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Psychosomatic Illnesses and

Their effect on Life


Humans are unique creatures that have the choice of deciding what’s right or wrong for their health. The life of the human revolves around the significance of the method that he uses in order to take care of his mental and physical well being. A person who is living in a world full of misery, loss, and suffering is bound to have a very disturbed mental condition.  When an individual finds himself in such a position he must be aware of the fact that once his brain is under the affect of such conflicts, his health is placed on the line and it may be damaged for a very long period of time. When one is suffering from a disorder that involves both his mind and his body, then his illness is psychosomatic. The sickness may start out as emotional or mental, however, it results in physical illnesses.
 A very important example is what happened to Kathy: “I had tremendous weight loss, extreme fatigue, just getting up and doing my basic routine was almost more than I could do. I suffered from horrible headaches. I was going from doctor to doctor, and they basically said ‘There’s not a lot we can do for you, we really don’t know why your body’s doing what it’s doing. You’re probably going to die.’ I was devastated, I was a young woman, with a son who was getting married and I would not be there for it.” It turns out, that one of her son’s friends introduced her to a therapist. He handled the problem to the extent that Kathy said: “I began to get healthy again, my weight started to come back on and the headaches were gone. This therapist saved my life. I know that without him, I wouldn’t be here.” Even though most people think that the brain and the body have two distinct roles, it seems that they are connected and well aware of each other because researchers proved that the brain has total control over the body. No matter how strong a medication might be the patient will not be cured unless his brain is rested from stress, which eventually decreases its effect on the body. The life of the human being depends on one very important factor for survival. The relaxation and the purity of the brain is a vital key for life since it is the core of the body and without it, the human organs will not be able to function appropriately. 


Throughout history, doctors, experts, and researchers have been separating the mind and the body, considering them to have different functions. However, when problems affect our health, this means that both parts are related and one can easily have a drastic result on the other. Researchers have tended to believe that because the brain is responsible for all the mundane activities of the human body, such as thinking and analyzing, it seems that they couldn’t connect that to the fact that all of the organs in our body take their orders from the brain. The brain is divided into many parts that are responsible for hearing, eyesight, and even the balance or the body’s equilibrium. Therefore, we are able to realize that the brain is inevitable, and when it is triggered by a deep impact such as a great loss, then the body will also react and might act abnormally. “For example, when a person feels emotions such as fear, anger, or anxiety, the body reacts physically in a variety of ways. One of these ways is that the heart rate increases, breathing speeds up and muscles tense. Conversely, when a person is feeling relaxed and content, the exact opposite happens to the body - heart rate and breathing slow and the muscles relax.”
 The mind and the body were believed to be to different units that function separately, but as science is evolving, it seems that both need each other in order to cooperate properly. A person’s illness may result in a psychosomatic one, depending on the type of stress that this person is under. There are two types of stress, short-term stress and long-term stress. “Short-term stress does not usually result in physical illness, however, when people are under stress for longer periods of time, physical symptoms or a physical illness can occur.”
 This means that if a person is under stress for a short period of time, then his body will not react instantly, and thus he will not suffer from a physical illness. However, when one is subjected to a very long period of stressful events and great changes that might effect his life, then his body will be more prone to physical illnesses. Stress is very dangerous because it causes a person to tolerate or suffer from certain events that might lead to a psychosomatic illness. Many physical diseases arouse due to stress. All organs, especially involuntary ones such as the skin, lungs, stomach, and even the intestines, are very sensitive to changes in the emotional state of the person. “Symptoms caused by stress include headaches, backaches, stomachaches, dizziness, rapid heartbeat, depression, anger, anxiety, forgetfulness, or the inability to make decisions. Excessive smoking or drinking may also be caused by stress.”
 Many people react to stress differently and thus they may undergo different symptoms that trigger physical weaknesses. A person under stress “may experience muscle tension, rapid heartbeat, intestinal problems, insomnia, or fatigue. If not treated, stress may cause much more serious symptoms including eating disorders, such as anorexia nervosa and bulimia; panic attacks; phobias; compulsive disorders like extreme cleanliness; violent behavior; depression; or suicide.”
 On the other hand, the person may also suffer from mental disorders such as memory loss, anger, a change in the eating and sleeping orders, and even an increase in the use of drinking and smoking.
 When a person confides in the use of drugs, tobacco, or alcohol, then he is using the wrong medication to cope with his problems. These ways do not eliminate stress since they only present temporary or short-term relief.
 Once the dose wears off, then the person will remember his condition and he will have no other choice but to face reality. Drinking, smoking, and drug use are very harmful since they cause physical illnesses such as liver problems, heart diseases, anxiety, depression, and even disturbed sleep.
 So if the person thinks that smoking or drinking are solutions to his troubles, then he would be taking the wrong direction which will leave him facing more serious problems concerning his health. When a person is under the affect of mental and emotional injuries, it will be very hard for him to cope or to continue with his daily routine. The brain, the body, and all involuntary organs are affected if one of them is under the effect of stressful events. Many doctors have come to agree that 70% of all illnesses are caused by mind-body illnesses. However, is it true that our bodies have a “military full of armed soldiers” that defends the body against outside invaders? Do our bodies have a reverse mechanism that protects it against harmful events and losses?


Many people ask themselves the same questions. Why don’t our bodies dispose and discard all of these nasty and evil thoughts and losses that eventually have a bad affect on our organs? Why do we have to take millions of medications in order to treat our bodies from abnormal functioning? The answer to these and many other questions is very evident; our immune system has the responsibility of protecting us from many bacteria and to help us deal with our problems. However, our immune system cannot function alone; it needs help from the outside. This help comes from the prescriptions of the doctors and from the medication that he approves of giving to the patient. The immune system is responsible for protecting the body against all types of viruses and dangerous diseases. However, stress and anxiety affect this system, allowing more diseases to enter the human body. Our emotions and our feelings play a vital role in the functioning of the immune system because this system is very fragile and delicate since it is easily activated. All of our organs communicate by sending and receiving proper chemicals. These chemicals come from the digestion of the food that we eat. When our body breaks down the food and absorbs the necessities, then the body distributes these chemicals according to the needs of the organs. However, not only is our diet important for chemical transmission, but also environmental factors and stress have a great impact on how well our immune system functions. All of these factors must function together for a better health and if one of them is ignored, then extreme problems will be faced. “In 1982 J.W. Mason, a noted clinical psychophysiologist, advanced the study of stress and physical illness one step further when he proved through clinical trials that individuals who showed extreme values of corticosteroid and other hormones were at greater risk of developing disease than were individuals who had moderate values. Mason had made the link between stress and its effect on the body’s immune system.”
 As we have seen, Mason was able to conclude that because the body was releasing more hormones in the blood due to stress, the immune system of this certain individual was diluted and made him more prone to illness. Stress influences the body deeply, because even though the individual might be following a healthy diet and eating the necessary nutrients, one stressful event is able to diminish everything and the immune system will weaken. Our immune system is our only hope of a means to fight off any invading bacteria. To support and strengthen our soldiers, we must obtain a healthy diet and we must not enable stress to be so overpowering to the extent that it will destroy and kill our army. Once our army is destroyed, then the bacteria will multiply and increase eventually controlling our body and eating it up until one day, we will no longer exist. Our lives are very short and precious, yet the only way they can last longer is if we take care of it’s fundamental key; the health. The fighting system in our body has to be protected from all kinds of interferences, especially mentally related, because it is the system that secures our organs from all types of intruders. Nevertheless, our nervous system has a significant responsibility concerning stress and its affect on the body. Doesn’t the brain influence all nervous activities? Aren’t these nervous activities connected to the functioning of all organs? 


When one asks himself such questions, he is able to realize that nervous activity is crucial in such delicate matters. Stress is unavoidable and when an individual is under such harsh conditions, the nervous system has the responsibility of sending the right messages and orders to certain organs. The part of the nervous system that is in charge of such matters is called the autonomic nervous system. The autonomic nervous system or the ANS “organizes and coordinates inner body processes that are essential to life, including the rate and strength of the heart beat, control of blood pressure, the rate and depth of breathing by the lungs, the digestion of food, waste removal from the body (by the kidneys), and even the control of the levels of nutrients and essential body salts, minerals, and chemicals, such as sugar for energy.”
 So basically, it seems that the ANS is responsible for the proper functioning of the organs that are mostly affected by stress. When a certain individual is under stress for over a long period of time, the organs that undergo change and abnormal functioning are the heart, the digestive system, and the lungs. This means that the ANS is responsible for giving orders to these organs to react and change under each different stage. The ANS is very fragile because it is automatic; it enables the organs to function during the day and night without our interference.
 “Although the ANS is under the control of the brain, however, this control comes from parts of the brain that do not have to do with consciousness, and usually you are not aware of it.”
 The ANS is divided into two subdivisions; the parasympathetic and the sympathetic. “The parasympathetic ANS acts as a brake, slowing down parts of the body to work normally, as when the body is resting and inactive. The sympathetic ANS acts as an accelerator, telling other parts of the body to work harder and faster, when the body is very active or under stress.”
 These two subdivisions work in a very balanced way according to the needs and demands of the brain and the body. The ANS also has another very important function. It is in charge of giving orders to the endocrine system, which has to do with the secretion of hormones. The functioning of all the organs and their means of communication in the body depends on these hormones. Hormones are secreted from glands that make up the endocrine system. These body chemicals (hormones) circulate in the blood to control and to link the different activities of our body’s organs.
 So therefore, with regulating the secretion of hormones, and with taking care of the organs, the ANS will be damaged if subjected to stress. Stress is very dangerous because it destroys the organs’ roles, and thus the whole body will not be functioning properly. Stress must be avoided because it can easily cause permanent damage if subjected for a long period of time. If we take a closer look at one sickness in particular, diabetes, it seems as if researchers discovered that anxiety is raising the level of a stress hormone, which regulates insulin and blood sugar levels.
 What is diabetes? “Diabetes is principally a metabolic disorder in which the body is unable to handle its main fuel the glucose, the causative factors of this disease include physical and mental stress and strain.”
 Therefore, it is a psychosomatic disorder. When glucose is not found in its right amounts in the blood, then the heart’s blood vessels will be damaged including the kidneys, the eyes, and even the whole nervous system. One way to cure diabetes, according to researchers, is by attending stress-management classes. “Subjects who completes stress-management training, in which they were instructed in deep breathing and muscle relaxation, had significantly lower levels of hemoglobin.”
 So not only is proper diet and exercise important for reducing diabetes, but also reducing stress or being able to deal with it is very effective. Researchers such as Richard Surwit, PH.D of Duke University Medical Center and Peter Vitaliano PH.D from University of Washington agree to the fact that “many people do not understand that there is a real connection between stress and diabetes—they think the only variables are diet and exercise.” They also believe that the number of people suffering from diabetes increased due to the stress of modern life and longer working hours. The ANS is extremely important in releasing certain and essential hormones in the blood because hormones is what enables organs to function accordingly. There is a part of the brain that stores incidents of pain, loss, or suffering that is hidden from the person’s conscious. This subconscious behavior is very fragile and thus any little problem may trigger it releasing all types of injuries and losses. When a person faces loss or pain, the subconscious part of the brain is doing all the work since it is storing these incidents and thus one by one they start to accumulate cause severe damage in the future. Thus, subconsciously when a person is under stress, then the secretion of hormones, which is regulated by the ANS, might decrease or increase causing a malfunctioning in the organs. When that takes place, then diseases are easily able to enter the body. Psychosomatic illnesses usually take place in places that are hidden from the person’s ability to control it. They are not imaginary, as some tend to believe, they are only hidden in a well, which might eventually flood due to too much water and bacteria. Psychosomatic disorders are different from any others because thoughts and emotions play the primary role and take control over our diverse organs. This disorder grows only if the person faces stress and when his voluntary and involuntary actions are disturbed by a decrease in the amount of hormones in the blood. 


Doctors have been trying their best to find a cure for all diseases and viruses that might result in the death of many people. However, can they ever find a cure for illnesses that are affected by thoughts and stress? This question can be answered in a very different approach because the symptoms of psychosomatic illnesses are different from any other sickness. These symptoms come from natural incidents and stressful events (there is no bacterium that dispenses stress) and thus their only cure is nature. When one realizes that his physical illness is connected to stress, then he must find a way to relief himself from it in any means possible. “This is called coping, which is ‘simply defined as the things individuals do to avoid being harmed by life strains’.”
 Many researchers in the 1980s made discoveries concerning the different techniques humans can use to cope with stress.
 “Rudolph Moos and Andrew Billings looked at all the ways people cope with stress and classified them into three categories based upon how a person thought, expressed, or acted upon the stress experience.”
 The strategies that deal with how a person thinks are called cognitive coping strategies. The strategies that deal with how a person expressed his stress, are called emotional coping strategies, and finally, the strategies that deal with how a person acts upon his stressful condition, are called practical coping strategies.
 When a person starts to look at things in a positive way, he would be taking his first step towards a better health, and that is thinking about the situation he is in. Cognitive coping strategies are extremely important because they are what make a person look at a certain position with a positive point of view. By looking at things in an optimistic way, one will be able to accept this event and try to think of ways to change it and improve it. That way he will be concentrating on the good side of a bad situation, and he will be able to release stress enabling himself to concentrate on other characteristics of his life. Sometimes, an individual will be so caught up in his “misery” to the point were he forgets to eat, to sleep, or to even to go through the normal routine of his daily life. When he thinks of ways to improve his situation, he will start to think clearly and he might even find light in his tunnel of darkness.
 Second of all, he moves to the emotional coping strategies. These strategies are ways of how he expresses his anger or his fear, and how he is able to change the negative events into positive ones. Sometimes, one may feel overwhelmed by his situation and he cannot find a way out, unless he blames others for his mistakes. This is one very important way how people deal with their problems, because when the feel vulnerable to their sorrow they try to get out of it by blaming others. Another thing he might do is that he might do is denying the situation he is in. He might try to act invincible and in control of his condition just to prove to everyone that he is not under stress and that he can handle what’s going on. Not only that, but sometimes a person becomes so depressed to the point were he turns to alcohol, tobacco, and even drugs to forget his problem. When a person expresses his anger by using alcohol to forget about stress, then he is putting himself in an inferior position because he is just increasing his physical and mental pain.
 Third of all, the last strategy is the practical coping strategy, and it is the phase were the person tries to find a solution. A very critical way is by “seeking advice from others on ways to deal with the stressful experience.”
 One can seek advice from the people who love him and who he trusts the most. When many caring people, such as family members and close relatives, help this individual deal with a certain crisis, then they are helping him mentally to accept his sorrows and cope with them very logically. When he starts to accept his condition, then the people that are concerned about him start to help him work out a plan to fix his mistake and get out of his stressful position. These situations come more than once in a lifetime, therefore, close relatives and friends should care about him and help him move on so he would never have to retrace his steps into quicksand. The brain is very fragile and once altered, it might stay in damage permanently. These three solutions are how a person can overcome stress. However, the person must take care of his state in means of a healthy diet, exercise, and organizing their days so they wont be overstressed or overtired. “Because stress can lower your body’s resistance to disease, you are more susceptible to illness when you have stress. That’s why it is so important to take good are of yourself by eating right, getting enough sleep, and exercising. When your daily routine is disrupted following a crisis or disaster, you need to get back to normal as soon as possible.”
 A healthy diet, exercising on a daily basis, and spending some time for relaxation are essential for the body to stay fit and to function properly. People who are under stress must change their eating habit by preventing themselves from eating foods that contain caffeine and sugar because these foods contain elements that can subconsciously add more stress to the presented situation.
 Eating foods that contain fibers and healthy nutrients improve the diet, and reduce stress without the knowledge of the person. Other than a vigorous diet, the person must balance his sleeping times because when he is under stress he might either have a hard time sleeping or he might sleep for too much time. Sleep enables the person to rest, to restore energy, and to have a better start the next day.
 Finally, exercise is important because it’s keeps the body in good shape and will improve the resistance to illnesses. One very important form of exercise is Yoga. Yoga improves the body in ways different from any other exercise because it is beneficial for the body physically and spiritually. When a person attends Yoga classes he realizes and understands that stress is a major part of life and he must deal with it and must relax in order to diminish it. “Carol now understands that her headaches have a psychosomatic component and acknowledges the difficulty she has relaxing in yoga poses and meditation. When she does get headaches, she feels like she ‘has a handle on it’.”
 Yoga and other forms of exercise such as swimming, jogging, biking, or even walking help reduce stress since they keep one from getting bored. They take one’s mind off stressful problems and they even improve one’s self-confidence in many issues. Our bodies are very subtle because once something attacks it, it acts in reverse and weakens easily. Can we last forever without using nature as our cure? 


In conclusion, because all of our illnesses are traced back to the mind, this shows and proves that the brain is the source of all illnesses. Without the healing of the brain, the body can never be whole again. No matter how hard they try, doctors and researchers can never separate the body and brain into two since we were created as a whole piece. However, humans should be able to treat this body as an expensive possession because that is the only way they will be able to take care of it. All animals and all plants have been put under observation, and we have been able to see them change and evolve throughout history. However, the human body was born that way a thousand years ago, and it still is the same. That is the reason why the person must use his brain wisely in order to prevent any germs from invading his body, whether they are emotional or substantial. A person must always take care of his mental state by resting and relieving his brain from all kinds of stress in order to decrease the percentage of having any physical disorders. Basically, the human must cherish his body and take care of it as if it were a gift because that is the only way it will last longer and stronger. 
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