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Somatic Disorder, Body Armoring & the Senses 
 
What is Somatic Disorder? 
 
Somatoform disorders are a set of psychological conditions where a person 
experiences bodily symptoms that cannot be accounted for by a medical or neurological 
diagnosis. Symptoms can range in severity from mild and infrequent to chronic and 
severe and are out of the individual’s conscious control. Somatoform disorders are 
characterized by excessive focus on physical ailments, such as pain or tiredness. These 
physical symptoms cause an individual extreme mental distress and significant 
impairment in everyday functioning. These, symptoms cause a significant amount of 
distress and may or may not be linked to a medical condition, mental disorder, or other 
substance abuse condition. Symptoms of somatic disorder also tend to trigger stress 
and anxiety and lead the individual to spend a great deal of time thinking about or acting 
in response to them. 
 
What is the hallmark of somatic disorders? 

The hallmark of somatization disorder is the presence of multiple physical 
symptoms throughout many organ systems in the body, without any 
demonstrated explanation. People with this diagnosis have many bodily symptoms, 
including a combination of pain, gastrointestinal, sexual, and neurological symptoms. 
 
Types of Somatoform Disorders 
Different somatoform disorders are distinguished by thoughts, emotions and actions 
related to somatic symptoms. There are seven types of somatoform disorders where 
individuals present with a multitude of clinically significant symptoms that cannot be 
explained, including: 

• Somatization disorder 
• Conversion disorder 
• Pain disorder 
• Hypochondriasis 
• Other specified somatic 
symptom and related disorder 
• Unspecified somatic 
symptom and related disorder 

 



Somatization disorder is a chronic condition consisting of multiple medically unexplained 
bodily complaints for which treatment has been sought over a prolonged period. 
 
Although there is no known cure for somatoform disorders, they can be managed.  
 
Treatment focuses on helping the person who has the disorder to live as much of a 
normal life as possible. Even with treatment, he or she may still have some pain or other 
symptoms. 
 

Can stress cause somatic symptoms? 
 
Somatization is the expression of psychological or emotional factors as physical 
(somatic) symptoms. For example, stress can cause some people to develop 
headaches, chest pain, back pain, nausea or fatigue. Disorders where somatization 
manifests range from somatic symptom disorder (previously called somatization 
disorder) to malingering. 
 
People with these disorders always focus on their physical problems, meaning they 
often seek medical advice and treatment, as opposed to seeking psychiatric care. 
 
https://www.therecoveryvillage.com/mental-health/somatoform-disorders/ 
 
 
Is PTSD a somatic disorder? 

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is associated with both (1) 'ill-defined' or 
'medically unexplained' somatic syndromes, e.g. unexplained dizziness, tinnitus and 
blurry vision, and syndromes that can be classified as somatoform disorders (DSM-IV-
TR); and (2) a range of medical conditions, with a preponderance of cardiovascular, 
respiratory, musculoskeletal, neurological, and gastrointestinal disorders, diabetes, 
chronic pain, sleep disorders and other immune-mediated disorders in various studies.  
 
Frequently reported medical co-morbidities with PTSD across various studies include 
cardiovascular disease, especially hypertension, and immune-mediated disorders. 
PTSD is associated with limbic instability and alterations in both the hypothalamic- 
pituitary-adrenal and sympatho-adrenal medullary axes, which affect neuroendocrine 
and immune functions, have central nervous system effects resulting in pseudo-
neurological symptoms and disorders of sleep-wake regulation, and result in autonomic 
nervous system dysregulation. Hypervigilance, a central feature of PTSD, can lead to 
'local sleep' or regional arousal states, when the patient is partially asleep and partially 
awake, and manifests as complex motor and/or verbal behaviours in a partially 
conscious state. The few studies of the effects of standard PTSD treatments 
(medications, CBT) on PTSD-associated somatic syndromes report a reduction in the 
severity of ill-defined and autonomically mediated somatic symptoms, self-reported 
physical health problems, and some chronic pain syndromes. 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23383670/ 

https://www.therecoveryvillage.com/mental-health/somatoform-disorders/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23383670/


Ever since people's responses to overwhelming experiences have been systematically 
explored, researchers have noted that a trauma is stored in somatic memory and 
expressed as changes in the biological stress response. Intense emotions at the time of 
the trauma initiate the long-term conditional responses to reminders of the event, which 
are associated both with chronic alterations in the physiological stress response and 
with the amnesias and hypermnesias characteristic of posttraumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD). Continued physiological hyperarousal and altered stress hormone secretion 
affect the ongoing evaluation of sensory stimuli as well. Although memory is ordinarily 
an active and constructive process, in PTSD failure of declarative memory may lead to 
organization of the trauma on a somatosensory level (as visual images or physical 
sensations) that is relatively impervious to change. 
 
Where Does Somatic Memory in the Body Reside? 
 
Where is trauma stored in the body? 

Previously in our program we discussed fascia or the fact that musculature holds 
somatic memories of the body. This topic is important because many manual therapists 
have experienced that when they touch on a particular area of the client’s body during a 
therapeutic session, it provokes memories or traumatic events from the client’s life. 
Many manual therapists explain this phenomenon as memories, specifically somatic 
memories, being stored in fascia or musculature. However, literature overwhelmingly 
states that memory, including somatic memory, is in the nervous system, specifically the 
brain. Let’s explore how traumatic memories can be re-experienced based on our 
physical state, including how these memories may be triggered when we are touched. 
 
In psychology studies, memories of traumatic events, because of their high emotional 
charge, are more likely than ordinary memories to be “stored in a state-dependent 
fashion” as implicit somatic memories, meaning that they consist of sensation, affect, 
behaviour, or images that are difficult or impossible to verbalize, can be forgotten for 
long periods of time, and can also be quickly and vividly recalled given the appropriate 
state or stimulus. This can be referred to as state-dependent memory. When the state 
prompted by external stimuli matches the bodily state at the time of memory encoding, 
this evokes “state-dependent” recall, which can be involuntary and, in the case of 
traumatic memories, can be extremely disturbing. 

This memory recall is also related to our experience, at one time or another of 
experienced state-dependent sensory-based memory recall triggered by a song, taste, 
or smell. Hearing a memorable song or smelling a familiar aroma can trigger strong 
emotions and sensations—somatic memories—associated with specific events in one’s 
life. The so-called state-dependent recall can also be triggered by bodily states such as 
physiological arousal (heart rate, breathing patterns), emotional states, and even 
physical postures. 

 
https://learnmuscles.com/blog/2018/02/17/where-does-somatic-memory-in-the-body-
reside/ 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1440-1819.1998.0520s5S97.x/full
https://learnmuscles.com/blog/2018/02/17/where-does-somatic-memory-in-the-body-reside/
https://learnmuscles.com/blog/2018/02/17/where-does-somatic-memory-in-the-body-reside/


Traumatic memories are often experienced as “relived” rather than remembered, which 
is why people experiencing them react as though they are re-experiencing the situations 
in which they were traumatized.  

When a traumatic memory is triggered, the somatosensory experience of the person 
reliving the memory can be powerful; the whole body “remembers” and replicates the 
sensations of the trauma, including sympathetic nervous system fight, flight, or freeze 
responses. The psychophysiological experience is of reliving the trauma, what we call a 
flashback. In this situation, the client often effectively dissociates from the present reality 
and is caught in the state of re-living the traumatic memory. 

Whereas memories of ordinary events, even those containing somatosensory and 
emotional components, do not have the somatosensory texture and depth of 
flashbacks, making it much easier to remain connected to external stimuli and to 
experience being present in the moment while simultaneously feeling (remembered) 
sensations or emotions. 

Massage as a Trigger for Somatic Memory 
Massage and bodywork can trigger this state-dependent recall of the sensations and 
emotions of traumatic events, particularly if touch is itself a stimulus associated with the 
trauma. Manual therapists often refer to memory “locked in the tissue” and “released” 
when that part is worked on. In psychology, there is a parallel term that is referred to as 
trauma “locked into” the body. This makes it super important that body workers are 
trauma informed and able to adequate provide trauma responsive care. 

Neuroscience 
From neuroscience, a study found that the part of the brain that is in charge of 
processing our senses is also responsible, at least in part, for storing emotional 
memories. Another study showed that human brain can remember several touch 
sensations at the same time and consciously retrieve the touch if concentration is 
focused on these touches. The study found that new touch does not erase the memory 
of a previous touch from working memory. Rather, new, and old tactile memories can 
persist independently of each another, once a person’s attention has registered the 
touches. The memory of different touches takes place in the frontal lobes. 

Peter Levine Demonstrates How Trauma Sticks in the Body 
https://youtu.be/fiq0sILHiJs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://youtu.be/fiq0sILHiJs


The body keeps the score: memory and the evolving psychobiology of 
posttraumatic stress. 

https://psychosocialsomatic.com/body-armoring-and-neuroception/ 
 
 
Body Armoring 
 
Dissolving the Layers of Emotional Body Armor 
 
Wilhelm Reich initially studied under Sigmund Freud, who he viewed as a father figure. 
Reich later broke with Freud in his thirties feeling that he stayed too much in the mind 
and that psychoanalytic theory didn’t take the body into account. Reich was also 
frustrated with the slow pace of psychoanalysis, noting how it could go on for years 
without effecting healing of the deep emotional wounds.  
 
Reich came up with the term character armor which he defined as a bodily expression 
of the conflict of our basic human needs, desires and authentic feelings with the 
unnatural attitudes and conditioning imposed upon us. Armoring forms when we hold 
back or repress our natural expression to conform to the expectations of family and 
society and by doing so it shapes our character. Armoring is a way of protecting 
ourselves from the pain of not expressing those parts of ourselves that society says we 
may not express. Character defenses that we develop throughout our lives, usually start 
forming before we can even think or speak. Character armor forms in response to our 
attempt to cope with or adapt to our life situations with parents, caregivers and early 
schooling. Character armor, also referred to as emotional body armor, also forms in 
response to chronically stressful and traumatic events and contains the memories and 
emotions associated with these events.  
 
Our habitual demeanor, stance and attitude also becomes a part of our character armor. 
Depending on the combination of how our life unfolds and our individual temperament, 
our defensive structures either serve us by becoming more adaptive or they becomes 
problematic.  
 
Emotional body armor manifests in the body as the habitual contraction of certain sets 
of muscles which then function as a unit. Armoring also occurs within the organs and 
tissues in various parts of the body. Reich used a combination of breath and intensive 
body work to free up the contractions within specific muscle groups and to increase the 
flow of life force in the body. He used his thumbs and the palms of his hands to apply 
pressure to the jaw, neck, chest, back, thighs and other parts of the bodies of his 
patients to dissolve muscular armor. His intent was to gain access to and facilitate the 
release of the memories and emotions pertaining to past stressful and traumatic 
experiences that had resulted in body armoring. In Reich’s model, the seven segments 
of emotional body armor are the ocular, oral, cervical, thoracic, diaphragmatic, 
abdominal and pelvic. The ocular segment pertains to sight, hearing and smell. It 
includes the eyes, eyelids, forehead and the deep muscles at the base of the occiput.  

https://psychosocialsomatic.com/body-armoring-and-neuroception/


The oral segment includes muscles controlling the chin, throat as well as those around 
the mouth. The cervical segment is comprised of the deep muscles of the neck such as 
the sternocleidomastoids and the tongue. The emotional functioning of armoring in the 
neck involves the holding back of anger and grief. A closing up of the throat takes place 
whenever we repress our true thoughts and feelings. The thoracic section contains the 
heart and lungs. The armoring resulting from anxiety held within this part of our body 
creates the constriction in our lungs that causes many of us to breathe shallowly. The 
diaphragmatic segment includes the diaphragm, solar plexus, the stomach, pancreas, 
liver, gallbladder, kidneys and muscles along the lower thoracic vertebrae. The 
abdominal segment includes the large abdominal muscles along with the latissimus 
dorsi and sacrospinalis in the lower back. The pelvic segment includes all muscles of 
the pelvis and lower limbs. Reich was in many respects a visionary and pioneer. He was 
the first to incorporate the body into psychology. His work centered around reuniting the 
body and mind.  
 
He believed that the split between the body and mind causes us to destroy each other 
and our planet. As one psychoanalyst friend said, “Some of Reich’s theories were 
brilliant, but his life was a shit show.” There was a great deal of scandal and controversy 
surrounding Reich.  
 
He overemphasized sex and sexuality, had numerous affairs with his patients, acted out 
in ways that are characteristic of someone who was sexually abused as a child and was 
somewhat delusional in the later part of his life.  
 
Contrary to popular thinking, it’s not enough to just free the emotions trapped within the 
body.  
 
No discussion of emotional body armor would be complete without the mention of 
Wilhelm Reich. However, I do feel somewhat ambiguous about including him in this 
chapter because of the extent of his dysfunction and out of my concern that it may 
detract from the more important message I have to convey.  
 
He did groundbreaking work in mapping out the way emotions are stored within the 
body. Rolfing, Alexander technique and other forms of body work are modeled after 
Reich’s teaching. I would encourage anyone interested in knowing more about 
character armor to explore what he has to offer and take that what you find that is of 
value. 
 
Resistance to feeling, many people have spent most of their lives disconnecting from 
their feelings, physical bodies and the realities of their everyday lives. And that accounts 
for much of the resistance people have when it comes to experiencing their own 
feelings. You must truly experience your feelings for the armor to dissolve. 
 
 

 



It would seem finally that somatics is being introduced beyond body workers and 
somatic therapists into mainstream psychotherapy, movement, and wellness.  Most 
people who work closely with people during movement and exercise can generally 
observe that the body can affect thoughts and emotions and the processing of 
psychological tension and trauma.  Not just the other way around.  These ideas are no 
longer just relegated to people who call themselves somatic therapists.  It’s an exciting 
time for this cutting-edge work and this evolution can be found across multiple 
disciplines. 

Although somatic healing has been around for decades, it is only now gaining in wider 
spread popularity in part because it’s just too hard to ignore anymore.  Neuroplasticity 
has been one of the catalysts for this development. 

The mysteries of neuroplasticity are forcing scientists to look beyond the duality of mind 
and body and see the embodied nature of all our experiences. 

Somatic Experiencing is a body-centered approach to treating PTSD (post-traumatic 
stress disorder) that, rather than focusing only on thoughts or emotions associated with 
a traumatic event, expands to include the natural bodily (somatic) responses. 

Somatic exercises involve performing movement for the sake of movement. 
Throughout the somatic exercises, you focus on your inner experience as you move 
and expand your internal awareness. 

Pendulation is the natural pulsation between states of expansion and contraction in the 
nervous system. This is a basic principle of life, seen in the ebb and flow of the ocean 
tides, the wings of birds opening and closing in flight, etc. A resilient nervous system is 
one that can move back and forth between alertness and action, and calm and rest 
without getting stuck at either extreme. 

Pendulation introduces “resourced,” states into awareness to help us develop confidence 
in the ability of our nervous systems to move between inverse states. We can then 
practice moving back and forth between more and less resourced states. 

Peter Levine on "How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores Goodness" 

https://youtu.be/J8b-6C-5wQo 

What is somatic intelligence? 

First and foremost, somatic intelligence is understanding how your body responds to 
danger and uses that knowledge of your own body to face adversity, and cope 
with life's daily challenges. 
Rothschild  writes in her book, The Body Remembers,

"It is through sensory storage and messaging that the body communicates. It holds many keys 
that help in identifying, accessing and resolving traumatic experiences" (Rothschild, 2000).

According to Sensorimotor Psychotherapy, a somatic, body-focused therapy, everything we  
experience and all the sensations felt on and in the body are forms of communication needing to 
be expressed. 

https://youtu.be/J8b-6C-5wQo


Notes & Key Takeaways



 
The first step in the RFR method of TRMBW™ is to orient. 

Begin asking yourself these questions to increase your somatic, mind- body 
awareness. 

How to orient you to your body: 

• What does your posture feel like? are you slumped, rigid, or have a 
flexibility to your stance? 

• What's your natural heart rate? Quick, slow? 
• Where do you carry tension? does it present as a knot in your stomach, 

neck/back pain, a headache, a tingling in your fingers or twitching of your 
eye? 

• What external or internal elements offer a sense of calm? A favorite 
sweater, drink, place (beach, sofa), or experience with a loved one? 

• What external stimuli often trigger you? loud sounds, dark at night, 
social interactions? 

When you're healing from anxiety, trauma or are experiencing emotional triggers, 
it can be difficult to feel like your body is supporting you.  

However, an important element in healing and getting stronger is inviting your 
body to help you, to be a resource.  

Next time you feel triggered, practice this 6-step TRMBW™ somatic healing 
exercise on the following page to help you process through the experience and 
experience relief.  Practicing this may also help you identify the stimuli that 
contributed to the change in "homeostasis" so that you can have awareness for 
the future.  



 

 

A 6-Step TRMBW™ Somatic Healing Exercise: 

 1. Notice.  
Pranayama Calming Breath- 3 Collective Breaths, inhale and exhale. Notice what 
you feel on, in and around your body. Speed of breath, heart rate and body 
temperature. 

2.Think back to safety.  
Orient and ground into the present, think back to at a recent moment you felt 
most calm, safe, and most like your “self”.  

3. Identify.  
Identify at what point in time and/or which part of your body began experiencing 
disturbance or stress. 



4. Replay.
Replay and visualize the scenario from calm state to stressed state, in slow 
motion (as if watching a slow movie). Identify people, conversations, objects or 
behaviors that may have made you stressed, uncomfortable or that stand out to 
you as you're replaying the recent event(s).  

5. Tune in.
Tune in to your body sensations as you recall the event(s) and slow down and 
notice if there is any shift in your body, a sensation of tingling, tensing, warming, 
numbing, or cooling in your chest, arms, legs, face, or an overall change in body 
temperature. 

6. Healing hands.
Place your hand on the area that has experienced a shift or change, and breath 
deeply. If it's an overall feeling, you can simply place your hands on your heart. 

Doing this allows the body to process the somatic experience and creates a 
passageway to release the tension. 

Notice if something comes up, an image, sensation, awareness or understanding 
that offers clarity to the situation. If nothing comes up, that's ok. Simply slowing 
down, pacing your breath, and raising awareness is progress and helpful. 

I encourage you to practice this after an upsetting experience, to allow your body 
to process the emotions and communications of your body. You may also choose 
to practice this before a stressful situation so that you can identify potential 
triggers and plan ways to support yourself. 

As you go about your day, I encourage you to 
tune in to your body. 



Reflection
Reflect on the somatic practice and journal about what came up for you.



Resources
Suggested Literature/Readings/Books

The-Body-Remembers-Audiobook by Babette Rothschild
or
BODY REMEMBERS: THE PSYCHOPHYSIOLOGY OF TRAUMA AND TRAUMA 
TREATMENT
by Babette Rothschild

https://www.healingfromcomplextraumaandptsd.com/muscle-armoring

https://dianesherlock.com/2019/01/01/what-trauma-does-to-you-muscle-armoring/

THE BODY AWARENESS WORKBOOK FOR TRAUMA: RELEASE TRAUMA FROM 
YOUR BODY, FIND EMOTIONAL BALANCE, AND CONNECT WITH YOUR 
INNER WISDOM
byJulie Brown Yau

Suggested Videos
Somatic Disorder
https://youtu.be/Lsyr_Qe1KC0

Peter Levine Demonstrates How Trauma Sticks in the Body
https://youtu.be/fiq0sILHiJs

Deepak Chopra Video
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gJN7I0a9XU

Peter Levine on "How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores 
Goodness"
https://youtu.be/J8b-6C-5wQo

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-brain-plasticity-2794886

Neuroplasticity
https://youtu.be/ELpfYCZa87g

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gJN7I0a9XU
https://youtu.be/fiq0sILHiJs
https://youtu.be/Lsyr_Qe1KC0
https://www.healingfromcomplextraumaandptsd.com/muscle-armoring
https://dianesherlock.com/2019/01/01/what-trauma-does-to-you-muscle-armoring/
https://youtu.be/J8b-6C-5wQo
https://pathways.org/understanding-neuroplasticity/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAkMGcBhCSARIsAIW6d0CdzrDlhEkDDbqH3tM8vC_Bdt0uCQNt8otQ1_tyPdCp0gO8-4BxZNoaAtHdEALw_wcB
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-brain-plasticity-2794886
https://youtu.be/ELpfYCZa87g
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