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Foreword


The work of #metoo is about healing. It’s about healing as individuals and healing as communities.

—Tarana Burke




Beware that, when fighting monsters, you yourself do not become a monster ... for when you gaze long into the abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.

—Friedrich W. Nietzsche 



There are things we have control of in life and things we don’t. But a mentor of mine used to say we always have choices. We cannot control the actions or behavior of others—but we do have agency over how we respond to those actions. We cannot control what systems or culture we are born into, but we can control how we engage with or attempt to change those systems.  

The organization I lead, the National Domestic Workers Alliance, serves the more than two million women—mostly women of color—who work in our homes as nannies, cleaners, and home care workers. This is the workforce we count on to care for our loved ones and whom we entrust with many of the most precious parts of our lives. And despite their importance to millions of families, they are among the most undervalued workers in our economy today. Excluded from basic labor protections and working under extreme isolation, this workforce is vulnerable to a range of abuses from the everyday violence of poverty to the more extreme—including human trafficking and sexual violence. Many of the women who do this work are survivors in every sense of the word—literally carrying the suffering and the dreams of their families across borders and on their shoulders. 

Most of us experience some form of trauma in the course of our lives. It shapes us in conscious and unconscious ways. For many of us—the events that cause trauma are deeply rooted in our culture and society, reinforced by a set of beliefs, norms, and policies that are structural and hierarchical in nature. While we experience them as individuals, they are not caused by individual choices or failure.  

We have many tools to heal from trauma as individuals. And we also have some tools to change policy, systems, and culture. But rarely do the two meet; somehow the minute we are talking about violence and trauma at a systemic level, the human element gets lost. And when we’re trying to heal as individuals we often attempt to do so in a vacuum, as if the therapist’s office or the meditation cushion were islands in a sea devoid of systems of power and privilege.  

For those of us working toward social change and justice, it sometimes occurs to us that we may be missing something. When you realize that meeting you attended about inclusion feels exclusive. Or the rally for justice features speakers who dehumanize one group to humanize another. The truth is that we are all, as human beings, a work in progress. We are shaped by trauma, deeply and profoundly flawed and imperfect. We’ve internalized our trauma and adapted in healthy and unhealthy ways including judgments against ourselves and others. But if you claim to seek progress and social change, you will be held to a higher standard of intentionality about how you manage that imperfection and proactively seek to develop, evolve, and heal. 

At the National Domestic Workers Alliance, we knew that if we wanted the people with the most at stake leading the way in transforming domestic work, we would need to address trauma head-on and create a movement that would not only not re-traumatize us, but help us heal. Not only win policy change to heal social injustice, but support individual change and resilience. We believed it would be impossible to achieve one without the other. With the help of the author of this book, we created leadership programs that promote healing from trauma. We created a culture that includes practices to help us stay centered and connected—to one another and to our shared purpose; practices that support our individual well-being and our ability to truly be powerful collectively. And it’s made all the difference in our ability to be powerful together.

We live in a time of profound change in every aspect of our culture, economy, and politics. Deep divisions are being sown by people in the highest levels of elected office. Violence and trauma show up everywhere—and it’s nearly impossible not to internalize it. The #MeToo movement has shown us the potential to wrench change out of trauma in positive ways; opening an unprecedented cultural conversation and truth-telling about the reality of sexual violence, and moving us toward healing and long-overdue solutions. The activism of women is powering a new movement to protect and expand our democracy. Much of the work of this time is to ensure that in the midst of so much change and volatility, we begin to set new patterns, new relationships, and a new culture that allows us to heal through all the change. 

Unfortunately, harm is part of the human experience. Healing, in our systems and in ourselves, is core to realizing the human promise. It’s not easy. In fact, it may be some of the hardest work we have to do.

That is why we need this book—full of insight and ideas at the intersection of personal transformation and social change. As you seek to make change in this rapidly changing world, take it with you and keep it close. 

—Ai-jen Poo, Director of the National Domestic Workers Alliance
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Introduction

Two questions have been with me most of my life: How do people change? How do social systems change?

It took me time to craft these questions. When I was young, I just hated things being unfair. When there was another way that seemed available and sometimes so obvious, why didn’t we make it fair? Why were people so mean to each other? Perhaps some would have called me sensitive. Maybe I was. I just felt things, and people, and nature.

I grew up in a small mountain town in the Rockies. Nature and wildness were larger than humans. I think this often saved my heart and my lucidity. Beauty was all around me, and I noticed it. I listened to the creeks and smelled the sweet grasses and spruce. I spoke to the mountains and sky and they communed back. I loved the snow. I loved the billions of stars in the night skies.

At home I watched my parents fight. Sometimes over things that seemed inane to me as a child. They seemed so solvable, if they would talk or listen. I understand much more about what shaped them now … about trauma and triggering. About sexism and the ongoing pressures of money and debt and working hard. About being pregnant at nineteen with no means for an abortion, and having three children by their mid-twenties. My family swerved in and out of the working and middle class, and ended with a house lost to the bank and my mother living below the poverty line after the divorce.

As I followed these feelings, which would eventually become crafted questions, they became the guide for much of my exploration these last thirty years.

Healing and Activism

In my experience, healing and activism went together. I won a scholarship for “future leaders” and spent my last year of high school in Hamburg, West Germany, before reunification. I applied for that scholarship not because I even knew where West Germany was, but because it would get me out of my house for a year. I was politicized being outside of the United States, and saw a global economic and cultural view for the first time. I also started thawing from the violence in my family. That thawing came in the form of depression and wondering what was wrong with me.

In 1985 I went to college, and in 1986 I dropped out to walk with the Great Peace March for Global Nuclear Disarmament, across the United States. I learned about the wide diversity of communities in the country, the utter beauty of the land, and about what it would mean to build a peace-based economy, rather than one fueled by war and defense/offense. It struck me that the poorer communities were the most generous and welcoming, while the wealthier neighborhoods we walked through often pulled their curtains closed as we passed. In retrospect, walking ten to fifteen miles per day, and being a part of a purpose so much greater than myself, somatically opened my system to the healing that was to come.

Back at college I got into activism and had the honor of learning third-wave feminism, getting to meet and study with some of its influential teachers: Audre Lorde, Chandra Mohanty, bell hooks, Mary Beth Krouse, and others. I was also fortunate to have teachers who began to unpack class for me, and ones who validated the importance of relationship to land, indigenous rights, and intuition as another way of knowing. I am grateful. So much of my political understanding of the world and perception of oppression, privilege, and power-over systems were grounded here. My life experiences began to have names and context greater than me, my family, and my town. I began to unpack my own shaping from patriarchy, white supremacy, class, and heterosexism. I also started having my first flashbacks of child sexual abuse by my father and some of his friends. Not fun.

In this context I tried to get help. Having never been exposed to therapy or personal development, I didn’t really know what to do. I tried the college’s psych services and was told that child sexual abuse is very rare, and if I wanted support, I would need to find other survivors on campus—then they’d run a group for us. I was putting myself through college, had no other insurance, and worked washing dishes on campus. So … in what was the “emergency stage” of healing, I outed myself on campus, put up flyers with my phone number, and did outreach to find other survivors of child sexual abuse who might want to heal. In two weeks there were eight of us who wanted a group. I went back to psych services … they were surprised. And, a therapist ran a group for us. In retrospect, I am grateful for my drive and perseverance, and pissed at the lack of consciousness and care. My self-reliance wedged itself in a level deeper. That group became a lifeline. Much of my healing happened in groups from there on out, and eventually I found somatics.

In those days of studying, working, being an activist, and trying to survive through all the pain and loss, healing and social change wove themselves together more deeply inside of me. When I could not heal for myself, I could for others. Through my learning I could see that others had worked for change, for freedom, before me—that I was a link in a very long chain—and I could do my part for the future. I saw that I was freer than my mother because of how others had organized for change, and that could be true for the generations after me. I could do my part. This gave me courage.

Many, many experiences unfolded from there. I studied Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP), was invited to ceremonies, and stayed close to land and beauty when I could. I waitressed, worked banquets, and eventually landed myself in San Francisco with $300, two friends, and then a job at Good Vibrations—at the time a woman-owned and -run, sex-positive, sex store. I have learned so much since then.

Healing

As I found my way in the Bay Area, I connected with a somatic practitioner who revolutionized my understanding of healing and what was possible. Through somatics practices and bodywork—the same processes I would later study—experiences of abuse, violation, grief, and fear fell off and out of me. I faced a level of loss, shame, rage, and the isolation that comes with things you have to keep secret—that I didn’t think I’d survive facing. The deep self-reliance I had developed was sometimes at odds with the sheer vulnerability that emerged through this healing work. Yet, I was amazed at what my body had held for me, and when given the chance and the somatic support, my body/mind/emotions/being knew how to heal. Anyone who knows the healing process from violence and trauma, knows there are so many other things you’d rather be doing and feeling. It is hard and painful work. It is also freeing work.

I didn’t spend my twenties partying. I spent my twenties healing, finding broader purpose and community, and working hard.

In 1997 I formally began to study somatics, first through the Lomi School with Robert Hall and Richard Strozzi-Heckler, and then through the Strozzi Institute. Again, it was amazing for me to see how the body and self are interdependent, and how we can deeply change as the survival patterns and adaptations in the body and tissues are transformed. I saw people change there that I never would have expected to transform … namely older, privileged white men who seemed unfeeling. I saw in a profound way that everyone has a story, is shaped by their context, has survival strategies, and that all of this is embodied. Our adaptive and inherited embodiment can radically change when these strategies are somatically addressed and people’s authentic longings are accessed. I often see people now as an embodiment of their history and experiences, with a long trail of stories and adaptations behind them, and some longing drawing them forward. Lots more on this in the book.

It was a complex space, as well, in that there was not a social analysis integrated into the work or the training rooms. The broader conversations of how we are shaped by social conditions, about oppression and privilege, about our individual and collective survival strategies that come from these conditions, were missing. While people were empowered in their empathy, longings, and to take bold new actions, the conversation of collective accountability and collective action was not there. Individual change was the ground, and even as people felt desire to make a difference for others, even support social change, the analysis of broader systems was absent and the support defaulted to individualism and unreflected-upon privilege.

I would often choose what to say and what not to, taking many conversations home to my more political community. The space was primarily white, middle to upper middle class, and heterosexual. Usually I was the youngest in the room, one of the few queer people, and I was on a work exchange/scholarship, meaning I was again doing dishes and cleaning up after folks. I did attempt to have these conversations at the time. They did not go well. I chose to learn and gain all I could through somatics, and then find other ways to integrate somatics with a social analysis, and serve people committed to equity, social justice, and a radically different relationship to the earth.

I became a somatic practitioner within this lineage and methodology, I ran somatic healing groups for survivors of violence, I have now worked with thousands of people, and I became a teacher in the work. Eventually, in connection with what you’ll read below, I developed the somatics and trauma work you’ll see here. I ran the first Somatics and Trauma course in 2000, and continued developing the work from there. This was both an innovation on and extension of the work that Richard Strozzi-Heckler had continued to develop. We were in conversation through these years, and he was continuously supportive of me taking the work into places he didn’t or couldn’t—both the healing from trauma and oppression, and politicizing the work. I appreciate him very much for that.

Activism

I did not grow up in a family that was socially active, or that had a social analysis. I have often thought that my mother would have thrived if she had been exposed to a feminist and social analysis earlier. My guess is she would have become an organizer if she knew what that was. I have also reflected that my father would have been more empowered, and likely less violent, if he had known about labor unions and been a part of one. He strove for the “American Dream,” and what he thought that would give him; while the skills, education, finances, and network he would need to do that were not available to him. But, one doesn’t know that, and all the loss and failure become so personal. I think he too would have thrived working for something bigger than himself. Born-again Christianity found him instead, although that’s mellowed with age.

After activism in college, I looked for a number of places to get active in social change. I started with San Francisco Women Against Rape (SFWAR) and trained as a volunteer. This turned out to be too raw for me, given the stage of healing I was at myself. I went to many actions and meetings, from queer to feminist, from antiwar to environmentalist. I tried to bring my politics to where I worked. I never quite found my political home in that era. I often wished I would have trained as an organizer in this phase of my life. It would have given me a lot more ground for my work going forward.

By the mid-1990s I wanted a place to address child sexual abuse (CSA) as a social and political issue, not just as a therapeutic one. While so many of the activists and organizers I knew were survivors of child sexual abuse, it was not integrated into their social movement work. It lived in conversations we’d have on the side, as I became more and more public as a survivor. I spent a lot of time trying to find good healing resources for these folks. I could not find a group or organization that was taking on CSA from this political bent, so talked a close friend of mine into starting an activist group with an intersectional analysis, called RunRiot! Survivors Activist Coalition. Because this was the era of the “false memory” backlash (more in the book on this too), we held actions at book readings of false memory authors (life before podcasts), talked to healing groups about activism and the connection to healing, tried to influence the emerging sex offender registry, and joined marches as a public group. I know it might seem strange, but it was during the 1996 San Francisco LGBT Pride Parade when the sheer numbers of people sexually abused as children really hit me.

We decided to join the parade as a contingent for a number of reasons … to be public about such a silenced and hidden issue, to repoliticize it, to counter the homophobic reaction that “you must be queer because you were sexually abused,” and to be sex positive. Whew. We had stickers, placards, a banner, you get the idea. Most of us were also freaked out because the stretch from being a secret, hidden, unacknowledged issue to a parade with 450,000 spectators, was a lot. As we walked down Market Street toward the Embarcadero cheering and yelling, a consistent reaction happened block after block. You could see people reading our signs and banners, looking over our diverse crew (gender and race), and taking a moment to process. Then people would start waving, yelling, “Me too! Me too!” or break down crying, or touch their partner or friend’s shoulder, pointing to us … and eventually that person would wave, yell, or cry. It was amazing, and it was utterly emotionally overwhelming. To move away from numbers like one in three girls and one in six boys (with no statistics for trans folks), to faces and people and partners, waving, was deeply impactful. We wanted to mobilize them, to have a strategy where we could impact root causes of CSA, and to have this be a healing experience. I did not know then that this would mean a lifetime of work.

We founded generationFIVE in 2000 after eighteen months of hosting community groups about how we might end child sexual abuse. These groups were with targeted communities, Asian Pacific Islander, LatinX and Black, mixed raced providers, adult survivors of CSA, activists, folks who worked with CSA offenders, and more. We sat with over three hundred people and cold-called twice as many to invite them. generationFIVE grew into a leadership and capacity-building organization, developing a transformative justice (TJ) approach toward ending the sexual abuse of children. It was the survivor’s groups that let me know we were ready for and committed to a radically different approach, outside of the state incarceration systems. All of the survivors did NOT want incarceration for the people who had violated and abused them. They also did NOT want to go through the criminal/legal system themselves, given how they’d be treated, and what evidentiary laws require. It is a setup; the evidentiary laws are contrary to the lived dynamics of CSA. They wanted healing, accountability, and social change so that we can end the abuse of children, and so that they could heal.

Child sexual abuse is deeply traumatizing. It is also very early training in power-over, in victim and offender, in coercion, in silencing, and in adapting to violence and domination. This is training related to all systems of oppression and power-over social conditions.

generationFIVE and our CSA and TJ work were the first places we began to integrate somatics in theory and practice. We used it as staff, we understood the trauma and shaping from CSA through a politicized somatics lens, we integrated healing and the TJ approach, and we did somatic practices in all of our trainings. We saw we needed all of it to address child sexual abuse. As we were more and more out as leaders around CSA, many, many people told us their stories of abuse. People wanted to take action, and as they did they got triggered and needed healing, then that healing would serve their leadership and action, and back again to healing. Even non survivors that got involved in the work needed personal and emotional development, because of the intensity of the work and the stories. It was clear that to address CSA as a social issue, we had to integrate personal and systemic transformation.

In 2007–2008 I shifted from being all in with generationFIVE, to looking at somatics as having a wider contribution for social justice movements. I had been running the Somatics and Trauma course for seven years and, as more and more social movement folks studied it, they were encouraging wider application and access within social and environmental justice spaces. In 2008, we gathered community again, organizers and healers who worked in various social justice organizations, and explored where to bring somatics and who and what to serve through this.

In 2009–2010 we ran a sixteen-day (four, four-day sessions) somatics program for movement leaders from across the United States. We wanted to test a wider application and get folks’ feedback. Is this relevant beyond generationFIVE? That year, and over the few years of expanding programs and partnerships, we got a resounding “Yes.” This was the first project Spenta Kandawalla and I worked on together, which grew into us co-founding and launching generative somatics (gs). This is the organization that now houses and continues to develop a politicized somatics supporting social and environmental justice organizers, leaders, organizations, and alliances in the United States. We continue to run the Somatics and Trauma programs through gs. Many of the folks who participated in the 2009–2010 program have continued within the work and practice and are now somatic movement leaders doing transformative organizing, and lead teachers for generative somatics. To find out more about our work at gs, go to www.generativesomatics.org.

In the early days of exploring the wider application of somatics within social movement spaces, we also got to partner closely with some key leaders and organizations. The rub between personal and systemic transformation became a dynamic tension. We learned from and deepened the work through this tension. I want to acknowledge Social Justice Leadership (SJL), Black Organizing for Leadership and Dignity (BOLD), the National Domestic Workers Alliance (NDWA), and the Racial Justice Action Center (RJAC) for our partnership and joint exploration in these early years. I also want to appreciate Spenta Kandawalla, Raquel Laviña, Sumitra Rajkumar, Xochitl Bervera, Chris Lymbertos, Denise Perry, and Ai-jen Poo for looking for what can truly meet and serve the needs of member leaders, organizers, and systemic change today. I deeply appreciate all of the risks each of you have taken, and the co-creating we do together!

The depth of the somatics and trauma (S&T) work initially was not always welcomed in social justice spaces. Tapping into trauma and embodied healing, when so many of the conditions people were living in were precarious, needed to be done well and respectfully. The relevance needed to be shown and proven in spaces that were working class and majority people of color, across languages, and with people who had had very little access to healing. S&T trained teachers and practitioners needed to understand and blend with the context of organizers, activists, and movement builders. On the other hand, the relevance of emotional depth and competency and healing to social change had been thrown out of many organizing models over the last decades. This created an attitude toward healing and personal development as “soft skills.” I heard more than one organizer talk about emotions and trauma not being well held, or not being “allowed” in their organizations.

NDWA really took the first big leap with us, bringing key aspects of the somatics and trauma methodology and practice, including somatic bodywork, to nannies, housekeepers, and home health care workers. Please see Raquel’s story about NDWA in the final chapter of the book. I’ll always be grateful for NDWA’s seeing and pragmatic commitment to meeting members’ needs and building collective power.

This Book Is for You

This book really has two imagined audiences. One is healers, therapists, and somatic practitioners and the other is people committing their time and lives to social and environmental justice—members, leaders, organizers, staff, campaigners, visionaries. Some of you are in both of these groups. 

In this book are the theory and process of somatic transformation and healing, after the impacts of trauma and oppression. Here you will learn about how essential the soma is to transforming trauma, cultivating resilience, and embodying new practices, actions, and ways of being. Embodied healing means we can make choices based on what we care about, rather than react from survival strategies, even under the pressures of living, loving, and social justice work. Somatics allows us to heal, find wholeness, and be on a purposeful path of transformation. It does much more than help us understand what happened to us and why we are as we are. It lets us live, choose, be, and act differently. It lets us get better at loving and being loved, at generating safety, and at taking bold purposeful action. It pragmatically and authentically helps us know how to build more trust together, and work with conflict in a way that’s generative. It helps us to heal shame and internalized oppression.

This book also asks the question of what causes trauma. What experiences, family and community dynamics, and social and economic conditions cause most traumas? It looks to social justice as the primary prevention of trauma, while also acknowledging how essential healing from trauma and oppression is to that goal, to decreasing suffering and to increasing safety, belonging, and dignity. If we do not understand and integrate the shaping power of institutions, social norms, economic systems, oppression, and privilege alongside the profound influences of family and community, we will not fully understand trauma or how to heal from it. We will not understand how to prevent it.

This book unpacks why healing, and a politicized, grounded methodology for healing and transformation, are a supportive part of creating social and environmental justice. Organizing to transform social and economic conditions and healing are very different processes, and take very different skills and strategies. Yet, they are related. While personal and systemic transformation require unique methods of change, they are deeply co-serving. I believe they need each other to be successful.

Oppressive social and economic conditions cause traumas that need healing. Social change requires masses of people building together toward collective safety, belonging, and dignity, and systems that support this. Healing can serve that goal. Systemic transformation can serve healing.

The Stories, and More

Most chapters end with a story. These are written by people who have trained and practiced deeply in this work. Many of them have ten or more years of time in and practice together. Most of the authors are senior somatic teachers or practitioners now, serving social and environmental justice leaders and organizations. Most are long-term social change organizers or healers. They speak to the work of somatic healing, collective healing, and the relevance of personal and systemic transformation. Given their influence on and practice of the work, it felt very important to have their voices, experiences, and wisdom here.

To support you in reading this book there is a glossary in the back that includes both healing and somatics terms as well as social justice terms. And, for those of you who do not spend the majority of your time in social and environmental justice movements, I suggest reading Critical Context, following the final chapter of the book. This can help to give more grounding in understanding the “rules” of our broader social and economic systems. This is good to read after chapter 2. I hope both of these are helpful in reading this book.

Good News

I am glad you have this book in your hands. The integration of personal and systemic transformation, and what a politicized somatics has to offer—healing from trauma and oppression—are ahead. And, I want to offer a perspective on learning this work. If you are moved by the content and theory presented here, there is a path. I call it a path because it can become lifelong development and engagement. This, to me, is the good news. If you are so called, this path includes training with competent and embodied teachers, daily somatic practices, doing and deepening your own transformational work, practice clients, feedback and assessments, and more practice. It also includes beginning, or continuing, to be involved in systemic change, with a community of practice and action, a social justice organization. Reading this book alone, or mental understanding alone, will not make you competent in somatics and trauma, or a politicized somatics. It’s like anything embodied—riding a bike, or becoming a surgeon, an organizer for social equity, or a healer—it takes vision, embodied practice, teachers and guides, and feedback to become good, really good, at such important work.

I hope you enjoy and are engaged by what’s here.
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Somatics—A Radically Different View of Who We Are




The Church says: The body is a sin.

Science says: The body is a machine.

Advertising says: The body is a business.

The body says: I am a fiesta.



—Eduardo Galeano, from “Window on the Body”

Somatics is a holistic way to transform. It engages our thinking, feeling, sensing, and actions. Transformation, from a somatic view, means that the way we are, relate, and act become aligned with our visions and values—even under pressure. More than understanding and insight, it supports us in embodying new ways of being, aligned with a broader vision. Somatics is very effective in both healing trauma and embodying new skills for leadership, organization building, and social change.

A young Vietnamese immigrant woman I met recently at a somatic training said, “This is so exciting. I intend to be someone, to make a difference, and I don’t know how to. This teaches me how to be able to do the things I want to, to be myself.”

Somatics introduces us to an embodied life. It reminds us that we are organic and changing people. There are vast amounts of information within our bodies and sensations. When we learn to listen to the language of sensation, to live inside of our skins, a whole new world opens. What is most important to us, what we long for, is found and felt through our sensations, impulses, and an embodied knowing. Through the body, we can access ourselves, develop self-knowledge, and change.

The habits and survival strategies we develop through life are also bodily phenomena. One of the most effective ways to interrupt reactions, and instead respond based on what we care about, is through the felt senses. This is where we can learn about and retrain our nervous systems, and develop ourselves.

Lastly, somatics can remind us that we are human, connected to a much wider fabric of life. Objectification of others and disconnection from the land and our living environments require us to numb, separate, and dissociate. Sadly, we as a species are fairly good at this. Not feeling ourselves allows us to not feel others. Opening to our own senses, perceiving, and aliveness allows us to develop and remember our empathy and interdependence.

Let’s dive in.

What Is Somatics?

Somatics is a holistic methodology and theory of change that understand both personal and collective transformation through a radically different paradigm.

It differs from approaches to change that might say a change in your thinking will change your life, or a change in your framing and language is all you need, or even adding a mindfulness practice alone will transform you.

Somatics understands both the individual and collective as a combination of biological, evolutionary, emotional, and psychological aspects, shaped by social and historical norms, and adaptive to a wide array of both resilient and oppressive forces.

Somatics is an intentional change process by which we can embody transformation, individually and collectively. Embodied transformation is foundational change that shows in our actions, ways of being, relating, and perceiving. It is transformation that sustains over time.

Any transformation happens within a social context. We are shaped by and embody the social conditions we live in. This is so, whether we believe in these conditions or not. The social conditions include the political, economic, and historical systems, as well as the cultural norms, beliefs, and practices by which we are surrounded. The impact of the shaping from these broader forces is often what we are looking to heal from and transform, individually and collectively.

Most psychological and somatic approaches focus on individual healing and do not integrate a social analysis into their understanding of how we are shaped and what needs changing. This is a limitation that, I propose, perpetuates the oppression and trauma that we are trying to heal.

First let’s clear up a common misunderstanding. Somatics is not adding a “body-based” exercise to psychotherapy or leadership development. It is not a workout class, or even a yoga class. It is not solely bringing your attention to your bodily sensations and following these—although this can be a powerful part of somatics. In Western(ized) cultural and economic systems, we fundamentally live within a disembodied set of social beliefs and practices. This means we have learned to hold the body as an object separate from the self, rather than a living organic process inseparable from the self. Thus, the distinctions around body-based work can get unclear and sloppy. Anything that has to do with the body can be called “somatics.” I’d like to get more nuanced to make this grounded and useful.

The word somatics comes from the Greek root soma, which means “the living organism in its wholeness.” Although it can be cumbersome, it is the best word we have in English to understand human beings as integrated mind, body, spirit, and social, relational beings. In somatic speak, we call this embodiment “shape.” One’s shape is one’s current embodiment of beliefs, resilience and survival strategies, habits, and actions. We can somatically perceive an individual’s shape, or the collective shape of a group. In a group this is the embodied and practiced culture, norms, and dynamics, especially those that you see when the group is under pressure.

Somatics essentially sees the self as indistinguishable from the body. The body is an essential place of change, learning, and transformation. You can think of it as muscles having memory and tissues having intelligence. We often can forget that the brain is an organ within our bodies. It is not a hard drive with software. We don’t work like that.

Our embodiment, our shape, is developed in interaction with our experiences and environments. Our adaptations to these experiences and environments—both resilience and survival strategies as well as social and cultural practices—become embodied and then automatic. We think and act, relate and imagine from a certain embodiment. This opens some choices and reduces others. Once something is embodied, it is familiar and feels “normal.” It can also seem permanent or “just the way we are.” What we embody deeply connects to our identity and how we see ourselves.

Lastly, somatics understands people as a compilation of practices. Embodied practices are mostly unconscious to us—we have been doing them so long that we no longer have to think about them. Most of our practices are inherited through our families, communities, and social systems. Some practices we learned purposefully, like riding a bike or how to greet a new person, and others were driven out of survival and safety. They are then trained into our psychobiology over time. They become habits or skills—some useful and others not. Embodied practices are both individual and collective.

Because of how we are built, we can’t not practice something, be it the pattern of our breathing or our response to a new love. Somatics asks, “What are you practicing? And, is what you are practicing aligned with what you most care about?”

The good news is that we have an incredible capacity for change. As the neuroscientist might say, we have an “incredible neuroplasticity.” As the meditation or aikido teacher might say, “Through embodied practice, we can deeply cultivate ourselves.”
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Somatics pragmatically supports our values and actions becoming aligned. Somatics works through the body, engaging us in our thinking, emotions, commitments, vision, and action.

It helps us to develop depth and the capacity to feel ourselves, each other, and the life around us. It builds in us the ability to act from strategy and empathy. It teaches us to be able to assess conditions and “what is” clearly. Somatics is a practicable theory of change that can move us toward individual, community, and collective liberation.

What Makes Somatics, Somatics?

The key aspects of somatic methodology include: somatic awareness, somatic opening, and somatic practices, within a social context and connected to land and spirit. For spirit, please use whatever word works for you. By spirit I mean the vast unknown, the ever-expanding universe, the energies, beyond human, that we are living within.

These aspects of somatics are used interdependently to create a shift in embodiment. In somatic speak, this is a shift from your current shape to a new shape. The ground for the change is your vision and longings. What do you want? What do you want to become skilled in, or cultivate in yourself? What needs healing or change? We ask these same questions of a group as well, whether it is a collective, an organization, or a community. What do we want? What creates more justice, connection, and freedom? What allows us to have the impact we want to have? The body learns on “Yes.” This is the guide for transformation.

Here’s more about each aspect of the somatic methodology.

Somatic Awareness

Somatic awareness involves learning to both pay attention to, and live inside of, our sensations and aliveness. This means connecting to sensations like temperature, movement, and pressure, in an ongoing way. Through increased somatic awareness, sensations become sources of information. You can think of sensations as the foundational language of life. Overriding or numbing sensations, while a good survival strategy, leaves us disconnected from a key source of information and satisfaction. Feeling our organic aliveness lets us connect with ourselves; feel what we care about and long for; build empathy and connection with others; and feel what needs to be attended to, acted upon, or healed.

There are levels to how we experience and interpret life. Sensations are the building blocks of our experiences—meaning, at the base of every internal experience is sensation. Understanding sensations as a foundational language, we can then feel emotions. For example, I may feel sad, and I can feel the sensations of pressure in my chest, warmth in my throat, and wetness in my eyes. I then experience all this as sadness. Emotions are deeply meaningful to us and can also act as guides to our commitments, connections, healing, and growth.

Since many of us have needed to turn away from our sensations because of trauma and oppression, or have been trained out of paying attention to them, here are some things you can pay attention to, to feel more of them: temperatures—more warm or more cool; movement—pulsing (heart, pulses), breath (in and out), tingling, streaming, twitching; and pressure—places you feel more contracted and places you feel more relaxed. When you notice your sensations try and be inside of them, rather than being an outside observer.

We also have internal narratives—or stories and interpretations of the world that run through us. Some are inherited; others habitual; others have wisdom and information for us to better understand, create, and navigate by. Language is a very powerful aspect of being human. Research of children born deaf shows that when we are not exposed to language early on, certain aspects of our brain do not develop (Sacks 1989). This is one reason it is important to assess deafness early, and expose deaf and hard of hearing children to sign language. Thinking and language are also bodily phenomena, although we can often remove ourselves from our sensations through language. What I mean here is that we can separate ourselves from sensations and bodily experiences by talking ourselves out of them, thus denying other information.

Lastly, we also perceive others and things that are happening around us. This happens through various senses from visual and auditory to kinesthetic and sensing. When we feel our sensations and emotions, we can also perceive the aliveness in others, or a situation. Many of us can relate to feeling tension in a room, or between people, even when everything “looks fine.” We can also feel the effect of peacefulness or ease in a person, space, or in nature.

Somatic awareness invites us to attend to all of these sources of information—sensation, emotion, thinking, and external perception. It asks us to learn to feel ourselves, others, and the environment, at the same time. We can develop our skill to feel deeply, and assess what is needed internally and externally. We can then have conversations and take actions that serve what is needed based on what we, and others, care about.

Dissociation, minimization, and numbing are normal responses to trauma, oppression, and difficult life experiences. These are all ways to remove ourselves, or aspects of ourselves, from feeling. In turn, being connected to sensation helps to bring us back into contact with ourselves. It also brings us back to what we have been avoiding or protecting ourselves from. This can mean feeling physical and emotional pain that made us want to leave or numb in the first place. Thus, returning to sensing and feeling can also require support, training, and/or purposeful healing.

I know this may sound strange, but so often what we are reacting to is not being able to tolerate what is happening in our own sensations, emotions, and experience. We react to get rid of the feeling, to push away the sensations, because they are associated with something intolerable, painful, and uneasy. Increasing our ability to “allow for” sensations and emotions gives us more choice and decreases our reactivity.

Somatic awareness and ongoing embodiment—living inside our own body and aliveness—give us more choice. They grow our ability to be present in more and more situations. They help us act connected to what matters to us rather than react to get away from something. Somatic awareness often reintroduces us to what we most care about … what’s in our hearts or our gut feelings.

A group can practice this as well, together attending to the sensations in the body and the information it brings, in our conversations, coordination, and collective action.

Somatic Opening

Somatic opening is another core aspect of somatic transformation. In many ways, somatic transformation is not possible without somatic opening. We can increase our somatic awareness and take on new somatic practices, yet if we do not open and process the contractions that have held a certain embodiment in place, transformation does not happen. This is true for individuals and groups. A level of disorganization happens in moving from one shape to another, one embodiment to another.

Somatic opening helps to deconstruct embodied shapes and habits that no longer serve us. This means disorganizing habitual ideas and beliefs, emotional patterns or avoidance, and reactive ways of being. While this all sounds good, somatic opening can be … well, disorganizing of what’s familiar. Even when what is familiar isn’t working, it’s still familiar. We tend to gravitate toward homeostasis. Somatic opening places us in unbounded terrain, where we can find ourselves between known self-concepts. Between known ways of being. Between known ways of interacting or coordinating.

We need a strong purpose and vision for change during somatic opening. In this disorganized place, we—as people or as groups—can feel unmoored. People can often grab onto the familiar, the habitual, and revert to what no longer works.

Our deep patterns, survival strategies, beliefs, and reactions live in our somatic structures. By this I mean, live in our tissues, muscles, and organs in patterning that includes, but is not limited to, our well-traveled neuronal pathways. These embodied patterns are supported by our habitual practices and are often reinforced by the structures and systems in which we operate; organizations as well as the broader social structures. The embodied or survival-based habits cannot be changed through conversation or thought alone. The language centers in the brain have very little influence over the survival centers in the nervous system and brain. At the same time, language and thought are important. In the big picture we want to align the head, heart, gut, and actions.

Somatic opening works through the body to access and transform survival reactions, experiences that have shaped us, and emotions or numbing that has become automatic. Our bodies tell stories. Our muscles hold memories. Somatic opening allows us to listen to, somatically process, and transform these stories. Somatic opening allows more aliveness, purpose, love, and power.

A very cool sign of somatic transformation is when you find yourself responding to something in a way that’s not at all like “you.” Or you find yourself taking actions and making moves you were not able to before. One of my favorites is when I find myself having new thoughts and interpretations that I did not intend or learn.

Groups that are focused on transforming also go through somatic opening. This too is a disorganization of the group’s norm and embodied patterns. This deconstruction is guided by the group’s commitment to something more transformative and effective or toward more choices.

Let me offer an example:






A progressive social change organization recently confronted a very difficult situation of sexual harassment amidst its leaders. The cis-male leader fired the cis-female coworker when she confronted him about his behaviors. Within the organization, all agreed ideologically on an intersectional analysis of structural power—meaning they shared values about equity and an analysis about how different forms of oppression can be challenged and changed. Like many organizations, they did not have the collective embodied skills to deal with the situation in a way that was aligned with their vision, analysis, and values. The processes, the collective practices, the conversations were not in place to find a way through that took care of the organization and the leaders within it.

Overall, this situation required the organization to reorganize its ways—meaning they had to engage in a deep level of collective change. They had to confront the fact that they did not have the collective know-how to respond, they did not have the processes in place, to handle this situation. It asked them as an organization to change, deal with their reactions, and restructure to be aligned with their values, vision, and analysis.






There are many somatic processes that support somatic opening. The processes are based on the “rules of the soma,” or how embodiment works, not how we think it should. The shaping in the soma has its own deep intelligence. As we understand these adaptations and shaping on their own terms, there are many ways to work toward change. Three key principles in somatic opening are: supporting the contraction, or blending; connecting more resilient places in the soma with more stressed or numb places; and allowing more aliveness to move through the soma connected to purpose, which includes opening the tissues to allow for this aliveness and sensation to flow.

Let’s unpack these principles.

Blending is the principle of joining with. This is joining with a contraction or habituated shaping in the soma, rather than trying to break it up or unlock it. The assumption behind this blending is that there is intelligence in the protective patterning. We want to be curious in our conversations and touch. What has this somatic contraction been taking care of? What has it served? When did it get established, or how long has it been around? How does it work? In supporting the contraction, slackness, or numbness—physically and verbally—the soma will begin to tell its story. We can discover how the somatic pattern works and what its key purpose has been.

The second principle is connecting more resilient places or states in the soma with those more numbed or contracted. The resilient places and states are usually more relaxed, allow for more aliveness to be felt and moved, and tend to have more flexibility and possibility. Connecting these places in the soma with places that are more numb, terrified, contracted, etc. allows an introduction to other possibilities at the feeling level—like the unconscious mind getting to talk to itself.

The last principle of somatic opening is about reminding the tissues how to allow for more aliveness and sensation to flow. This can happen through practices, using various breath patterns combined with particular somatic bodywork points. More detail on each of these is in chapter 10, the chapter on Somatic Opening.

Somatic bodywork is a powerful process for somatic opening. In this approach to somatic bodywork, we include conversation, touch, breathing patterns, gesture, and emotional processing. The bodywork is on a mat or massage table and fully clothed. Somatic bodywork allows us to work directly with the places in the soma that have held traumatic experiences or patterns for safety or are hypervigilant or numb.

Practically, this means processing the experiences stored in the soma through the emotions and body. Massage can temporarily relax a muscle or contraction, but the “shaping” or “armoring” in a body will not shift unless the concern that contraction is taking care of (safety, love, protection, shame, terror) is worked through. From a neuroscience perspective, the body is the easiest doorway into working with those reactions, emotions, and memories that are primarily run by the reptilian brain, and the limbic and stress centers in the brain. This is an integral part of the somatic transformation process.

Through somatic opening, change is revealed from the body up, not from thinking down. New thinking appears from changes within embodied patterns. Trying to use new thinking alone to change embodied patterns tends to be unsuccessful and unsustainable.

Somatic Practices

Somatic practices help to build new skills and competencies that are relevant to what we care about. Somatic practices allow these new skills to become embodied, so that we can count on them, even under pressure. We can ask ourselves what skills and options do we, or the groups we are a part of, need to embody to align with our callings, our vision and values? To make the impact and difference we want? The answers to these questions show us the purposeful practices we need to do.

Both individuals and groups already have default embodied practices. These may or may not be aligned with the purpose of the group. A group can also shift into purposeful collective practices that serve their joint aims.






At generative somatics, we worked with a social justice organization whose overall commitment was to be bold in their work. Being bolder would allow them to take bigger risks, attempt different strategies, and organize larger numbers of people. Being bold is a great idea, and HOW do we do that? Part of the embodied collective shape at this organization was to hold back, take care, perform well, not be messy, etc. Much of this was shaped through internalized oppression and culture. So, just saying “we are going to be bold,” while important, did not shift into new actions and ways of being. New individual and collective practices were needed. These practices were both exciting and uncomfortable, given that they invited folks out of their comfort zone. As we took on these practices, other things needed to be faced as well—certain strategies of appeasing and agreeing that historically had taken care of safety, belonging, and dignity; and protecting oneself and community from targeting. These were now getting in the way of being bold, and required change.






Embodied practices are mostly unconscious to us—we have been doing them for so long that we no longer have to think about them. Some practices we learned purposefully and others we modeled from our environment (family, culture, and society). Still others were driven out of survival and safety. Many embodied practices or automatic reactions are derived from stress responses to loss, hurt, trauma, and the need for safety. These experiences can range from very personal experiences to the impact of our social, economic, and environmental conditions.

New practices tend to invite somatic opening. As we develop new skills, often previous embodied strategies may need to be shifted. What we do know is that adding new practices on top of an older embodied strategy won’t work. Given enough pressure, the older embodied habit will emerge, unless it has been resolved or processed through somatic opening.

Given our community and family experiences, and because of oppressive social conditions, there are fundamental skills that many of us don’t learn to embody, such as: having boundaries that take care of yourself and others, mutual contact and intimacy, moving toward what is important to you, or building trust amidst conflict. Other survival skills become embodied, including: hypervigilance and distrust, appeasing, and aggression. Trauma and oppression can leave people with a deep sense of powerlessness, isolation, and shame that you can’t “talk” someone out of.

New skills are developed somatically so that they become more than good ideas—they become natural actions and habits. We want to not only know about boundaries, but be able to take the action of having boundaries in the course of our days, relationships, and work. We don’t want to leave centered accountability as a good theory, but rather embody it and be able to act from this place under pressure. Somatic practices allow us to begin to build a “new shape” aligned with our values and purpose.

There are many embodied practices that are useful to a person, community, or organization. To develop a new embodied practice it takes:


	Meaningful narrative or purpose—what are you looking to embody and why?

	The practice needs to be based in the soma, or holistically engage the sensations, tissues, muscles, organs, emotions, and thinking.

	Somatic opening so that the new practice can root.

	Repetition of the new somatic practices—three hundred times creates muscle memory and three thousand times creates embodiment.

	The practice shows up as change in your actions and life, and others notice.



Again, not every physical practice is a somatic practice. In fact, some physical practices can be training us to dissociate rather than develop a new embodied skill. All of the screens and places to go virtually that have been added to gyms are an example of these invitations to a practice of dissociation rather than embodiment.

Some of the foundational embodied practices that we have found vital to healing from trauma and oppression, and to building powerful organizations for justice are:


	Presence and Embodiment: being able to feel and engage with a wide range of sensations and emotions

	Generativity: creativity, vision, possibility, chosen values, extending trust, holding complexity, and purposeful action

	Setting Limits: embodied boundaries with others and self, including saying “no,” insistence, and discipline

	Mutual Connection: presence with self and other simultaneously, felt sense of belonging, intimacy, and community

	Impacting and Leading: influencing, choosing, intending, and taking action based on chosen values

	Centered Surrender: trust of self, other, and Spirit; being influenced from center

	Compassion and Love: giving and receiving, permeability, and appreciation with self, others, and the world

	Unknown and Contradiction: being with death, change, contradictions, and unanswered questions

	Centered Accountability: being responsive to self, others, and wider community; able to differentiate intention from impact; apologize, repair, and forgive



We will dive into these more in chapter 12, on Embodying Change. Somatic practices, combined with somatic awareness and somatic opening, let us engage a holistic, sustainable transformation.

Social Context 

Any transformation is happening within a social context or social conditions. We are shaped by and embody the social conditions in which we live. These conditions include the political, economic, and social systems as well as the cultural beliefs and practices we inherit, live, and function within daily. The institutions and social norms we are surrounded by are currently shaping and have historically shaped us. We embody these just as we are shaped by and embody our family practices and culture, those of our communities, and the land and environment. We are in both a current social and political moment, and strongly shaped by the flow of history before us.

When we are looking at transformation, social context is one of the most influential shaping forces, whether we are focused on personal, community, or systemic change. The impact of the shaping from these broader forces is often what we are looking to heal from and transform, individually and collectively.

Spirit and Landscape

Spirit and landscape are forces that are beyond humans, and shape us deeply, as well. These forces are more lasting than what humans can do or create. The earth was formed 4.5 billion years ago, the Milky Way galaxy 11–13 billion years ago. Six hundred million years ago the ozone layer formed. During the Cambrian explosion, 580–550 million years ago, the most modern phyla of animals began to appear in the fossil record. A hundred million years ago the earliest bees appeared, 80 million years ago came the ants, and 50 million years ago the first deer. Homo sapiens appeared in Africa 250,000 years ago. Around 50,000–100,000 years ago, they began moving to other continents, replacing the Neanderthals in Europe and other hominins in Asia. Time is vast compared to a human lifetime.

We can forget this in our modern and technological world, yet we are still shaped by these broader forces. Even as we are degrading essential parts of our natural environment and collectively becoming less connected to sources of our food, water, and energy, we are completely dependent on the earth for our existence. Land, the atmosphere, the global weather systems, the water cycle—these allow us life. It is only very recent in human evolution that many of us are not centrally connected to land and landscape. Throughout most of human history, our deep relatedness to the earth and stars was reflected in our cosmologies and social and religious practices. No matter what, however, whether we are in a wilderness, rural area, or cityscape, landscape shapes us.

Nature and land are repeatedly shown to be a central resilience factor for humans, as is our connection to something more vast, felt yet unknown, which here I am calling Spirit.

By Spirit, I mean the larger forces of energy, the vastness of the cosmos and unknown, and the harmonizing forces of nature. One of the 2011 winners of the Nobel Prize in astrophysics, Saul Perlmutter, reports that what we can see in the universe (stars, planets, nebulae, etc.) is under 5% of what is out there. Roughly 68% of the universe is made up of antigravity dark energy, with dark matter making up the remaining 27%. Scientists know how much dark energy there is because of how it affects the universe’s expansion. Other than that, it is a complete mystery. 

People across cultures report direct experiences of this vastness as profound and meaningful. Across cultures and time, it is named in different ways and a variety of practices have been cultivated in connection with it. Religions have attached ideology to this sense of the unknown.

So, as we consider what shapes us, what we are made of, what resilience we can cultivate individually and collectively, it is vital to include land and spirit.

Embodied Transformation

This model—somatic awareness, somatic opening, somatic practices, within social context and landscape and spirit—helps us to see the methodology of somatics as a whole. Any one of these components alone or separated from the others does not allow for embodied transformation. When integrated, these components support deep and actionable change that lasts.

To transform, to create sustainable change, we need to perceive and come to know our individual and collective “shapes.” We need to increase our awareness of the automatic reactions and ways of being we have embodied. Then, we get to open or deconstruct these, often healing and developing a much more substantial capacity through the opening. This somatic opening allows for new ways of acting, feeling, relating, and knowing. It is the pragmatic process of deep transformation, of shedding in order to change.

Somatics then moves us toward embodying new ways of being and action that align our values, longings, and actions. Often our social conditions and our family and community experiences do not teach us the embodied skills we need. This focus on developing embodied skills—whether it’s centered accountability and liberatory use of power, building deeper trust through conflict, or the capacity to be with the unknown or love more deeply—is essential to sustainable change.

The bad news, from a social justice perspective, is that we inadvertently embody societal norms we don’t believe in, and often don’t embody the values we do believe in. From a somatic vantage point, this is completely understandable and there is a lot we can do about it.

When we look at transformation from an embodied approach, we say: A person has transformed when their ways of being, acting, and relating are aligned with what they most care about—even under the same old pressures. This is also true for a group, collective, or organization. Embodied transformation is foundational change that shows in our actions and ways of being, relating, and perceiving. It is transformation that sustains over time.

Social transformation is a more complex beast. Social transformation requires many things—base
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	Emotions: Inherent and foundational experiences that hold deep meaning for us. We can develop our emotional skills over a lifetime.

	Sensing and interpreting: We do this through our sense organs and through feeling. We sense ourselves, others, our environments, and the mystery (Spirit).

	Thinking, analysis, and the cultivation of critical thinking through learning and study.

	Touch and capacity to develop skilled touch: Touch is an inherent aspect of healing and bonding.

	Relating: We are social animals. We can develop our skills of relating over a lifetime. Much of how we relate is based on our own experiences of safety, belonging, and dignity—both personal and social—and the social, economic, and cultural systems we live within.

	Resilience: We have inherent resilience, and we can cultivate it.

	Presence: We have inherent presence, and we can cultivate it.

	Action: We can take action in many ways—from having conversations, to coordinating with others, to physical actions.

	Communication and language: Being exposed to and learning language is essential to our brain development. We can learn new languages throughout our lifetimes.

	Spirit: We can see this as consciousness or an animating force. This is interpreted in many ways across culture and time.




Somatics: The Field
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