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Throughout our lives, we are confronted with the vulnerability of our body experiences. We tend to fall sick; our bodies age, and as a result, and we die, eventually and inevitably.  While our bodies mark our limitations, and bring us face to face with our mortality, they are also a source of great pleasure, vitality and insight.

In terms of our work with depth and process facilitation, body symptoms are a direct road to unconscious and implicit material.  Very often, or perhaps always, we can find an unresolved conflict between two aspects of ourselves that is related to a particular body symptom. 
When the conflict can be discovered, explored, more deeply understood and felt, and resolved internally, our body-mind self will tend to find new inner resources that help us heal.  Sometimes, even dramatic healing can taking place, just by resolving an internal conflict. 
I know of a woman doctor from Barcelona who, just a few years ago, had a diagnosis of terminal cancer and was given only a few months to live.  As she had nothing to loose, she followed the advice of a friend and went to see a group of people working with the methods of a German physician, Dr. Hammer.  His work was based on the premise that if an inner conflict is resolved, the body can heal.

 While most people don’t heal so dramatically, this woman was fortunate enough to deeply touch her internal conflict, was able to do the work necessary to resolve it.  And her case the cancer healed, without other measures, and she is healthy today.
While it is not our work to be aiming at healing cancer, we can learn to be with a disease process in a way in which we can find meaning and insight into deeper, underlying processes that support wholeness and awakening. 

How do we look at body symptoms in our PSEN work?
We can develop a curious interest in body symptoms, and open our minds to wondering about their deeper meaning and origins.  We can ask ourselves, “What is this particular body symptom expressing exactly, and is there an expected benefit for the client  that has  her cling to this symptom?”
The particulars and the exactness of the client’s experience is crucial, based on the understanding that we are all different, and we all experience similar internal and external situations differently.  We make meaning of our experience based on our past experiences.

What to Keep in Mind as we work with Body Symptoms 

· Our bodies are an expression of our unconscious.

They speak to others what we cannot see about ourselves in our unconscious gestures:
· In perhaps the certain tone of voice we tend to use.
· In perhaps the way we pull up the eyebrow.
· In perhaps the way we look into or away from another’s gaze when speaking.
· In the way we might pull one shoulder up a little more than the other. 

· In the way we might tend to hunch our back when sitting or standing.

This is also true for our body symptoms. Our symptoms are an expression of an unconscious aspect of ourselves.
Our symptoms express another unsung song, another unspoken truth about us, buried beneath the surface, perhaps in the same way as our sexual fantasies exist.  

When we look deeply into symptoms, we notice that they speak to something about us, something that is generally true in other areas of our lives as well. 
The way we experience our symptoms; the way we cope with them; the way we can or cannot approach them or tolerate them; the way we derive meaning from them - these are highly individual and idiosyncratic, and we are likely to experience other aspects of our lives in the same way.
For example, if we experience our symptoms as limiting, and we are upset that we cannot do all the things we want to do because of them, we will also tend to experience our work as limiting, our financial situation as limiting, etc.  Or if we experience our symptoms as a stuckness, we will also feel stuck in other areas of our lives.
Our bodies speak a dynamic language, a dynamic non-verbal type of truth.

A body symptom can be anything from a migraine headache to insomnia; a chronic stomach flu or colitis or chronic fatigue; or a sexual problem such an inability to have an orgasm, or a premature ejaculation for men, or an absence of sexual desire.  It can also be an emotional symptom like chronic anxiety or a dysthymic depression, etc.

Some symptoms are chronic in nature, as they tend to linger.  And as they linger, they become included in the identification with who we believe we are. They become part of our character trait.

In fact, many people seem to enjoy speaking about their symptoms to whoever is available and willing to listen.

Other symptoms are more acute, they fluctuate, and tend to come and go away again. However, they usually have particular characteristics to them, as well as very individualistic and peculiar ways of manifesting in the body for each of us.

Just like a sexual fantasy, a body symptom fulfills a certain function. 
The following are various functions served by the manifestation of a symptom:

· To receive the care we think we cannot get otherwise.

· To distract us from a more vexing or challenging life issue.

· To avoid being too vital and having to venture into life.

· To feel important to ourselves or to others. 
For the hysteric character, the symptom will be an expression of an unconscious allegiance with the unconscious of the mother.  It will function as a stop sign, keeping us from growing up into who we are capable of being.
During process work, it is important that body symptoms become more conscious, be explored in more depth, and brought into the context of our everyday life.
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This is one level of working with symptoms.  Now lets look into a few other levels of working with symptoms.

Any symptom, or any expression of the body-mind, describes something that is universally true for that person, and it holds an implicit meaning.

We can experience body symptoms at different levels of experience. We usually start with a fact, such as a name of a disease, and the characteristics of a disease.

Body symptoms also have an emotional component as well as a symbolic nature, which is what connect us with deeper issues that are not yet getting the attention they need. 

Then there is a deeper expression underneath, which is what Stern calls a “form of vitality”.   Vitality forms are dynamic events or micro-movements that take place in us, which are filled with implicit meaning (Stern). 

The experience of a form of vitality is shaped by five dynamic events:

· Movement

· Time

·  Force

· Space

· Intention/Directionality.

The gestalt of these five components together create a fundamentally dynamic experience, one that is highly individual. 

Vitality is an experience of something that is whole.  It cannot be analyzed through its separate aspects, it can only be experienced in its wholeness, and expressed in its wholeness.  The exact way in which these dynamic events play together shapes our character.

Every separate part, when explored more deeply, will lead us to the whole, whether it is a fantasy, a dream, a symptom or another unconscious expression of the body.  Lets look into the practical application here for us in depth work and process facilitation.
When we inquire into body symptoms, we actually inquire into a dynamic event.

To do this, we have to address the experience of the symptom directly, instead of making it only about the symptom.

When we have a hysteric character, we tend to make the focus of our issue about the body symptom we encounter.   We are upset with what the symptom does to us, we seek a lot of attention and care to make the symptom go away, and we get stuck in how we are affected by a symptom.   This is a defensive posture, which prevents us from deepening.

It does not matter if the symptom is physical or emotional, or in the psychological mind.
When we work with a client who is overly focused on their body symptoms, we will somehow not feel included in the client’s process, nor connected to his or her intense emotions, and therefore we won’t feel touched. This is an indication for us that the client is in a defensive loop, in order to avoid to feel a deeper and perhaps painful experience.
Lets look into a practical example of how a symptom can be an entrance into a depth process:  Lets say you have a headache.
· I will ask you, “Tell me about your headache.”
· I will inquire into the specific nature of the what, not into the why and where.

We can be curious together what the experience is like for you exactly. 

· You might say, “It feels constricted or sharp.”
· Then I might say, “Tell me more about constricted and sharp.”
I will not say, “I wonder what feels constricted and sharp in your life.”  It is much too early to start making interpretations of meaning about the symptom.
· I will then ask, “Tell me about the experience of constricted or sharp.”

· You will at first not know what to reply to this, as you will have to inquire further into the body.

· We will then have to wait together.

Here we are entering a territory that is already larger than the symptom. We move from a local complaint to a general expression, an expression of the whole.

At this point in the process, the body symptom will not make as much sense to you as it once did, and you may have a hard time putting more words to your experience.

When we have no more words, we start to include more of our body experience, in an attempt to bring across and convey the experience.

You may say,  “It feels tight.”  As you do, your voice may have a certain rush to it, and you may try to convey the experience with a certain hand gesture as well.
Here, it will depend what jumps out at the practitioner more: either the kind of rush in your voice, or the gesture of your hand.
If it is the rush in the voice, I might offer a process observation. “I am noticing the rush in your voice when you speak about the tightness”.

If it is the gesture of the hand, I will point out the gesture, and I will ask you to repeat the gesture slowly, perhaps several times, to see what comes to mind. 

Now we are in the process of a deeper unfolding and this can take its own form of evolution from there.
One way or another, something will be evoked that needs to be understood and integrated better, not only in order to heal the symptom, but also in order to grow.
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