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UNDERSTANDING
THE PIONEER OF
TRAUMA
RESEARCH: DR.
BESSEL VAN DER
KOLK

For decades, the field
of mental health has
wrestled with
understanding how
traumatic experiences
truly shape a human
life. At the forefront of
this revolution stands
one name that has
become synonymous
with trauma-informed
care: Dr. Bessel Van
Der Kolk. A
psychiatrist, author,
and researcher, Dr.

Dr Bessel
Van Der Kolk

Van Der Kolk has
dedicated his career to
unraveling the complex
ways in which trauma
affects both the mind
and the body. His work
has not only changed
clinical practice but has
also given a voice to
millions of survivors
who felt misunderstood
by conventional
medicine. Whether you
are a mental health
professional, a trauma
survivor, or simply
someone curious about
the human condition,
understanding the
contributions of Dr.
Bessel Van Der Kolk
offers a  profound
glimpse into the
resilience and fragility
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of the human brain.

In this article, we will
explore his
groundbreaking
research, his influential
book The Body Keeps
the Score, his core
theories on memory
and dissociation, and
the lasting legacy he
has built in the field of
trauma treatment.

WHO IS DR.
BESSEL VAN DER
KOLK? A BRIEF
BIOGRAPHY

Born in the
Netherlands in 1943,
Dr. Bessel Van Der Kolk
experienced the
horrors of World War Il
firsthand as a child.
This early exposure to
the consequences of
violence and loss likely
planted the seeds for
his lifelong fascination
with how people cope
with overwhelming
stress. He later moved

to the United States,
where he completed
his medical training at
Harvard Medical
School. Over the
course of his career, he
has served as a
professor of psychiatry
at Boston University
School of Medicine and
has been a leading
voice at the Trauma
Center in Boston,
which he founded.

What sets Dr. Bessel
Van Der Kolk apart is
his willingness to
challenge the status
quo. In an era when
psychiatric treatment
often focused solely on
medication or talk
therapy, he insisted on
looking deeper. He
began asking questions
that others had
overlooked: Why do
trauma survivors often
feel stuck in their
bodies? Why do they
relive events long after
they are over? And
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why do standard
treatments sometimes
fail? These questions
led him on a path that
would ultimately
reshape modern
psychiatry.

TRAUMA AND THE
BRAIN: THE CORE
RESEARCH OF DR.
BESSEL VAN DER

KOLK

The central thesis of
Dr. Bessel Van Der
Kolk's work is that
trauma is not merely a
psychological wound
but a physiological
one. He was among the
first researchers to use
brain imaging
technology—such as
PET scans and
MRIs—to observe how
traumatic stress alters
brain function. His
studies revealed that
trauma dramatically
affects three key areas
of the brain:

 The amygdala:
The brain's alarm
system becomes
hyperactive,
keeping the
individual in a
constant state of
threat detection.

e The
hippocampus:
Responsible for
memory and
context, this area
often shrinks in
trauma survivors,
making it difficult
to distinguish
between past
and present
threats.

e The prefrontal
cortex: The
center for
rational thought
and impulse
control goes
offline during
moments of high
stress, leading to
reactivity rather
than reflection.

These findings were



revolutionary. They
provided biological
evidence that trauma
survivors are not
"choosing" to be stuck
in their past; their
brains have literally
been rewired by
experience. Dr. Bessel
Van Der Kolk argued

that effective
treatment must
address these

biological changes, not
just the narrative of
the event itself. This
perspective paved the
way for body-based
therapies and holistic
approaches that had
previously been
dismissed as
unscientific.

THE BODY KEEPS
THE SCORE: A
MODERN CLASSIC

In 2014, Dr. Bessel Van
Der Kolk published
what would become a
global phenomenon:
The Body Keeps the

Score: Brain, Mind, and
Body in the Healing of
Trauma. The book
quickly climbed
bestseller lists and has
since been translated
into dozens of
languages. Its title
captures a
fundamental insight
that lies at the heart of
his philosophy:
traumatic experiences
are encoded not only in
memory but also in
physical sensations,
posture, and even the
viscera of the body.

In The Body Keeps the
Score, Dr. Bessel Van
Der Kolk explains why
traditional talk therapy
often falls short for
trauma survivors.
Words can only go so
far when the body
itself is screaming. He

describes how
survivors may
experience chronic

pain, digestive issues,
autoimmune disorders,
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and a pervasive sense
of being unsafe in their
own skin. The book
offers hope by
presenting various
treatment modalities
that go beyond the
couch, including yoga,
EMDR (Eye Movement
Desensitization and
Reprocessing),
neurofeedback, and
theater therapy.

The
Power of
Somatic
Approach
es

One of the most
compelling sections of
The Body Keeps the
Score focuses on the
use of body-based
therapies. Dr. Bessel
Van Der Kolk has long

advocated for
approaches that help
survivors reconnect
with their physical
selves. He points out
that many trauma
survivors develop a
form of "body
alienation"—they feel
disconnected from
their own sensations
because those
sensations are too
painful to bear. By
using gentle
movement, breath
work, and mindfulness,
individuals can slowly
reclaim their bodies as
safe places to inhabit.
This concept has
inspired countless yoga
teachers, physical
therapists, and social
workers to incorporate
somatic practices into
their work.

DISSOCIATION
AND MEMORY:
CHALLENGING




BELIEFS

Another area where Dr.
Bessel Van Der Kolk
has made a lasting
impact is in the
understanding of
dissociation and
traumatic memory.
Dissociation is a
common response to
overwhelming
experiences—a sort of
mental escape when
physical escape is
impossible. Survivors
may feel numb,
disconnected, or as if
they are watching their
lives from outside their
bodies. Dr. Bessel Van
Der Kolk has argued
that dissociation is not
a sign of weakness but
a creative survival
strategy that allows a
person to endure the
unendurable.

Furthermore, his work
on memory has been
both influential and

controversGONVENTIONAL

shown that traumatic
memories are not
stored in the same way
as ordinary memories.
They tend to be
fragmented, sensory,
and timeless. A loud
noise, a specific smell,
or a certain tone of
voice can trigger a full-
blown flashback years
after the event. Dr.
Bessel Van Der Kolk
emphasizes that these
memory responses are
automatic and
involuntary, which
underscores the need
for therapeutic
approaches that work
with the body's implicit
memory systems.

TREATMENT
INNOVATIONS
INSPIRED BY DR.
BESSEL VAN DER
KOLK

Beyond his research
and writing, Dr. Bessel
Van Der Kolk has been
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a tireless advocate for
innovative treatments.
He has explored
modalities that many
in the mainstream
psychiatric community
initially viewed with
skepticism. His open-
mindedness has led to
the validation of
several approaches
that are now widely
accepted:

Eye
Movemen
t
Desensiti
zation
and
Reproces

sing
(EMDR)

EMDR is a therapy that
uses bilateral
stimulation—often
through guided eye
movements—to help
the brain reprocess
traumatic memories.
Dr. Bessel Van Der Kolk
was an early proponent
of this technique and
conducted research
supporting its efficacy.

Today, EMDR s
recognized by the
World Health

Organization as a
recommended
treatment for PTSD.

Neurofee
dback

This technique uses
real-time brainwave
monitoring to help
individuals learn to



regulate their own
brain activity. Dr.
Bessel Van Der Kolk
has used
neurofeedback with
trauma survivors and
has reported
remarkable success in
reducing hyperarousal
and improving
emotional stability.

Yoga and
Mindfulne

SS

Dr. Bessel Van Der Kolk
has been a vocal
advocate for trauma-
informed yoga. He has

ability to sense what is
happening inside the
body.

Theater
and Play

Perhaps one of the
most unexpected
modalities he has
championed is the use
of theater and
improvisation. Dr.
Bessel Van Der Kolk
believes that playing,
role-playing, and
creative expression
can help trauma
survivors re-establish a
sense of agency and
social connection. His
work at the Trauma

collaborated with ,
leading yoga Center has included
instructors to develop Programs where
programs  specifically survivors wrllte and
designed for survivors. perf.orm the'r, o.wn
These programs stories, reclaiming
emphasize safety their narratives in a
choice, and supportive group
interoception—the setting.
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CRITICISM AND
CONTROVERSY

As with any
groundbreaking figure,
Dr. Bessel Van Der Kolk
has not been without
his critics. Some in the
academic community
have questioned the
scientific rigor  of
certain studies,
particularly those
related to EMDR and
recovered memory.
Others have argued
that his emphasis on
body-based therapies
may downplay the role
of cognitive
restructuring and
medication. However,
Dr. Bessel Van Der Kolk
has consistently
welcomed debate,
stating that the goal is
not to replace existing
treatments but to
expand the toolkit
available to clinicians
and survivors.

It is also worth noting

that in recent years,
Dr. Bessel Van Der Kolk
has faced personal and
professional
challenges, including
allegations of
misconduct that he has
denied. While these
matters remain
sensitive, they have
not diminished the
widespread recognition
of his contributions to
trauma research. His
influence continues to
be felt in training
programs, clinical
guidelines, and public
awareness campaigns
around the world.

HOW DR. BESSEL
VAN DER KOLK
CHANGED THE
CONVERSATION
ABOUT SELF-CARE

For many readers of
The Body Keeps the
Score, one of the most
empowering

takeaways is the idea
that healing is possible.



Dr. Bessel Van Der Kolk
consistently
emphasizes that
trauma does not have
to be a life sentence.
He encourages
survivors to seek out
treatments that
resonate with them
personally, whether
that involves
traditional therapy,
body work, community
connection, or creative
expression. He also
stresses the
importance of self-
compassion, noting
that survivors often
blame themselves for
symptoms that are
actually normal
responses to abnormal
events.

His work has also
influenced the broader
culture. Today, terms

like  "triggered,"
"trauma-informed,"
and "emotional

regulation" are part of
everyday vocabulary,
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largely thanks to the
groundwork laid by Dr.
Bessel Van Der Kolk
and his colleagues.
While trends come and
go, the fundamentals
he has
established—that
trauma is real, that it
lives in the body, and
that healing requires
holistic care—remain
as relevant as ever.

LEGACY AND
ONGOING IMPACT

Now in his eighties, Dr.
Bessel Van Der Kolk
shows no signs of
slowing down. He
continues to teach,
write, and advocate for
trauma-informed
practices across
disciplines. His work
has influenced not only
psychiatry and
psychology but also
education, criminal
justice, social work,
and even
architecture—as
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designers now consider
how environments can
either soothe or trigger
hypervigilance.

Perhaps the greatest
testament to his legacy
is the number of
professionals who cite
him as an inspiration.
Therapists, doctors,
yoga teachers, and
activists regularly
mention Dr. Bessel Van
Der Kolk as the reason
they entered their
fields or changed their
approaches. His books
have become required
reading in thousands of
university courses, and
his lectures continue to
draw audiences online
and in person.

CONCLUSION

Dr. Bessel Van Der Kolk
has fundamentally
altered how we
understand and treat
trauma. By bridging
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the gap between
neuroscience and
human experience, he
has given us a
language to describe
the indescribable and a
roadmap toward
recovery that honors
the whole
person—mind, brain,
and body. His
insistence that the
body keeps the score
has opened doors to
therapies that are
more compassionate,
more effective, and
more attuned to the
real needs of survivors.
While the journey of
trauma healing is
deeply personal, the
work of Dr. Bessel Van
Der Kolk reminds us
that it does not have to
be walked alone. His
message remains
clear: trauma is real,
but so is the possibility
of resilience, renewal,
and hope.



