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This book is dedicated to four titans of subject matter so deserving of rigorous investigation and articulate exposition:

the late Ernest Hartmann;

the late William Roll;

and the very much alive and kicking

Stanley Krippner and Larry Dossey.

Each of these enterprising men allowed me full access to their outlooks and work products, and they encouraged me to develop and pursue my own. I would not have produced anything worthwhile in this field were it not for them. They have my gratitude, my esteem, and my fond affection.
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“Cosmologists tell us the vast majority of the universe consists of dark matter and energy—‘dark’ because we cannot observe them, but they are vital to how the universe works. Jawer reminds us that the same is true of our personal universe—we, too, are permeated with forces we cannot directly observe but are vital to how we work. Sensitive Soul is a fascinating tour of the hidden influences that make us who we are and that hold the clues to some truly extraordinary abilities.”

DEAN RADIN, PH.D., 
CHIEF SCIENTIST AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
NOETIC SCIENCES

“Jawer’s articulate writing, lucid descriptions, and remarkable case studies make this book not only a pleasure to read but a possible roadmap for people who always sensed that they lived in a different reality than their family and peers. Sensitive Soul’s compelling perspective will reassure emotionally sensitive people that they possess a gift, not a curse.”

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D.,
COAUTHOR OF
PERSONAL MYTHOLOGY

“Jawer is onto something vitally important: the astonishing individuality with which we think, feel, and process information. Backed by meticulous documentation and excellent science, Jawer weaves new threads in the tapestry of what it means to be human.”

LARRY DOSSEY, M.D.,
EXECUTIVE EDITOR OF
EXPLORE: THE JOURNAL 
OF SCIENCE AND HEALING

“. . . invites us to put aside our preconceptions and approach the world of unanticipated influences with a sense of wonder. Jawer ties together research from seemingly disparate areas of study—from synesthesia to past-life memories to the feelings of pets—to demonstrate how emotion can align with sensitivity to unseen aspects of reality. The result is an important work filled with fresh insights.”

JIM B. TUCKER, M.D., 
BONNER-LOWRY PROFESSOR 
OF PSYCHIATRY AND NEUROBEHAVIORAL 
SCIENCES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA 
SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

“Jawer brings together many accounts of non-human animal sensitivities, suggesting that a connection with emotion may help explain some puzzling anomalies. His provocative ideas will no doubt spur readers to think more about these questions.”

JEFFREY MOUSSAIEFF MASSON, PH.D., 
COAUTHOR OF WHEN ELEPHANTS WEEP

“This book takes up everything from ecology and child prodigies like Greta Thunberg to children who manifest birthmarks indicative of a previous death to the emotional, spiritual, and telepathic lives of cats, dogs, elephants, dolphins, and whales. What Jawer shows with such clarity is that the secret trigger to this hyper-connected cosmos is danger, distress, trauma, and, above all, embodied empathy, a kind of sixth sense that feels across space and time. Consciousness, it turns out, is not just conscious. It is sentient. In human terms, it is sympathetic, it cares, it loves. My response to this book was perfectly resonant with its extraordinary content and spirit. I wept. You will too.”

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL, PH.D.,
ASSOCIATE DEAN OF FACULTY AND GRADUATE STUDIES AND J. NEWTON RAYZOR PROFESSOR 
OF PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGIOUS THOUGHT 
AT RICE UNIVERSITY

“The insights of leading researchers and the accounts of highly sensitive individuals merge seamlessly, revealing human emotional biology as diverse, complex, and frequently uncanny. With his lively prose and intellectual curiosity, Michael Jawer has crafted a watershed volume on science, spirituality, and empathy.”

C. C. HART, FOUNDING MEMBER 
AND SECRETARY OF THE INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION 
OF SYNAESTHETES, ARTISTS,
AND SCIENTISTS

“Sensitive Soul brings to life the sense of wonder suggested by its opening sentence: ‘Life is full of marvels.’ By exploring the theme of emotional sensitivity through multiple lenses, Jawer paints a fuller picture of what it means to be human. He’s not afraid to tackle such unusual phenomena as synesthesia (the blending of separate sensory modalities) or even reincarnation and relate them to such wide-ranging topics as autism and savantism. Sensitive Soul is an invaluable resource for explorers of these inner realms, and I recommend it highly.”

ERIC LESKOWITZ, M.D., 
CODIRECTOR OF THE INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE 
TASK FORCE AT SPAULDING 
REHABILITATION HOSPITAL

“In this insightful and thought-provoking volume, Jawer bridges the gap between clinical research on the human emotional landscape and the unquantifiable mysteries that lie beyond. He includes the reader in his exploration of acute sensitivities and their underpinnings and offers plausible explanations for experiences that verge on the paranormal. Fittingly, he asks more questions than can be answered—as one can only surmise at the depths and complexities of the human soul.”

NICK JANS,
AUTHOR OF A WOLF CALLED 
ROMEO

“Jawer explores the relation between self, body, mind, and spirit, enunciating a view that they are not separate but are integrated. This book takes us to a deeper understanding of sentience in a nature and cosmos that evolved sentience.”

MICHAEL FOX, BVETMED, 
PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE NATIONALLY SYNDICATED 
COLUMN THE ANIMAL DOCTOR 
AND

THE BOOK ANIMALS AND NATURE 
FIRST

“Jawer has added a brilliant fresh layer and lens to sensory research. His work on thin boundaries should inform all researchers in the space, particularly those looking at synesthesia.”

MAUREEN SEABERG,
EXPERT ON THE SENSES FOR PSYCHOLOGY 
TODAY AND COAUTHOR OF STRUCK 
BY GENIUS

“A wonder-filled exploration of the sensations that pulse within and compose our bodies, shaping our individual styles of empathy. Jawer induces a lucid attunement to the uncanny emotional makeup of our shared world.”

DAVID ABRAM, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF THE SPELL 
OF THE SENSUOUS

“Sensitive Soul makes a beautiful evidence-based case for living a life of wonder and curiosity. You will never see people and nature in the same way again.”

SCOTT BARRY KAUFMAN, 
PH.D., HOST OF
THE PSYCHOLOGY PODCAST 
AND AUTHOR OF
TRANSCEND: THE NEW 
SCIENCE OF SELF-ACTUALIZATION

“This is a remarkable, informative book. Jawer has assembled a wealth of wisdom from science, anecdote, and personal experience into a rich tapestry and presented it with an engaging, empathic voice. If you struggle with any number of psychological or physical ailments, or are just curious to learn how the body and mind work in concert, I urge you to travel with this sensitive soul as your guide.”

JONATHAN BALCOMBE, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF WHAT A FISH 
KNOWS
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Foreword

Christine Simmonds-Moore, Ph.D.

Michael Jawer is known for his fascinating findings regarding people who are environmentally sensitive. This is how I met him—following a presentation he gave that was related to his first book, The Spiritual Anatomy of Emotion. His research reveals that those who are environmentally sensitive may also be emotionally sensitive, for they frequently report seeing apparitions and experiencing other unusual perceptions such as synesthesia. (I experience a form of synesthesia myself.)

He and I continue to share an excitement for the concepts of sensitivity and thin and thick boundaries and believe that a deeper understanding of these traits can illuminate many aspects of human experience that challenge the dominant ways that “mind” is understood. In Sensitive Soul, Jawer captures something of the current shift in the zeitgeist that recognizes how easily the embodied mind can apprehend the minds of others (and share feeling states with them). He unpacks various individual differences in sensitivity and explores how emotion is at the heart of many exceptional experiences. This line of inquiry uncovers valuable clues to the nature of reality itself.

The full spectrum of human experience includes several truly exceptional phenomena that are explored here. It is noteworthy that these phenomena may, in their connection with emotion, enable us to understand sentience as a core component of consciousness. This is a valuable contribution.

The book rightfully emphasizes and articulates the centrality of the body (immune responses, interoception, and emotional processing) in our relationship with the world and the information that is held within it. The social/emotional aspect—relationships and connectivity—is, in Jawer’s view, the most important ingredient. In this way, telepathy—the distant awareness of another’s experience—is reconceptualized as a form of extended empathy. He recasts exceptional experiences as a property of intense emotion that is shared by humans and animals on our planet. The phenomena growing out of this wide “empathosphere” include prodigious skills, precocious awareness of information, apparent past-life memories, and mystical states of connection with nature (among others). The dots are thereby connected between neuroscience, embodied cognition, transpersonal psychology, trauma studies, parapsychology, and ecology (we are all part of nature).

The book also honors those who are not neurotypical, in particular those who are on the autism spectrum. Rather than strict categories of experiencers versus nonexperiencers, sensitivities and personality proclivities are examined along a continuum. Different forms of exceptional lived experiences are vividly portrayed by fascinating anecdotes, while academic research complements the anecdotes to provide context.

Sensitive Soul is a timely exposition of how some people simply have a different way of being in the world that renders them more sensitive to what are predominantly emotional influences that others may not have conscious access to. These so-called psychic experiences have been neglected by the mainstream but are part and parcel of the human experience. I am excited that Jawer has brought all of this together in a book that will appeal not only to a wide public audience but academics, students, clinicians, and all manner of “sensitives” as well.

CHRISTINE SIMMONDS-MOORE, 
PH.D.
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INTRODUCTION

At the Confluence of Science and Wonder

The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion that stands at the cradle of true art and true science.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

In any field, find the strangest thing and then explore it.

JOHN A. WHEELER (PHYSICIST 
AND COSMOLOGIST, 1911–2008)

Uncertainty is an uncomfortable position. But certainty is an absurd one.

VOLTAIRE

Life is full of marvels. When we are born, everything is new and we drink it all in. If our circumstances are fortunate, we are introduced to and grow into the world with the guidance of caregivers who gentle that world for us. Even if our circumstances are not fortunate the many novelties the world presents must still astound. As we grow and learn, however, the ratio of novelty and amazement to “been there, done that” eventually ebbs, to the point that we often take life for granted. The sheer repetition of the known comes to obscure what was once marvelous and eye-opening. But it needn’t be so. As the sharp-eyed writer and humorist Douglas Adams once remarked, “The fact that we live at the bottom of a deep gravity well, on the surface of a gas-covered planet going around a nuclear fireball 90 million miles away and think this normal is obviously some indication of how skewed our perspective tends to be.”1

In the same adventuresome spirit, this volume is intended to open our minds again to the curiosities that surround us but to which many of us have become immune. How, for example, do other sentient creatures experience themselves and the world at large? What might they feel? What senses do they have that are different or more highly developed than ours? How might they apprehend danger? Can some animals be damaged by trauma, much as we are? Do they have a sense of kinship to their fellows and a sense of connection to nature? If so, could this be characterized as a form of spirituality?

And what of our fellow human beings? There are certainly some exceptional ones around. When I use the word exceptional in this context I’m not referring to individuals who are high status, or high achieving, or who flout convention. I mean “exceptional” in the most rudimentary way: how differently they perceive the world—and perhaps themselves. I mean people who are born with or develop autism or synesthesia (overlapping senses); who display stunning capacities as child prodigies or as savants (savantism can also be suddenly and astoundingly acquired as an adult); who appear to remember, as children, another life; or who seemingly demonstrate uncanny psychic abilities. You might be surprised to learn that heightened physical and emotional sensitivities characterize all these different types of people. What can we learn about humanity in general—about the development of our brains, our minds, and ourselves—that might foster a widened appreciation of these exceptional individuals?

Additionally, I intend in this volume to explore the phenomenon of trauma. It is something that likely affects all mammals, but it affects different people in vastly different ways. Thus, there are distinct forms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) based upon one’s brain wiring, physiology, and emotional type. Different minds and different selves respond to significant stressors differently. This phenomenon goes to the heart of how we are constituted.

It’s been said that we live in two worlds. One is our inner world, which revolves around feelings, memories, dreams, reflections, longings, regrets, aspirations 
. . . and perhaps the most ineffable of all, our spirituality. The other is the outer world of time, space, and material things. Try as we might, we cannot fully convey the former to anyone else, even to our mate or our closest friend. The outer world, in contrast, is objectively describable and subject to scientific investigation.2

My further aim with Sensitive Soul is to bridge these two worlds: to explain the one to the other in terms each can understand. I’m convinced that one’s interior, deeply felt, spiritual reality—while ultimately intangible—draws upon a physical, bodily experiential core that can be articulated scientifically. Likewise, I believe that science needs to understand that what can’t be measured, made manifest, or even wholly defined is nonetheless deserving of attention. In fact, the more perplexing, astounding, or uncanny a perception is, the more it deserves scrutiny. If such experiences are happening to enough people, perhaps a fundamental form of human functioning is being overlooked.

I will have succeeded in my endeavors if this book impels you to wonder once more. None of us (as far as we know) wills herself or himself into the world—we find ourselves here trying to figure out what it’s all about, and what our place in it is. The ideal is to not become inured to life’s essential wonderment. Better to take a fresh look at the people, the animals, and the phenomena around us. What is called for is a sense of “skeptical enthusiasm,” where novel ways of looking at things, unconventional ideas, and thoughtful provocation are all welcomed yet tempered by serious scrutiny. As one such enthusiast has written, “Revel in the mystery and drink in the unknown. It is where science and wonder meet.”3



1

PTSD

A Window into the Intersection of Mind, Body, and Emotion

Hippocrates famously stated, “It is more important to know what sort of person has a disease than to know what sort of disease a person has.” What he said was correct then and it remains correct today. If anything, the latest discoveries from the fields of medicine and psychology are demonstrating that it’s the intersection of person and illness that will surely yield the most useful insights about the nature of chronic illness and, indeed, human nature itself.

Take the modern plague of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which is debilitating the lives of so many combat veterans (not to mention civilians traumatized by emotional abuse, natural disasters, or horrific events that are out of their control). Did you know that:


	Trauma experienced before a soldier goes to war—particularly in childhood—may play a greater role in the development of PTSD than the actual tour of duty. Some soldiers, in fact, report that they’re in a better frame of mind after their wartime experiences than before, probably because of the camaraderie and feeling of support they receive from fellow soldiers.1


	PTSD isn’t one syndrome—there are distinctive subtypes. Researchers have found, for example, that some PTSD sufferers (anywhere from 14 to 30 percent) show a unique pattern of dissociation.2 (Dissociation is an extreme reaction to stress whereby a person feels strangely distanced from what is happening to him or her. Life may feel unreal or the person may feel distant from his or her own body.)

	Another variation of PTSD is one where sufferers develop obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) following the traumatic episode. Studies have found that anywhere from 4 to 22 percent of people with PTSD also have a diagnosis of OCD.3


	People differ greatly in their ability to recover from trauma. About two-thirds of people afflicted with PTSD eventually recover. Feeling supported by family members or caring friends seems to be a factor, as does the degree of communication between the emotional and reasoning circuitry in a person’s brain. Animal studies suggest that having a “quieter” or less reactive stress handling system overall may also contribute mightily to resilience.4




When we think about PTSD, of course, we picture someone who reexperiences the trauma virtually as a replay—with the sights, sounds, smells, and, most importantly, fears registering in his/her psyche as if the remembered episode were taking place in the present moment. Since one-quarter to one-third of people exposed to the most violent or life-threatening situations don’t develop these symptoms5 (indeed, less than one-third of individuals who have spent time in war zones develop PTSD),6 the question becomes: What distinguishes the people who do suffer from PTSD?

For a start, it may surprise you to learn that women are twice as likely as men to develop PTSD, or at least to come forward and be diagnosed with it.7 So we might want to consider the myriad ways that women are more sensitive or more susceptible than men: to sensory stimuli; to autoimmune diseases; to pain; to conditions such as migraine, fibromyalgia, and irritable bowel syndrome that are characterized by pain; to anxiety disorders; and to emotional prompts in general. Emotion, in my opinion, holds the key to understanding PTSD, and chronic illness in general, because feelings have such a demonstrable influence on symptom severity and quite likely even the development of the types of conditions noted immediately above.8

But following the female trail a bit, we come across something odd. One would suppose that women, who tend to register and remember emotion more keenly than men, would be less likely to manifest the dissociative form of PTSD (since dissociation is a form of emotional distancing). However, that’s not the case—women are also twice as likely as men to show a dissociative pattern, characterized by complaints of feeling emotionally numb.9 A closer look, therefore, is needed at this particular subtype of PTSD. What are the differences in neural processing from the classic form of PTSD where the person reexperiences the traumatic event as if it’s happening in the here and now?


Dynamics in the Brain and Body

The dissociative type of PTSD is one where, instead of having flashbulb memories of a traumatic event—along with a racing heart, shortness of breath, and all the other hallmarks of a brain and body on high alert—the person reports feeling nothing. He or she is seemingly unaffected by reminders of the disturbing episode, yet there is some influence since these individuals are bothered by a nagging sense of unreality at times. They feel not fully present, or strangely numb, or have the sense of not fully inhabiting their bodies. These symptoms add up, in the parlance of psychology, to conditions known as depersonalization and derealization.

Let’s examine what’s happening in the brain in each of these cases. In the more typical form of PTSD, the medial prefrontal structures that regulate the emotional, or limbic, part of the brain undermodulate, so that the limbic structures go hyper and the person becomes highly aroused. But in the dissociative form, the pattern is just the opposite. The medial prefrontal part of the brain overmodulates, causing the limbic structures to become inhibited and the person to profess that he or she feels nothing.10

In either case it’s a matter of what neuroscientists and psychologists call dysregulation: an exaggeration or underplay of normal emotional activity. The type of dysregulation has actually been found to correlate with a particular part of the brain known as the insula, which is a prune-size structure, one in each hemisphere. The insula is where sensory information converges from throughout the body—from the skin, muscles, and internal organs—signaling sensations such as heat, cold, itch, tickle, ache, burn, pain, sensual touch, hunger, and thirst. The insula integrates such information to produce an impression about the body’s overall “felt” state—how one feels at any given moment. Scientists call this information gathering process interoception—how the brain minds the body, one might say.11

The forward end of the insula in our right hemisphere (known as the anterior right insula) seems, in particular, to be where our felt sense is produced.12 The right anterior insula also corresponds most closely to the severity of a person’s PTSD symptoms. When someone is having a fearful flashback, that part of the insula is highly activated; when someone is feeling distant or nothing at all, that part of the insula shows very low activation.13 A person’s felt state, therefore—one’s very sense of self—is tangibly diminished when he or she is in the throes of dissociation. The flip side is that people who are tuned in to their bodies (and who, consequently, are more emotionally attuned) actually have right anterior insulas that are more developed, as measured by the amount of gray matter residing there.14

It seems, then, that people who relive a traumatic episode in the here and now have more sensory information being collected via their insulas than people who dissociate when reminded of a trauma. The felt state of the former is literally more coherent and a whole lot more assertive. We could term these individuals “high reactors” versus the “low reactors” who effectively tune out. (All of these reactions are unconscious and instantaneous, of course; no one suffering from PTSD chooses their biology. The undermodulation or overmodulation of limbic structures occurs entirely outside of conscious awareness.)

Interestingly, it’s been proposed that people become high reactors or low reactors based on the frequency and timing of the trauma they suffered. An individual who faced a single intensely threatening experience is, according to this theory, more likely to exhibit the highly reactive form of PTSD. Someone who suffered prolonged threats or injury is more likely to exhibit the low-reactive form. Likewise, someone who encounters a traumatic episode in adulthood, when he or she has better developed appraisal and coping skills, is more likely to manifest the high-reactive form of PTSD. A child, on the other hand—who is typically unable to evade a threat (especially the recurrent kind)—is more likely to manifest the low-reactive form.15




The Related Puzzle of Alexithymia

The dissociative form of PTSD points toward an even stranger condition, one known as alexithymia. This term describes people who seem not to understand that they even have feelings. Whereas for PTSD patients feeling distant or numb may be troubling and unpleasant, it’s not characteristic of their lives. It comes and goes. People with alexithymia, however, seem permanently lacking in the ability to describe what they are feeling. Even their scariest or most trying experiences are apt to be recounted impassively, as if what happened made little or no difference.16 It will come as no surprise that the facial expressions of people with alexithymia are typically wooden and their posture stiff. (These are reflections of their felt state.) And they will never indicate that what happened to them felt like anything.17

Neural evidence suggests that people with this condition are the lowest of the low reactives. Their medial prefrontal structures have no need to suppress emotional activity in the limbic region because there is a dearth of bodily and emotional input to begin with.18 An alternate (and more charitable) view is that the person with alexithymia does indeed have sensory and feeling input to draw upon but cannot because his or her cognition is so fundamentally separated from what is being felt. The individual, in other words, is severely dis-integrated.19

How does alexithymia develop? As with the dissociative form of PTSD, it may take root in early childhood—except that no particular trauma and no recurring danger is needed in this scenario. If a young child’s expression of emotions finds no validation on the part of his or her caregivers, so the explanation goes, he or she will be threatened by unbearable tension—and to become alexithymic is to foreclose on the possibility of such tensions arising. Never owning up to one’s feelings, nor even to the fact that one has feelings, is a way for the developing child to protect himself or herself. Inexpressiveness will then become a way of being in the world. In adulthood, such people’s tendency to intellectualize, to keep their body stiff, and to be highly organized will rigorously and routinely keep feelings at bay.20 (The plight of people in this state is poignantly captured in the lyrics of the late singer-songwriter Warren Zevon, who declared “I’m gonna hurl myself at the wall/Cause I’d rather feel bad than not feel anything at all.”21)

If PTSD is a disorder of feeling—with the dissociative or alexithymic form on the one hand and the more common high-reactive form on the other—then here we clearly have distinct reactions to the scary, threatening occurrences that cause PTSD in the first place. We have people with different neural dynamics and, fundamentally, different ways of feeling. The differences in how people literally feel are, in my estimation, reflected in the distinctive brain patterns and not vice versa. The brain is part of an entire “bodymind” encompassing our rudimentary sensations, along with the material aspects of ourselves that allow us to process sensory input and ultimately feel things—namely, our skin, muscles, organs, and nerves. It is the interconnections between brain and body, head and heart, psyche and soma that, in their totality, make us who we are. Moreover, it is the quality of those interconnections that will distinguish how one person feels from the way any other person feels. (The pioneering discipline of psychoneuroimmunology is doing much to illuminate how these connections work.)22

It is ultimately fruitless, in my opinion, to seek the basis of individual differences in the brain alone. Although we can see differences encoded there, the brain is not the source of those differences. Likewise, it is erroneous to think that an approach to alleviating PTSD that works for one person will necessarily work for another. Hearkening back to Hippocrates, we need to know what sort of person has PTSD. More specifically, how do they feel? I mean literally: What are the bodymind dynamics involved? If there were a way to illustrate, fairly simply, the qualitative differences in bodymind functioning between one person and another, it would greatly illuminate conditions such as PTSD. It would also point the way toward treatments that would help the different kinds of people who are afflicted by the various forms of PTSD.




The Key: Feelings and Boundaries

There are two ways to get at the essence of how emotional experience differs from one person to another. The first is to look at feelings and the second is to look at people. Let’s start by considering a metaphor that I believe is entirely appropriate: feelings are like water. As with water, feelings seem to have a movement or flow—they ripple up, settle down, seek a release, explode from within. The flow, by definition, is energetic; the very word emotion connotes movement.

Picture this movement as fast or slow, heavy or light, or any degree in between. Ascribe other qualities as well. For example, anger feels sharp. Sadness feels heavy. Joy feels expansive. Fear feels racing. Regret feels tugging . . . and so on. Now picture feeling, in general, as a stream within the body, in continuous motion. Imagine, further, that the flow animates us. (Of a lively person, for instance, we might easily say that he or she “seems very animated today.”) We now have a way to picture feeling acting very much like water—bubbling up, pooling, meandering, cascading, receding.

The second way to get a handle on characteristic differences in emotional experience is to look at the individuals who are experiencing the emotions. We noted earlier that some people are high reactors and some low reactors (corresponding to two distinct types of PTSD). Another means of framing that essential difference is with a concept known as Boundaries. This is a measure of how much people are affected by various triggers—what “gets” to them, whether in the form of environmental stimuli (sights, sounds, smells, tastes, textures) or emotional stimuli. Boundaries conjures up the idea of a divide between inner and outer—but also a borderline internally between what’s conscious and what’s unconscious; what becomes evident to a person and what he or she is unaware of.

As propounded by the late psychiatrist Ernest Hartmann,23 the concept suggests that everyone falls somewhere along a spectrum from thick boundary to thin boundary. Thick-boundary people seem thick-skinned: not much gets to them. By contrast, thin-boundary people seem thin-skinned: lots of things get to them. Thick-boundary people are stolid; thin-boundary people are sensitive. Internally, thick-boundary people are less aware of what they’re feeling in general than thin-boundary people who are often supremely aware. Adjectives that tend to apply to thick-boundary people are rigid, calm, deliberate, well organized (they keep everything “in its place”), and persevering. Adjectives that tend to apply to thin-boundary people are open, vulnerable, reactive, flexible (they see “shades of grey”), and agitated. As with most dimensions of personality, most people are somewhere near the middle of the spectrum instead of at either extreme. (You can get a sense of where you are on the Boundary spectrum by taking an online quiz at 
http://youremotionaltype.com/boundaries/quiz.html. It takes no more than ten minutes and is scored automatically.)

Let’s now combine the notion of feelings as water with the concept of thick and thin boundaries. I suggest that the flow of feeling is actually quicker and more direct in thin-boundary people and slower and less direct in thick-boundary people. Thus, individuals who are on the thin side of the spectrum will be quicker to realize what they’re feeling—and to express or react to it—than individuals on the thick side of the spectrum for whom feelings are often “out of sight, out of mind.” However (and this is important), anyone can ignore, repress, or dissociate from feelings that are especially intense or threatening.




An Improved Understanding of PTSD

If we can imagine feelings as being a flow through the bodymind, and given the understanding of boundary differences from person to person, we can now shed light on the remarkable finding that PTSD comes in at least two forms: a high-reactive and a low-reactive kind.

As we noted earlier, in the more typical (flashbulb) form of PTSD, the emotional or limbic part of the brain becomes hyperactive because the medial prefrontal structures that normally regulate this type of activity are damped down. A flashback occurs and the initial fear that the person experienced during the traumatic episode recurs in full force. The person’s “felt state” (as registered in the insula) is substantial and is informed by all kinds of bodily input. It is as if a wave of feeling is cresting, overwhelming the neural circuitry.

By contrast, in the dissociative form of PTSD, the functioning of the limbic part of the brain is overregulated. As a result, the individual feels distant, numb, or nothing at all. His or her felt state is diminished, as a paucity of bodily information registers with the insula. It is as if the flow of feeling has been minimized, diverted, or dammed up. This state of things is episodic with PTSD but is clearly characteristic of alexithymia.

My conjecture is that the majority of people who suffer from PTSD are 
thin-boundary. These are people who feel things keenly and who respond strongly 
to physical and emotional pain in themselves as well as others. These are also 
people who register sensory stimuli (sights, sounds, smells, etc.) fairly 
vividly. Furthermore, the images and feelings contained in their memory are close at hand. The boundaries of people like this—the dividing line between them and the external world and the threshold between conscious and unconscious within—are fairly porous.

The 14–30 percent of PTSD patients that exhibit the dissociative form of the 
condition are another story. These are people who are not terribly conversant 
with their own feelings or, consequently, the feelings of other people. They’re 
less apt to be affected by sensory stimuli. And their memories typically stay in 
the past; they’re not readily brought to mind or ruminated upon. The boundaries 
of people like this—both between them and the external world and delineating 
between conscious and unconscious within—are relatively impermeable.

A good deal of evidence, both anecdotal and scientific, supports this assessment of PTSD. On the anecdotal side consider the following statement made by a combat veteran. The smell of gunpowder, he said, not only makes him feel hot, “It’s as if my whole metabolism changes.”24 This is manifestly a thin-boundary person. What he experiences is intense as well as instantaneous. Additional biological evidence that most PTSD sufferers are high reactors is contained in a book that I coauthored with Dr. Marc Micozzi, Your Emotional Type.25

People with alexithymia, on the other hand, have been shown to be strongly thick-boundary,26 suggesting the same is true for those who exhibit the dissociative form of PTSD.




A Major Change in Outlook

Once upon a time, conventional science and medicine just “knew” that the mind was different from the body . . . that the head’s place was to rule the heart . . . that the nervous system, immune system, and hormonal system were entirely separate 
. . . that either nature or nurture was bound to be predominant in the development of human personality 
. . . and that certain conditions were all in a person’s head. That someone could suffer “inexplicable” pain or fatigue (or that someone could get better from a placebo) was deemed to be “psychosomatic.”

Today we know that just about all those assumptions are wrong. The mind, it turns out, is an amalgam of the brain and the body—two sides of the same coin.27 The “rational” part of the brain, the neocortex, is literally bypassed in cases of emergency.28 Meanwhile, our gut has its own nervous system that can take precedence over what the “upstairs” brain thinks.29 The nervous, immune, and hormonal systems are in constant contact, influencing one another reciprocally.30

Nature and nurture have likewise been found to collude in the formation of personality; genetic predispositions either come to pass or not based on factors in the person’s environment.31 And a wide range of maladies—such as PTSD, ulcer, allergy, migraine, chronic fatigue, fibromyalgia, irritable bowel, and depression—demonstrates that every one of us is psychosomatic. That is, we’re influenced by feelings, memories, and impressions that are no less real or valid for being outside of our conscious awareness.32

The flip side is that people who benefit the most from placebos are found to have certain personality traits, ones that we might expect from our understanding of boundaries. Would a thick-boundary person—one who views things as distinctly “me” or “not me,” who is slower to recognize what he or she is feeling, and who’s prone to being habitual or rigid—be more or less likely than a thin-boundary person to believe that a particular remedy will help, and make that suggestion real? If you said no, it’s the thin-boundary person who benefits more from a placebo, you’d be right. People who are open to new experiences,33 who show directness and resilience,34 are the ones who gain the most symptom relief.

Thus it’s time for two more sacred cows to be upended. One of these posits that all people are essentially the same, so that if person X has the same condition as person Y, then they both should derive benefit from treatment Z. The second presumption is equally simplistic and unimaginative. It maintains that someone either “has” an illness or does not . . . making him or her either “normal” or “abnormal.”

What we’re learning about PTSD tells us that both of these axioms are unsubstantiated. There are at least two flavors of this affliction: the kind where past fears are vividly reexperienced and the kind where the person goes numb. Additional subtypes of PTSD may yet be discovered. For now, though, we can see the condition as a confluence of several factors. These include gender (women are more likely to manifest PTSD), reactivity (high reactors disposed to one form, low reactors to another), the nature of the trauma itself (acute or chronic), the timing of the trauma (whether occurring in childhood or adulthood), and the kind and degree of support received by caring family members, friends, and/or therapists.

People aren’t blissfully normal before they develop PTSD, nor are they irrevocably abnormal once caught in its throes. The type and severity of the PTSD varies along a spectrum, just as an individual’s boundary type varies along a spectrum—from extremely thick to extremely thin. Where science and medicine can make the most headway is through an appreciation of the idea that both human nature and chronic illness lie along a continuum. By examining the necessarily complex intersection of the individual and his or her condition, we’ll be able to learn the most about both and treat people most humanely and effectively.

Bit by bit, questioning—and questing—leaders in the fields of philosophy, psychiatry, and medicine are coming to this same view of things. They see that the old assumptions are painfully limited, increasingly ineffectual, and manifestly out of step with the accumulating evidence. They seek a “spectrum” approach to both person and illness, replacing the linear model that is today’s convention.35 Just as the body politic realizes that answers to our society’s most pressing needs will not be found by pulling wholesale from party A or party B, so leaders of the new medicine are pushing for a framework that properly accounts for the complexity of human beings, the salient differences in bodymind functioning between people, and a full appreciation that we are not separate from our environment. All of us are embedded in nature 
. . . we are social creatures influenced by our fellows . . . and we are all sentient beings for whom feelings (even the unconscious or dissociated kind) are paramount.

Most of all we are unified beings, incorporating mental, emotional, physical, psychological, somatic, and spiritual functioning. When a given disorder stubbornly defies conventional treatment, it’s wrongheaded to label and compartmentalize the problem as being either physical or psychological, and to prescribe more or different kinds of medication in the hope that the symptoms will just go away. The symptoms—of PTSD, alexithymia, chronic fatigue, chronic pain, depression, anxiety, and/or many other chronic conditions—are truly a call for attention. These conditions are inevitably of us, even if we would prefer them not to be.

Rather than treating them as alien and seeking to stamp them out, both patients and caregivers would do better to assess the “why” of the matter. “What is my boundary type?” “How did I become this way?” and “What is my condition telling me?” are all pointed and prospectively illuminating questions. Ideally and over time, the given disorder will be integrated and transformed rather than overcome. This will advance the person’s long-term well-being rather than merely fix his or her current suffering.36

For PTSD and other excruciating dilemmas, it’s an approach we should use—one that is not just pragmatic but recognizes the extraordinary diversity of human functioning.
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