
 
 

 

The Body Keeps the Score 
Editorial comments by Boris Matthews, PhD, Jungian Analyst 

 

Brain, mind and body are intimately interconnected: together they register what we experience, 

determine the extent to which we have voluntary memory access to experiences, and condition 

our response or reaction to what we experience here and now. “Experience” is obviously the 

important term. 

 

In his new book, The Body Keeps the Score (Viking, 2014), Bessel van der Kolk, M.D., 

“eloquently articulates how overwhelming experiences affect the development of brain, mind, 

and body awareness, all of which are closely intertwined.” (Ruth A. Lanius, MD, PhD, from the 

professional endorsements in the book).  

 

The Body Keeps the Score is eminently readable. Van der Kolk weaves together history, 

research, neuroscience, and riveting clinical example as only a master story teller can. The reader 

comes away with a deep understanding of the potential integrity of the human organism 

exquisitely organized to survive: to survive childhood abuse and trauma, adult trauma of accident 

and violence, or soldiers' trauma from the battlefield. You don't have to have been raped as a 

child, beaten by a spouse, trapped in a burning car in a traffic accident, or under fire in Iraq or 

Afghanistan to appreciate how painful experiences have compromised your vitality and trust in 

life. 

 

Two parts of the book merit special mention: van der Kolk's discussion of what happens to the 

brains and bodies of children who have been abused, and the several paths to recovery. 

“As the twig is bent, so the tree is inclined.” Now we have incontrovertible clinical experience 

supported by abundant research in neurology that what happens in childhood leaves traces: from 

scratches to scars to wounds that won't stop bleeding. The damages from childhood trauma live 

on for generations to come because children who do not experience safety grow up to be adults 

who do not experience safety and are ill equipped emotionally (and neurologically) to provide 

safety for their own children. 

 

The good news is there are many paths to recovery for both children and adults. “The challenge 

of recovery,” as van der Kolk writes, “is to reestablish ownership of your body and your mind – 

of yourself. This means feeling free to know what you know and to feel what you feel without 

becoming overwhelmed, enraged, ashamed, or collapsed.  

For most people this involves:  

1) finding a way to become calm and focused 

2) learning to maintain that calm in response to images, thought, sounds, or physical 

sensations that remind you of the past 

3) finding a way to be fully alive in the present and engaged with the people around you 

4) not having to keep secrets from yourself, including secrets about the ways that you have 

managed to survive.” (p. 203f) 

 

Lest you think it doesn't apply to you because you are not a child who was abused, or an adult 

trapped in a burning car, or a war veteran back from Iraq - think again: each and every one of us 

has painful memories. Each and every one of us is “touchy” on one topic or another. Each and 



every one of us has been a child that learned to survive, typically by shutting down or walling off 

some part of our potential. Each of us can get something useful from reading The Body Keeps the 

Score. 

 

Beyond personal healing there is the question of the kind of society we want to create and live in. 

What our society permits to be done to children prefaces the kind of society we will have just a 

few years hence. Unlike the juvenile court record that may be closed when the child reaches age 

18, the experiences that shape the child's brain, mind, and body live on in adults as “programs” 

that operate, to a great extent automatically outside of conscious awareness as avoidance, fear, 

troubled relationships, and somatic complaints. And those “programs,” if left unattended, are the 

unfortunate birthright of our future society. 
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