Yoga and Trauma

The intellectual and practical activity encompassing the
systematic study of the structure and behavior of the physical and
natural world through observation and experiment.

—OXFORD DICTIONARY DEFINITION OF “SCIENCE”

he remarkable similarities between Western-based science and yogic

wisdom have always fascinated me. The definition of science quoted
above could easily be offered as a definition for yoga. Western science pro-
vides one framework through which we can perceive ourselves and the
world. The science of yoga offers another. Both are systems for understand-
ing and making sense of what is. What I find really exciting is that there
are many areas where the two disciplines seem to converge. Trauma is one
such area. :

We have learned that trauma can result in an altered state of mind-b ody
that negatively affects a person’s thinking, behavior, psychological, and
physiological well-being. We have also learned that leading behavioral and
neuroscientists are coming to understand that the trauma condition can
be addressed through the physical doorway of the mind-body continuum.
A short comparison of classical yogic wisdom with science-based trauma
fundamentals will help us understand why yoga is so naturally suited to
promote recovery from trawma, and will set the foundation for the devel- .
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PATANJALI'S PERSPECTIVE
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KOSHAS: MIND, BODY, AND MORE
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The koshas offera good model for conceptualizing how TSY can work on
mind and body. The concept of approaching the mind-body through ang-
maya kosha (the physical layer) is consistent with the bottom-up approach
we have already discussed. We know that breath exists within the realm of
pranarnaya kosha, our energetic body. The practice of pranayama helps us to
regulate the flow of prana (life force) within. When prana is balanced, we
feel balanced.? From the Western perspective, when we regulate breath,
we regulate the autonomic nervous system, which leads to coherence,
which in yoga we could consider to be union. Manomaya kosha is the layer
at which thoughts and emotions are managed. When it is clouded by ill
sion, deeper wisdom or rational thought is douded as well. In terms of our
previous description of the mind-body continuum, manomaya resembles
the interaction between the cognitive brain and the limbic system (the
emotional brain) that is so central to the trauma mechanism. The role of
vijnanamaya kosha is almost exactly the same as that of the rational part
of the mind. It knows, decides, judges, and discriminates between thisand
that, between useful and not useful. When it gets comingled with memo-
ries and is clouded over by the manas, it loses its positive strength. Anan-
damaya kosha is the center of consciousness, It is
It represents what we have termed calm
present-moment awareness.
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a state of simply being,
abiding, or being in a state of

It is reasonable to suggest that yoga offers a framework for perceiving
the interaction between trauma and the mind-body that is consistent with
that described by behavioral science and neuroscience. Yoga recognizes that
Our reactions to our experiences (kleshas) are influenced by conditioned

thought (samskara) and cause misperception of what is really happening

i the present moment (avidya). This results in mind turbulence or trauma

(chitta vritti). We can influence state of mind (chitta) through the mind-
body (koshas) starting from the bottom (anamaya kosha) up. We can do so
by using yogic techniques and practices (asana, prangyama, and pratyahara,
imong others) for finding our center (anandamaya kosha) and some degree
“l calm abiding (samadhi).

Patanjali summarized this whole process of finding freedom from mind
turbulence in an eight-step process. The first two steps, yama and niyama,
' essentially a set of moral precepts that assist us in practicing kindness




and compassion to ourselves and others. Steps 3 and 4 address breath and
mindful movement. Steps 5 to 7 describe a meditative process that cre-
ates a state of pure awareness, a state from where it is possible to take the
final step to self-realization; where all aspects of mind-body are working
together in a state of union; where we learn who and what we are and how

we are connected to all that is.

WHY YOGA WORKS: A PLAUSIBLE EXPLANATION

Having reviewed the interaction of yoga and trauma from a classical per-
spective, what follows is a plausible contemporary explanation for why yoga
works. Yoga helps with trauma in three main ways. It grounds us in the
present moment, it broadens our window of tolerance to regulate mind-
body, and it fosters a sense of internal and external connection. !
First, it gets us grounded in present-moment awareness. It moves our
awareness away from where it is stuck in a past event experience into the
experience of an event that is happening in the present moment. By paying
attention to the sensations associated with our present-moment experi-
ence, whether they are generated by breath or movement, we free ourselves
from the imprint of the trauma experience, from the samskara of some-
thing that happened in the past. When we stop reliving the trauma experi-
ence, we restart the natural process of healing. We overcome dysregulation
to experience a degree of safety and stability. '
Second, it teaches us how to expand our window of tolerance to regulate
physical, emotional, and cognitive sensation. We use asana to stress the
mind-body in a healthy and controlled way, and we use pranayama (breath)
to bridge body and mind to regulate the stress response. As our practice
deepens, we broaden our window of tolerance for “autonomic dysregula
tion.”® We become familiar with our boundaries and understand how ta
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WHAT KIND OF YOGA 1S R] CHT FOR TRAUMA?
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

d Yoga's mainrolein addressing trauma is to help with the stabilization
stage, where the client learns to self-regulate. The practice of accep-
tance, and emphasis on connection, is also useful for stages 2 and 3
of traurna recovery, which involve coming to terms with the trauma

experience and reintegrating it into life. Some concept of spirituality
can greatly facilitate stages 2 and 3,

§ Yoga helps with trauma in three main ways. First, it takes our aware-
ness away from a past event experience and into an experience of an
event that is ha;:\)pening inthe present moment, Second, it teaches us
how to expand our window of tolerance to regulate physical, emo-
tional, and cognitive sensation. Third, it encourages us to explorethe
concept that we are connected to something greater than ourselves,

@ The best kind of yoga for trauma is the one that works, it needs to
meet the needs of the person living with trauma and be conveyed
to them in a way that is understandable and acceptable, Our role as

TSY practitioners is to help the person with trauma find a practice
that works best for them,
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STAGES OF TRAUMA RECOVERY
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UNDERSTANDING TRAUMA

Stage 1: Safety and Stabilization: Overcoming Dysregulation

Stage 1 involves understanding what

is happening and finding safety and
stability.

Understand. Individuals are educated to comprehend the effects of

trauma and to recognize its common symptoms. They become familiar with
and understand the meaning of overwhelmi

ng body sensations, intrusive
emotions, and distorted thought patterns,

Find safety. Individuals establish a sense of bodily safety and are able

to abstain from self-injury and establish a safe environment. This could
include a secure living situation, nonabusive relationships, regular income,
and other adequate supports.

Find stability. Individuals find emotional stability. They have the ability
to calm the body, regulate impulses, self-soothe, and manage post-traumatic
Symptoms triggered by mundane events. The goal of this stage is
safe and stable life in the here-and-now. This sets the conditions
the safe remembrance of the trauma without reliving it

to create 3
to facilitate

Yoga is particularly helpful during this stage, as it can teach individuals the
self-regulation skills theyneed to find safety and stabilityin the Ppresentmoment.,

Stage 2: Coming to Terms with Traumatic Memories

The focus is to overcome the fear of traumatic memories so they can be
integrated. The individual comes to accept that th
person as a result of the trauma. Effort is made to ensure individuals don’t
become “stuck” in avoidance or overwhelmed by memories and flashbacks.

hince remembering is not necessarily recovering, the goal is to come to
ferms with the traumatic past.

This stage is primarily the domain of clinical therapy,

ey may not be the same
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Stage 3: Reconnection, Integration, and Moving On

shame and alienation, develop-
taent, and taking up personal and
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Trauma Treatment: The Middle Path
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

@ Traumaisa subjective experience precipitated by life-threatening or
life-altering events, It overwhelms the individual and is characterized
by a loss of control. Even when the event is aver, the trauma expe-

rience can continue, producing an altered state of mind that nega-
tively affects a person’s thinking,

behavior, and psychological and
physiological well-being.

A trauma condition develops when the mind-body is unable to
return to a normal range of nervous system regulation. Trauma can
be acute or chronic. The four main symptoms of a trauma condlition
are negative alterations in cognitions and mood, avoidance, reex-
periencing, and arousal and reactivity. People with trauma may be
functionally symptomatic, or severely symptomatic,

g

The three stages of trauma recovery are safety and stabilization,
coming to terms with traumatic memories, and reconnection and
integration. Trauma memories may be stored in the limbic system,
which, in the traumatized brain, may not be accessible through the
rational brain. This validates the concept that a “bottom-up” somatic
approach may be a valid strategy for addressing trauma conditions.
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