Greetings! I hope that everyone enjoyed Valentine’s Day
celebrate love and being loved.

and that you all took time to

The Topic at Hand: Responses to Stress and Trauma
I’ve decided to spend more time creating diagrams to illustrate the concepts that I discuss here. This
month, the focus is on how we react to stress and trauma. Two diagrams, closely mirroring each
other below, depict two opposing responses: constriction and intrusion. The terms describe coping
mechanisms developed to deal with trauma and detail behavioral responses to traumatic content, for
instance watching something traumatic happen from afar – on the T.V. or to a friend.
What I Know: We all develop ways of coping with trauma. Here are two categories of response.

Constriction: At one end of the spectrum lies constriction which arises from the body’s freeze
response to traumatic circumstances. Think of what it would feel like to be wrapped up by a boa
constrictor, and then imagine living that way: terrified but unable to get away from what is so
terrifying. People living in this state of frozen terror cope by dissociating, experiencing themselves
as living outside of their bodies, or observing themselves from afar. They choose to withdraw, to
become indifferent to the content. Indifference creates distance from trauma forming a kind of
emotional vacuum. But indifference as a coping style is dangerous. Elie Wiesel underscores this
fact in his 1999 speech at the White House “The Perils of Indifference.” The speech builds on an
idea he expressed in a 1986 issue of U.S. News and World Report: “The opposite of love is not
hate; it's indifference. The opposite of beauty is not ugliness; it's indifference. The opposite of faith
is not heresy; it's indifference. And the opposite of life is not death, but indifference between life
and death.”
Intrusion: At the other end of the spectrum is intrusion. This is when trauma takes over and life
becomes defined by it. A person looks harried, stressed, rushed, and defeated. Angst becomes

consuming and characterizes the general posture of living. Trauma overwhelms the body, but
instead of cutting oneself off from the trauma, one plunges into it (sometimes by choice, sometimes
because the trauma has not been integrated), experiencing a variety of psychological and
physiological responses: obsessive thinking, bolts of anger, racing heartbeat, sweaty palms. In the
documentary Cracked Up about SNL’s Darrell Hammond’s childhood, Bessel van der Kolk
considers the intrusion of trauma like a splinter: “a splinter in your mind, a splinter in your brain, a
splinter in your soul that starts festering. And so, anything that cannot be spoken becomes an
internal danger to yourself…your reality is not allowed to be seen and to be known. That is the
trauma. When people have a memory of trauma, they see the face of the person, they smell the
smell of the rapist, they feel the horrifying feelings in their body…it’s an undigested memory. The
sound is still there and is stored somewhere, and the visual input is stored somewhere, and certain
triggers can reinstate those sounds or those images. You hear them again. You see them again. So,
these are not really memories, these are just, an activation of a fragment of something of the past.”
So often our behavior and the idiosyncrasies of our lives fall into one of these categories:
constriction and emotional rigidity, or intrusion and emotional overflow. If you find yourself falling
into one of these categories in times of stress explore how to find a middle ground.
I’m Confident That:
Understanding our reactions to trauma enables us to choose or moderate our responses. And we
discover new ways to stay within in the “window of tolerance.”
For more:
https://stephaniearel.com
https://www.facebook.com/coredusoleil
https://twitter.com/snarel_16

