps.
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