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INTRODUCTION

While I don’t know how or why you discovered this book, I suspect you experienced something extraordinary. If this is correct, then it is a dream come true for me as an author and fellow seeker. I began a similar journey to understand the unexplainable and found little in the way of science back then. What could be labeled as supernatural, I knew on a deeper level, was an innate part of the human condition. Now I consider it an honor to have a title in the canon of books published on topics like intuition and empathy. I didn’t know at the start of my own search that it would transform into a lifelong odyssey. The upshot of realizing you are just one minor character in a much longer story, one that may seem more like an Homeric epic, are the colorful people you encounter, their place in your journey, and how they move you along the path of destiny.

If you find a piece of your own story within these pages, arm yourself with knowledge and recognize that all great mysteries have maddening and unsolvable elements. The phenomena written about in this book have serious real-world implications. Sensitivity and its powerful effects have caused divorce and driven obsessions. Even so, some elusive elements of sensitivity have a tendency to create an unwavering curiosity as you find new clues and breakthroughs along the way. Inevitably, as you draw closer to what you feel is an answer, a thousand different questions spring up in its place like a hydra. While this book could be considered a recitation on the origins of the gifts of sensory intelligence (empathy, intuition, vision, and expression) it is also a bridge into the future. Science fiction morphs into science fact before your eyes.

My aims were to champion the exciting science that explains the gifts while also addressing the real challenges sensitive people face every day. Sensitivity can be misunderstood, especially in doctors’ offices, schools, and workplaces. Individuals who display the four gifts of sensitivity are equally miscast. The problem with misinterpreting sensitivity is that it leaves us feeling lost, lonely, and confused. The old way of thinking about sensitivity comes with a lot of unwanted baggage. As my daughter once said, “It feels like sensitivity is a dirty word.”

Our society marginalizes sensitivity due to a pervasive fear of mental illness, a fear of being labeled crazy. Because sensitivity has such potent effects, there is a lot of inaccurate information that leads people to believe sensitivity is a clinical disorder like anxiety or depression. It isn’t. It can bring on irritating physical symptoms and unusual pains. These symptoms may lead to the misconception that your sensitivity is an inherent problem you need to fix. This book dispels old-fashioned notions and embraces the new reality: sensitivity is an advantage. It is also the underlying “hidden” nature for healing the empathic, intuitive, visionary, and expressive soul. When gifted sensitives find their own healing path, they destroy outdated stereotypes: that creativity stems from madness, that psychics want attention, or that the only way to cope with pure raw talent is through substance abuse. If you’ve ever reached out to others to explain how deeply you think, feel, and perceive on such intense levels, and someone said you were being dramatic or exaggerating, you’re not alone. This rejection has a deep and lasting impact. My hope is that by providing a new perspective about these fascinating gifts, I will help you feel less isolated by that intensity you may be drawing inward.

On the bright side, our sensory abilities shape our life experience through advanced perception. There are some sensitives who have developed their consciousness into advanced Buddha-like states of awareness and awakening. This conscious awareness gives sensitive people an edge. We don’t just sense or classify information; we figure out how to use it. Sensitives are adept at solving certain real-world problems, like finding clues on a crime scene, performing an award-winning role, or saving someone’s life. We also have a deep capacity to hold others’ intense emotions (as a doctor or therapist, for example), detect threats, embody “genius,” have creative insights, possess heightened kinesthetic awareness, and show deep compassion for others. As sensitives, we must recognize our gifts and protect our valuable senses so we can access our advanced states of consciousness.

ABOUT ME

I’ve spent the past 20 years passionately exploring the research gap that exists between what medical science believes and how the gifted sensitive feels. Through that process, certain life patterns took shape. Investigating these life patterns helped me identify the extreme edges of the gifts and focus more upon sensitivity’s role in our conscious evolution. Cutting-edge studies illuminate different aspects of the phenomenon and lend credence to the gifts. Harvard Medical School and Stanford University have supported research on sensitivity. In this book, I draw from the foundational studies that led to sensitivity finally being recognized scientifically. More importantly, I share what I have learned firsthand in my health practice working with extraordinarily sensitive people for more than two decades.

I came to understand some of the mysteries of sensitivity through a life-changing personal experience. In 2002, I prevented a fire in a Seattle, Washington, brownstone. While on an errand with my friend Rebecca, my intuitive instincts begged me to return to her apartment. I had no proof, just a raw gut feeling. Back at her place, we found a three-wick candle burning on the living room windowsill beneath a bamboo shade. There was no doubt we had prevented a fire. We started calling it “the woo factor.” Since then I have had more extreme intuitive experiences, and I have heard similar stories from my clients. They didn’t know how or why they knew what they knew; they just knew. After a sensitive first experiences a profound empathic insight or intuitive vision, they are usually energized to search for their own answers.

When I started searching for answers as to why I was having precognitions and heightened intuition, and, on rare occasions, seeing auras, I found American physicist Russell Targ and healer Jane Katra’s book Miracles of Mind. Then, like tiny breadcrumbs on the trail, I found the works of Rupert Sheldrake, Fritjof Capra, and Linda Kohanov. A few years later, I was referred to a Hollywood spiritual medium whose abilities were enhanced through a near-death experience (NDE). Her name was June DeYoung and she became a dear, invaluable friend. She was the first person who taught me how to understand messages and signs from the other side. At a horse farm in Olympia, Washington, I learned from therapist Leigh Shambo how subtle energy flows between individuals along communication channels by working with highly intelligent animals like horses. Several years later, I met a former FBI profiler who explained the phenomenon further. She taught me how to use sensory intelligence for safety by applying intuition for threat detection. Gary Swanson, actor, lifetime member of the Actors Studio, and founder of the Montauk Group, shared his insights on the nature of the creative artist. His teaching, knowledge, and experience working directly with Lee Strasberg has shaped my own coaching practice and understanding of expressive artists, expressive art therapy, and drama for healing. Strasberg was the original Artistic Director of the Actor’s Studio in New York City. He created an American version of method acting based on Konstantin Stanislavski’s work with the Moscow Art Theatre. Strasberg’s method has been used by Oscar-winning actors Dustin Hoffman, Al Pacino, and Sally Field.

One of my favorite teachers, master herbalist and spirit medicine healer Joyce Netishen, taught me plant-spirit medicine. Plant-spirit medicine is the ancient practice of using the vibrational essences of flowers for healing. At her sanctuary Fire Rose Farms, I learned how sensitivity operates spiritually on an entirely unseen level. Hence, the “hidden” aspects of sensitivity that are accessed for spiritual growth. Whenever I felt uncertain or confused about the spiritual side of healing, Joyce always reminded me that no matter how I decided to use the knowledge about the spiritual realm, knowing it existed would always make healing work stronger. As I learned from Joyce through rediscovering the language of the soul, our best medicine is always within us.

HOW THIS BOOK IS SET UP

In Part I, I identify the four gifts, the studies that support them, and take a deep dive into their specific complexities. I bring these all together and describe how they help shape your personality. The descriptions of the gifts’ inner workings are thrilling to explore. They bring into sharp focus how special you are. What this book also does like no other is touch upon the multifaceted influence sensitivity has on your mind, body, and spirit. I call this phenomenon sensory intelligence because it is truly a holistic understanding of sensory perception.

Part II discusses the Mind-Body Method. This integrative health program was designed to help sensitive people protect their mind, body, and spirit from overstimulation. Sensitives will learn specific strategies to reduce cognitive processing errors (perceptual and cognitive) so they may receive the benefits of the gifts more often.

As a coach, teacher, and health advocate with a master’s degree in mind-body medicine, my position on coaching sensitivity is this: you will always be more successful when you work inside your strength zone. This book provides a fun opportunity to identify those talent zones. Then you can strengthen them with mind-body therapies explained in the Mind-Body Method (MBM). The beauty of learning the MBM is that you can design your own plan based upon your unique sensitivity processing style.

To provide some context, sensitivity is typically studied exclusively under the umbrella of personality psychology. This approach deals primarily with the mind, mental health, and mental disorders. While I have great respect for psychology, as a former mental health counselor who worked in the fields of trauma and mental health for more than a decade, I find deeper meaning in how the gifted sensitive’s unique sensory experience influences who she is, how she feels, and what she can do to achieve success. This perspective falls within the field of humanistic psychology.

Sensitivity has been studied in other fields, such as occupational therapy and education. One of the areas where sensory intelligence appears most commonly as a measure of success is in different learning styles, executive function, and decision-making. Through this mind-body medicine approach, you’ll see an emphasis on reducing sensory overwhelm to tap into the gifts more routinely. These gifts are extremely advanced and have unlimited potential, yet sensitives often feel they are unpredictable, only come in rare flashes or in emergent situations. The only drawback in developing the gift’s potential is former trauma. Sensitive individuals are more deeply affected by these negative experiences. This book teaches you how to transform past trauma borne from sensitivity. We’ll create a new mind-set together and gently reshape such triggers. When you believe you can achieve this transformation, your vivid dreams take shape and become reality. Using sensitivity to guide this transformation is called realizing your omni potential. In mind-body medicine this means healing yourself in all ways, which brings whatever you set your heart and mind on. That is true freedom. And it isn’t magical; it’s sensitivity’s intuitive healing nature.

It is my belief that sensitive people are evidence of the next level of human consciousness. I also believe sensitivity can be a beautiful place of strength, a place of grace intertwined between our hearts and minds that fortifies, revivifies, and inspires us. Sensitivity has been, and will always be, our greatest asset. It helps us embody kindness, acceptance, and resiliency in the face of extreme challenge. My wish is that we take this journey together and discover how it not only benefits our culture and society, but you as well.

TAKE THE SENSITIVITY TEST!

Wouldn’t it be nice if there was a genetic test like 23andMe to delineate the sensitivity gifts? There isn’t, although let’s hold out hope that that work may still be accomplished in the future. For right now, I designed the Sensitivity Test to help you get a jump start on identifying your gifts based on your own life experience. Before we dive in, I recommend you take my free Sensitivity Test online to discover your gift type. You will find the test on my website homepage, at inspiredpotentials.com.
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CHAPTER 1

THE SCIENCE OF SENSITIVITY

There is nothing in the intellect that is not in the senses.

— ARISTOTLE

Trying to define sensitivity is a bit like herding feral cats. No matter how hard you try, they won’t be hemmed in. The word sounds simple enough. We link sensitivity to a vulnerability, or a weakness: to our environment, other people, substances, or the food we eat. However, the word sense has a much longer story. Historical records from the Oxford English dictionary in the 16th century show the complex underpinnings of its root word, sens. The cultural pedigree of the word sense was so long and diverse, its usage reflected shifting perspectives of different time periods. In our modern vocabulary, sense remains one of the most commonly used words to describe a complicated set of physiological and psychological experiences of mind and body. By the early 20th century, sense had been divided into several categories for clarity: faculty of sensation, perception or feeling, and meaning (or significance).

In mind-body medicine we also apply this word three ways: how sensitivity affects our mind, body, and spirit. In a discussion with Cliff Smyth, a doctor of movement therapy, he explained an interpretation he once came upon, “In an old French version, the word sense carried with it a deeper meaning about movement and direction in life.”1 Dr. Smyth’s version acknowledges a sense of the self, which involves our perceptions, feelings, and who we think we are in relation to our world. And, how we perceive the world with our sense of self is how the world touches us.

As sensitives, or individuals who are gifted with expanded sense perception, we need to take care of our precious senses. The senses are the first line of defense the mind and body use to help fight the bombardment of chaotic energy in everyday life. This symbiotic relationship between the senses, the sense of self, and one’s relationship with the world influence the relative peace and calm, happiness, or pain we feel. It’s no coincidence words infused with great feeling like sentient, sentimental, sensation, and sensual stem from their root word sens. When we feel less suffering, our body, mind, and spirit open more to bliss.

This book introduces a new concept, sensory intelligence, that may be new to you. Sensory intelligence deserves a new perspective within the traditional medical model. For many doctors, the modern word sense brings to mind a cartoon chart they’ve had to memorize. An artistic eye will see the same chart and perceive a surrealist composition reminiscent of Salvador Dalí. This cross-sectioned brain represents a nebulous blob in a half-moon shape. The anatomical slice depicts the sensory systems of the body. It’s a classic medical illustration with one large eye and prominent big black pupil, strange and asymmetrical, affixed to the edge of the sensory homunculus, our brain’s mapping system. Then a protruded tongue, lips, and so on descend down the half-moon with corresponding labels where sensory information flows into a master regulator called the somatosensory cortex. The sensory system’s cortex is like the Library of Congress of sensory stimulation. It catalogs every sensation from the whole body.

Maybe you’ve seen this same anatomical chart in your doctor’s office depicting where your body sends this sensory information to your brain’s homunculus, or, in alchemical terms, the “little man.” Alchemists dubbed this mysterious location “little man” as a symbol of inner selfhood. He was thought of as a metaphorical innerscape where sensations were carried into another dimension within the self. The alchemical functions of little man were similar to a sorcerer’s stone, where our individual identity transported worldly perceptions within a hidden complex, converting them with revivifying spiritual energy. This idea may have been a holdover from Aristotle’s notion that the brain was an ancillary cooling organ that supported the heart’s spiritual functions. In Aristotelian anatomical terms, the heart’s chambers circulated spiritual energy and one of its functions was a mixing place of all sensation known as sensus communis. The heart encapsulated spiritual energy and was a storehouse of physical sensations where they flowed together freely. This central location for all sense perception became the budding philosophy of common sense.

Neuroscientists have entitled the brain area tasked with perceiving all physical sensations the sensory homunculus, whose literal translation from the Latin is “little man.” This area of the brain integrates sensory information from the outside world within the mind and body. It processes sensations from your environment automatically and mostly unconsciously. The way your brain processes this information determines how you think, feel, and move through your world. In the simplest of terms, a sentient being is one who is self-aware. When sensations coalesce into specific thought patterns, sensitive individuals use this awareness to find meaning. As our mind seeks to know the world outside of the inner self, it uses the senses to explore the nature of reality. The distinct perceptive faculty it utilizes is sensory intelligence. The four sensory intelligences, or gifts, detailed in this book are intuition, empathy, vision, and expression.

A CLOSER LOOK AT SENSITIVITIES

Within every culture there are special individuals who display the remarkable gifts of sensitivity. In discovering the abilities of sensitivity, you might be reminded of some famous characters, like Marvel Universe’s Dr. Strange, who glimpses alternate futures, or Twilight’s vampiric Jasper Hale, who senses and controls the emotions of others. However, the four sensitive gifts are real.

In this chapter, I’m going to share stories as well as the science behind them. My hope is that you’ll find a balance between compelling stories and authoritative medical studies. As a kindred spirit, I know your heart’s true intention: to access the gifts of sensitivity practically so you can use them in your everyday life.

Now strap in and let’s fly.

REAL-LIFE CASES INVOLVING SENSITIVES

In 1956, a manhunt was underway in New York City. Widespread fear and panic had taken hold from the man infamously known as the Mad Bomber. His pipe bombs had blown up in Grand Central Terminal, the New York Public Library, Radio City Music Hall, and many other locations throughout the city. The first pipe bomb attributed to the elusive bomber had been left on the windowsill at the Consolidated Edison building on West 64th Street. Over 16 years, he set 33 bombs. Twenty-one of these had exploded, injuring 15 people.

Anxious for leads, Captain Howard Finney from the New York Police Department consulted a unique source, psychiatrist Dr. James Brussel, a sensitive-intuitive. Brussel examined the snapshots of the obliterated crime scenes with discerning eyes. He pored over the meticulously written letters that outlined the bomber’s revenge. They were all neatly signed with his initials “F.P.” in slanted script. The measured tone and capitalization of the letters that described F.P.’s threatening plans suggested the bomber was careful and well organized. His language indicated an intelligence for methodical thought. Odd word choices, such as “dastardly deeds,” indicated the bomber may have been raised abroad. Additional intuitions included his single status as well as the geographical region where he lived.

After carefully analyzing all the facts in the case, Brussels closed his eyes, imagining the mind of the bomber. He received several vivid images. He relayed the detailed information to Captain Finney’s investigators: “I saw the Bomber: impeccably neat, absolutely proper. A man who would avoid the newer styles of clothing until custom had made them conservative.”2 He continued, “When you catch him—and I have no doubt you will—he’ll be wearing a double-breasted suit. And it will be buttoned.”

A month later, when George Metesky was arrested, many of Brussel’s profiling facts about the Mad Bomber were confirmed. He lived in the predicted location, Waterbury, Connecticut. He was unmarried and lived with his two sisters. When he was asked to get dressed and come with the officers, George Metesky was escorted by authorities sporting an old-fashioned pompadour and a clean, double-breasted suit. It was buttoned up to the top.

Turn the clock forward 10 years and travel across the world to the unforgiving bushlands of Australia. In 1966 an eight-year-old girl named Wendy Jane Pfeiffer was stabbed and abducted a few feet from her family’s farmhouse. When a search and rescue effort of 150 volunteers failed to find her across massive acreage of dense scrub brush, everyone assumed the worst. Fearing her dead after two days, local police enlisted two aboriginal Pitjantjatjara trackers to find her, Jimmy James a sensitive-empath and his relative Daniel Moodoo.

Jimmy James found Pfeiffer still alive in the Adelaide bushlands, a territory described as remote and wild.3 Ms. Pfeiffer remembered surviving after her abduction: “I walked 12 kilometres [roughly 7 miles] over a 42-hour period, becoming more and more dehydrated and totally exhausted.” At the time, Jimmy James’s ability to detect the location of the young girl became well known in Australia. What these stories didn’t report, since Jimmy James didn’t speak English and held no interviews, was his ability to sense Ms. Pfeiffer’s presence in the bush using his near-photographic memory of the place with which he had a natural and enduring bond. According to one interviewer4 who studied Jimmy James’s life history, James had a deep feeling, connection, and sense for the land. This empathic connection manifested in his extensive knowledge of plants, interpretation of weather patterns, and the entire ecology he mapped from learning how to track game. When the story was finally featured in the documentary Missing, Ms. Pfeiffer was given the opportunity to reflect on her abduction and express gratitude for Jimmy James, who had since passed away, “Today, I’m lucky to be alive. . . . without [Jimmy] I simply wouldn’t be here.”

In 1990 Daniel Day-Lewis, one of the most accomplished British actors alive today, won his first Academy Award. It was a prolific time for Day-Lewis, a sensitive-expressive. He won his Oscar for My Left Foot. In the poignant film, the actor portrayed Irish artist Christy Brown who had cerebral palsy. The condition rendered Brown unable to control anything beyond his left foot. Day-Lewis revealed the intense mental and physical control Brown summoned to use his foot for routine tasks like feeding himself, and more complex ones, such as writing and painting. To embody Brown’s resiliency, Day-Lewis stayed in character. He never left his wheelchair on set and had to be lifted and carried throughout the production.

Daniel Day-Lewis used this direct kind of physical experience to tap into his emotions so he could transform into Christy Brown. Using his gift of expression, he evoked the feelings Brown must have felt while enduring chronic disability. Gently, he invited the audience in to experience Christy Brown’s colorful inner life.

A year earlier, Day-Lewis performed the title role in Hamlet at the National Theatre in London. Midperformance the ghost of his own, late father, Cecil Day-Lewis, appeared and stared back at him. No one else saw his father that night. On stage Day-Lewis’s deeply personal experience quite realistically embodied Hamlet’s own tragic loss. In the first act, Hamlet sees the former king, his deceased father, who is called “the ghost.”

The unexpected sight of his own father shocked Day-Lewis and exacerbated a growing sense of nervous exhaustion. Shortly afterward fatigue struck his mind and body, affecting him for several years. He left in the middle of Hamlet’s production and has never returned to the theater.5

In 2011 Stephen Wiltshire, a London-based architectural artist and best-selling author, was contracted by Swiss bank UBS and their global advertising campaign. The project was titled “We will not rest” and commissioned Wiltshire, a sensitive-visionary, to draw a 250-foot long panoramic rendering of New York City after a single flyby in a helicopter. Wiltshire received public attention in 2003, when a retrospective of his artwork entitled “Not a Camera: The Unique Vision of Stephen Wiltshire” featured his massive cityscapes intricately detailed, which were drawn entirely from his photographic memory. These landscapes were usually viewed only once before he drew them.

When interviewed for a short documentary about his drawing of New York City for the UBS project, Wiltshire reflected on the visuals and his favorite structure, the Empire State Building. He paused, quietly capturing the details in his mind’s eye, “It’s a brilliant building.” His sister explains Stephen’s love for design: “I think drawing for Stephen is like air and water for us. He cannot live without it.” After the New York creation was displayed at John F. Kennedy International Airport, many observers witnessed his aesthetic ability to depict every aspect of what he sees with near-perfect detail, including how many windows, doors, and floors there are, right up to the rooftops.

These are just four examples of famous sensitives. There are many more. People from all walks of life display a range of these abilities. Sensitive individuals can see, hear, and feel the subtlest level of reality. Often, they bring their insights back to benefit others. They are artists, designers, detectives, doctors, engineers, inventors, psychologists, scientists, and teachers. Sensitive people possess an innate ability to perceive sensory information that often goes undetected by others. This talent is directly linked with different kinds of sensory acuity.6

Acuity means sharpness or keenness of thought, vision, or hearing, such as visual acuity or sensorimotor acuity. There may also be an emotional acuity or a deftness for sensing through feelings. Depending on a sensitive’s unique type of sensory processing, they will exhibit certain gifts, or intelligences, based on the skills they have inherited and developed. While all humans share this link between cognitive processing and sensory perception, sensitives have a genetic predisposition called biological sensitivity, also known as the sensitive survival strategy, which enhances these survival instincts. For example, discrimination of specific sensory information through temporal coding (alteration of time on acoustics), pitch, feeling, or visual-spatial sensory information directly influence the speed of sensory processing.7 These different types of acuity make up sensory intelligence. We see the characteristics of emotional acuity, speed for processing language, and judgment of aesthetic quality develop into a particular processing style within the sensitive-expressive, one of the four main sensitive types. Sensitive-expressives will use these abilities and integrate them for a clear descriptive language to convey what they see, hear, and feel with an unparalleled intensity.

The four gifts of sensitivity are so tightly interwoven with an individual’s central nervous system (CNS) that no two highly sensitive people (HSP) will respond to an environment in the exact same way. For example, take clairvoyants, mediums, or psychic channelers. They will tell you that the ability to read people is based on their unique sensory interpretations. As astute readers of energy, these sensitive-intuitives use the way someone’s energy appears and moves (e.g., dense, fast, colorful, dull), vibrations they feel and hear, and other sense perceptions to discern and translate the intentions, emotions, or personalities of the people they read. There is a vast difference between an expert psychic channeler who knows how to interpret this energetic, spiritual, or emotional information, and someone who is first learning what their sense impressions mean.

Every sensitive has an innate talent for perceiving or detecting information. However, the development of consciousness or awareness of what is being perceived takes time. The gap between pure awareness and the analytical mind has been called conscious overlay, or perception filter. Conscious overlay skews perception through belief systems, emotional feedback loops, and personal biases. This gradual development of conscious awareness makes understanding how one’s gift works challenging. Not everyone is blessed with a parent or teacher who can explain their particular gift to them or how to advance it.

Researchers have found 20 percent of the population are sensitive.8 Sensitive people span all age ranges from young children, through twentysomething millennials, and into old age. In the United States alone, 20 percent of the population (328 million people) yields more than 65 million highly sensitive people. However, the phenomenon favors no one culture, appearing with equal proportion across the globe. While you are learning about the science of sensitivity, which explains your own gift, sensitive type, and how sensory stimuli directly affects you, keep this in mind: sensory processing depends on your specific sensory modulation or discriminatory abilities.9 These are both explained in the second half of this book.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SENSORY PERCEPTION

Historically and culturally, the medical profession has cast sensitive people as neurotic, shy, or hysterical. There was even a time in psychiatric care where famous doctors like neurologist Jean Martin-Charcot committed vulnerable women suffering from hysterical symptoms into psychiatric wards that in retrospect look a lot like sensitivity. Hysteria was considered a difficult disease with mysterious or unpredictable symptoms that encompassed a whole host of negative behaviors—tearfulness, anxiety, nervousness, and depression. Now we know more about the sensory regions in the brain and how they connect to the nervous systems. Sensitives’ brain functions are unique in the way they perceive and translate sensory information. Thankfully, due to new types of medical imaging, pioneering researchers, and neuropsychology, we can transform shame-inducing stereotypes like hysteria and shed light on what’s really going on.

In neuropsychology, the study of the brain’s influence on behavior, we see major historical strides in understanding sensory perception. Neuroscience has shifted the cultural norms. When the gods once ruled, our souls were weighed by the good and evil in our hearts. Gradually, through science, we have come to realize how the mind works via sensory processing and conscious reasoning. We now know sensory processing areas are specialized regions within our brain that integrate sensory information from the body. Science has illuminated what was once kept dark and stifled by the all-powerful gods.

Ancient Egyptian scribes thoroughly outlined the procedures of sacred entombment. They specifically recorded preservation of the heart and other important organs to prepare the soul for flight to the afterlife. For ancient Egyptians it was the heart, not the brain, that was considered the supreme seat of the soul. Up until the 4th century, predominant thinkers like Aristotle still believed the locale of human intelligence, or soul, flowed within the heart. In his treatise on the rational soul, this ethereal nature could not be found anywhere else in the body. As someone who believes in an eternal soul, it is easy to romanticize a luminary like Aristotle. The remnants of his ambitious search for the seat of the soul still reverberate through his elegant theories. Can we honestly say modern science aims for such altruistic goals as Aristotle’s attempt to understand God’s earthly design for housing our delicate and everlasting soul? As time marched on, the ethereal nature degraded. The brain became more mechanistic and our human soul lost its home.

Over the next four centuries, this philosophical paradigm shifted to a more anatomical brain. Led by Greek surgeon and physician Claudius Galenus, or Galen for short, scientists departed radically from Aristotle. Through his observation of brain injuries, Galen discovered that the brain was the center of mental activity and categorized four vital humors: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. While the field of anatomical brain science advanced through Galen’s discoveries, functional aspects of the brain remained crude and shrouded in mystery. Even into the 19th century, physicians recognized Galen’s treatments for hysteria, which he attributed to demons. Astonishingly, one of his remedies listed was purification by fire.

Science moved slowly in treatment of mental disorders like hysteria. In the 1600s philosopher and mathematician René Descartes improved the biological science of human behavior significantly. He investigated reflexes that “bounce off” the pineal gland. This breakthrough linked the brain’s physiological systems responsible for movement with behavior instead of an ethereal mind. Descartes determined there is a big difference between mere sensory functioning and an ability to think, feel, and perceive a sense of oneself. He distinguished a metaphysical separation between animals and humans. Due to our higher form of perceptive thought and the ability to deal with complex feelings, he separated the functions of sentience from the physical senses.

Descartes challenged the science of the day by claiming the nerves were mechanistic like a motor. He proposed they carried sensory information to the ventricles. In Descartes’s theory, the fluid inside the ventricles resembled hydraulic fluid. Nerves were used for information transport by communicating sensory information about control of the body, thereby influencing physical behavior. His applications inspired a new model of sensory information delivery between the brain and body. He formally established the theoretical argument known today as the mind-body problem. Since Descartes still couldn’t explain higher cognitive functions such as emotion, desire, and intellect he created a division between them. The mind, which is not the brain, must embody a person’s ethereal nature, aka the soul. This powerful division still influences brain research today.

A century later, in 1780, Italian physician Luigi Galvani had a major breakthrough. Observing frogs, he discovered their muscles twitched using “animal electricity.” While incomplete due to the insufficient technology, Galvani’s foundational work established the electrical underpinnings of the nervous system.

By the 1800s German physiologist Franz Joseph Gall determined the brain had specific regions or localization of mental functions. He looked at the bumps and nodules of the skull and decided these revealed intelligence, features of character, and personality markers. Today Gall’s pseudoscience known as phrenology has been discarded, but localization was adopted into the medical lexicon. The localization of different areas of the brain still shape neurology. By 1869 Sir Francis Galton published Hereditary Genius, which later led to a terrible controversy involving eugenics. He introduced the topic of visual acuity and hypothesized that sensory channels are a means of information input that form intelligence. He speculated that gifted people may have superior sensitivities. One hundred and fifty years later, his work was dissected and studied more extensively. Researchers found sensitivities are not measures of intelligence, but there are specific links to intelligence through sensory modulation differences, such as sensory speed, discrimination, and acuity levels. In the early 2000s, measurement tools like the Adolescent/Adult Sensory Profile were developed to test the differences of sensory processing.

The end of the 19th century was an exciting time for brain research. Carl Wernicke, the German anatomist, physician, neuropathologist, and psychiatrist, combined his fields of study. By observing and working with language deficits from patients who were unable to speak, he differentiated a specific area in the temporal and parietal lobes at the back of the brain. This region, where language deficits generate (known as aphasia), is still called Wernicke’s area. The scientific evolution of sensory perception takes shape through psychologists’ understanding of different neurological disorders, like Emil Kraepelin’s discovery of manic depression, Wernicke’s localization of language processing, and how the physiology of clinical mental disorders impact behavior. These touchstones are the scientific origins of modern neuropsychology.

In 1906 Santiago Ramón y Cajal won the Nobel Prize (with Camillo Golgi) for his work detailing the basic structure and function of nerve cells. Ramón y Cajal was the first brain researcher to isolate nerve cells and connect them to the wider processing functions of the nervous system. The invention of the electroencephalograph (EEG) both revolutionized understanding of brain functions and provided a new electrical model to represent the nervous system. Now scientists can record electrical activity in the brain.

The last 90 years are dizzying in terms of brain research. In 1932 neuron function was explained and we learned how nerves actually transmit different messages. By 1944 nerve fibers were explained. Then work begun on the hypothalamus and thalamus. These interconnected areas became formally recognized as an interbrain, which involves memory, sound processing, and emotions. Rapid eye movement (REM) followed, using EEG to track sleep patterns. Then the positron emission tomography (PET) scan was invented, which provided visual information about the activity of the brain.

In the 1980s research focused on the unique functions of the right and left hemispheres.10 Then, the 1990s became the Decade of the Brain. Through these time periods we learned about ion channels, proteins’ influence on brain receptors, and single transduction of nerve cells through chemicals called neurotransmitters. At the end of this period, sensitivity was formally identified through Drs. Elaine and Arthur Aron’s development of the Highly Sensitive Person Scale (HSPS).11

Our modern understanding of the brain has been shaped by the growing fields of neuroscience and neuropsychology. Through scientific evolution, understanding of brain functions has changed markedly based on the technology available at the time. Sifting through extensive medical terminology, we see different analogies to explain neurological concepts in medical research. For instance, the senses are gateways to intelligence. Or, behavior is regulated like a thermostat. The brain is like a computer. Nerve cells communicate like the Internet. These analogies help us picture brain phenomena. But they also constrain our understanding of sensitivity, tying it to current models and technology. Several prominent studies into neurological sensory processes, like Dr. Elaine Aron’s, broke free from the constraints that have defined investigation. Others like Rupert Sheldrake, Russell Targ, and Hal Puthoff completely transformed the field of study on sensory perception and how it informs consciousness.

MODERN SCIENCE AND THE DESCARTES MODEL

Sensory perception is the use of human senses (seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching) to process stimuli or information from the environment. Our wide-open senses were how we explored the world before we could communicate. There is a crossroad dividing the science on sensory perception. On one side, widely accepted science, which is neurological and evidence-based, explains the specific anatomical and neurological functions of the senses and how they perceive information. It is then applied to how the brain connects sensory information within the body (motor neurons, reflexes, and sensory neurons). These fields of study investigate how brain function shapes human behavior. On the other side is the field of sensory perception research conducted by parapsychological investigators, which has largely been neglected by traditional science. These studies have become shrouded in conspiracy theories, which complicates differentiating the real science from the lore.

Many people, when they first hear the term sensory perception, believe it refers to extrasensory perception (ESP). While I am unsure how this association came about, there is an interesting connection. For starters, ESP would be considered a form of sensory intelligence. It falls within the range of human sensitivity as being a kind of intelligent perception and an intuitive mental faculty. Because it has been so difficult to research under laboratory conditions, ESP has been widely criticized. There are distinct viewpoints around ESP. It is thought to be a function of sensory perception. Alternatively, sensory perception is sometimes considered a bridge to nonlocal consciousness (mind). In terms of sensory perception, nonlocal consciousness may be the final frontier.

The most frustrating part of this struggle between traditional neuroscience and consciousness research is the very real separation between the two. The materialist viewpoint suggests the mind is generated from the organic biochemical processes in the brain. The relatively new field of consciousness studies leaves open the location of the mind, including a nonlocal model. These studies include traditional physical sciences that sometimes appear metaphysical (e.g., quantum effects, quantum mechanics, and particle entanglement). Scientifically, we are still at pains to change the Cartesian abstraction of mechanistic sensory duality (the senses versus a “self”). Nowadays, a collective immune system in the scientific community combats new knowledge about consciousness. A “seeing is not believing” attitude prevails. Dr. Rupert Sheldrake’s morphogenic fields and Dr. Jacobo Grinberg’s neuronal fields show support and evidence of a participatory mind with the ability to connect and influence the environment and others.12 Yet these studies remain buried in obscurity and the discoveries wither rather than enrich knowledge and build on consciousness as a legitimate field of research.

Sir Roger Penrose, English mathematician, physicist, and philosopher of science, likely holds the current mantle for the most controversial theory of consciousness today. He calls it orchestrated objective reduction, or Orch OR.13 Orch OR has been panned by critics. Due to Penrose’s brilliance in traditional science, researchers cannot discount his theory completely. With the help of anesthesiologist and consciousness researcher Stuart Hamerhoff, Penrose designed the Orch OR hypothesis using microtubules in the brain to explain the possible quantum mechanical nature of consciousness.14 With work by Japanese researchers on microtubules, there is some narrow support for Penrose and Hamerhoff’s initial claim that consciousness is derived from a deeper level, on a finer quantum scale of activity, within brain neurons.15

Earlier research by parapsychologists Russell Targ and Harold Puthoff at Stanford Research Institute (SRI) in Menlo Park, California, showed a positive correlation between subjects having higher than average positive (correct) responses on describing targets at a distance while under sensory shielding.16 The researchers used EEG recordings to track participants’ physiology while they sensed targets. Targ and Puthoff used remote scenes as targets on blind-guessing tests. Experimenters either used pictures of the target or were located at a distant site, many miles from the test location at the SRI research facility. Test subjects described or drew the target at the experimenter’s location. They were able to detail the location conditions such as buildings, docks, roads, or gardens, including structural materials, color, and shape, sometimes with great specificity.

From this landmark study, Targ and Puthoff established a theory of higher cognitive functioning of what they originally called remote perceptual ability. Their subjects were able to describe the target or location while under blind conditions (experimenters also used visual, acoustic, and electrical shielding). The researchers concluded these perceptions were an extrasensory function of the mind. In their summary they noted, “It may be that remote perceptual ability is widely distributed in the general population, but because the perception is generally below an individual’s level of awareness, it’s repressed or not noticed.” Targ has written several books about his research including Miracles of Mind, Limitless Mind, The Reality of ESP, and Mind-Reach.

Since ESP has largely been rejected by modern medicine and science, we must look to the forerunners in the field of parapsychology for insights. They form a kind of scientific subculture. Suppressed science includes the work of biologist Rupert Sheldrake, Ph.D., who modernized morphogenic fields, and physician Norman Shealy, M.D., who studied energetic healing.

The relevance of ESP to sensitivity was made evident through a groundbreaking 2015 Italian study published in the Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease on the links between telepathy, clairvoyance, precognition and trauma.17 The Italian study was based on the earlier research of psychoanalyst Sándor Ferenczi, a neurologist who theorized that children who suffered extremely painful experiences, such as sexual abuse, might develop hypersensitivity to environmental conditions in order to avoid traumatic events in the future.18 The results from the Italian study suggest that individuals who experience recurrent ESP phenomena report higher levels of past trauma compared to individuals who report no such experiences. Additionally, this study showed an association between anomalous events, uncommon events outside the normal range of human sense perception, and trauma.

The authors of the study propose that consciousness provides a regulatory function during emotionally and physically painful traumatic events: dissociation. This means when there is a failure or breakdown of normal dissociative defenses, the gifts of sensitivity emerge. This process is an automatic defense mechanism and we have little control over it during the cascade of nervous system responses (freeze, flight, fight, fright, fragmenting) that flow from a traumatic event. To understand how sensitive our nervous system is and how consciousness may serve as a regulatory function, we’ll look at this more look closely when we learn about the sensory systems.

SENSORY PROCESSING SENSITIVITY (SPS) FORMALLY IDENTIFIED

The Highly Sensitive Person Scale was first designed by Drs. Elaine and Arthur Aron. Their work ushered in a new era of personality research on sensitivity. The HSPS delineated different kinds of sensory stimulation through subjects’ answers on a 7-point rating scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). It included 27 questions and targeted a range of environmental stimuli such as loud noises, bright lights, emotions of others, and common substances such as caffeine. Sample questions from the HSP scale were “Are you made uncomfortable by loud noises?” and “Do other people’s moods affect you?”19 Modern personality psychologists characterized the highly sensitive person as having a unique organic brain processing function to handle more sensory information. Researchers label this trait sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) because sensitive individuals use a specific depth processing function to detect and interpret information. Sensory information streams through the senses and an acuity is felt such as brightness of lights, intensity of sounds, and differentiation of smells.

This recent formalization of sensitivity as an organic brain process was breakthrough science. Assigning clinical definition to SPS legitimized sensitivity. It moved from an easily dismissed generalization to a definable part of human existence. Clinically it wasn’t considered a mental disorder, but a unique inborn temperament influencing the personality. Curious social science investigators repeatedly tested the validity of the HSPS questionnaire, cross-culturally as well, and have found it valid by four and five factor analysis.20 The HSPS provided a consistent measurement of the unique qualities of SPS, now considered subprocessing types, such as ease of sensory excitation (EOE), low sensory threshold (LST), and aesthetic sensitivity (AES). Through these advances, psychologists could now quantify some of the negative associations attributed to sensitivity. The data dismantled the stereotype by identifying the specific subfunctions of sensory processing. Not all sensitives are created equal, nor are they all shy, tearful, sad, neurotic, or hysterical.

For a great many of us, this shift in psychological culture leveled the playing field. It validated new ways to describe sensitivity. With the knowledge that sensitives really do see, hear, and feel more, we could explore the possibilities and advantages rather than being negatively clouded by psychology’s need to pathologize the unknown.

This field of sensitivity research informed open-minded doctors about the subtleties of sensory processing. It enabled them to focus on specific areas of the brain enhanced in sensitive individuals. More recent work expanded field studies, evaluating SPS and causal relationships between anxiety, depression, autism, and learning differences. While there is still a long way to go, these informative studies shape our understanding of SPS.

We now know SPS is not limited to mental function. SPS affects us emotionally and physically. Studying SPS through the different cognitive pathways for processing sensory information helps us understand its physical influences. The connection that stands out, the one you can witness yourself, is readily detecting when someone is lying
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