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Introduction
In The Body Keeps the Score, Dr.  Bessel van der Kolk, 
a psychiatrist with decades of experience in trauma 
treatment, takes readers on an insightful journey into 
the impacts of trauma on the human psyche and body. 
Drawing from case studies, scientific research, and his 
own clinical experiences, van der Kolk highlights how 
trauma reshapes the mind, brain, and body. This book is 
essential reading for those in social psychiatry, as it bridges 
gaps in understanding trauma’s effects, offers innovative 
treatments, and underscores the importance of integrating 
body‑oriented therapies in psychiatric practice.

Content Summary
Van der Kolk’s approach to trauma is holistic, emphasizing 
that trauma is not only a psychological wound but also a 
physiological one. The book is divided into five parts, each 
delving into different aspects of trauma: how it impacts the 
brain and body, the varied manifestations it can take, and 
potential paths toward healing. The author describes how 
trauma can alter neural networks and how this restructuring 
affects everything from cognition to behavior. Trauma 
survivors, he explains, often remain stuck in a state of 
hyperarousal or dissociation, struggling to fully reengage 
with life.

A notable strength of the book is its exploration of both 
traditional and alternative therapies. Van der Kolk does 
not dismiss standard treatments like psychotherapy but 
advocates for a multimodal approach. He introduces 
readers to less conventional therapies such as Eye 
Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, yoga, and 
neurofeedback, which he argues can address the somatic 
dimension of trauma more effectively than talk therapy 
alone.

Strengths and Key Insights
1.	 Neuroscience of Trauma: One of the book’s major 

contributions is its clear and accessible explanation of 
how trauma affects the brain. By detailing the roles 
of the amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex, 
van der Kolk demystifies the biological underpinnings 
of traumatic stress. This grounding in neuroscience is 
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valuable for social psychiatrists seeking to understand 
and convey the physiological impact of trauma to 
patients and families

2.	 Comprehensive Approach to Treatment: Van der Kolk 
challenges the traditional reliance on medication and 
talk therapy alone. He advocates for methods that 
engage the body, explaining that talk therapy may not 
be enough to alleviate trauma symptoms rooted in 
the body. This resonates with current trends in social 
psychiatry, which emphasize the biopsychosocial model 
and integrate mind–body approaches

3.	 Case Studies and Real‑Life Narratives: The author 
enriches the narrative with compelling case studies. 
These stories provide depth to his arguments, 
humanizing the sometimes clinical discussion of trauma 
and offering readers’ insight into the lived experiences 
of trauma survivors. This narrative style also facilitates 
empathy and a deeper understanding for professionals 
and lay readers alike

4.	 Public Health Perspective: Van der Kolk expands on the 
societal implications of trauma, discussing its prevalence 
in communities affected by violence, poverty, and 
discrimination. He argues that untreated trauma has 
far‑reaching consequences, contributing to cycles of 
violence, addiction, and mental health disorders. His 
call for societal investment in trauma‑informed care 
underscores the book’s relevance to social psychiatry.

Limitations and criticisms

While The Body Keeps the Score is comprehensive, some 
critics argue that van der Kolk overstates the efficacy of 
certain therapies, such as yoga and neurofeedback, without 
providing substantial empirical evidence. Moreover, his 
criticisms of the pharmaceutical industry and conventional 
psychiatry, though valid, might appear overly dismissive 
to some readers. Another limitation is the book’s heavy 
reliance on case studies from his own practice, which may 
not fully represent the diversity of trauma experiences 
across different cultures and socioeconomic backgrounds.

Relevance to social psychiatry

The Body Keeps the Score offers valuable insights for 
social psychiatrists. By underscoring trauma’s physiological 
dimensions, van der Kolk advocates for a paradigm shift 



Book Review

Indian Journal of Social Psychiatry | Volume 42 | Issue 2 | April-June 2026 163

toward treatments that incorporate both the mind and 
body. This is particularly relevant in community settings, 
where untreated trauma can lead to pervasive social issues. 
The book encourages practitioners to consider broader 
sociocultural factors and to approach trauma treatment in a 
way that addresses both individual and community needs.

Conclusion
Bessel van der Kolk’s The Body Keeps the Score is an 
essential contribution to understanding trauma’s complex 
nature and its treatment. For those in social psychiatry, the 
book serves as both a practical guide and a philosophical 
manifesto, advocating for a more holistic and compassionate 
approach to trauma care. Its accessible language, combined 
with scientific rigor, makes it suitable for professionals and 
the general public alike. Social psychiatrists will find the 
book’s insights invaluable in shaping treatment approaches 
that acknowledge trauma’s deep‑rooted effects on both 
mind and body.
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