
Waking the Tiger 
(Excerpts from Chapters 3 & 7) 
 
Trauma Is Not a Disease But a Dis-Ease 
 
In his 1992 New York Times article, "Wounds That Can Not Heal," Daniel Golman, a 
leading popular science writer, reports on the prevalent medical view that trauma is art5 
irreversible disease. Hope is held that a magic bullet (like Prozac) will be found to cure 
this "brain disease." Golman quotes Dr. Dennis Charney, a Yale psychiatrist: 

It does not matter if it was the incessant terror of combat, trapped in a hurricane...or an auto 
accident...all uncontrollable stress can have the same biological impact...Victims of a devastating 
trauma may never be the same biologically, [emphasis added]." 

Trauma evokes a biological response that needs to remain fluid and adaptive, not stuck 
and maladaptive. A maladaptive response is not necessarily a disease, but a dis-ease—a 
discomfort that can range from mild uneasiness to downright debilitation. The potential 
for fluidity still exists in maladaption and must be tapped for the restoration of ease and 
full functioning. If these trapped energies are not allowed to move, and trauma becomes 
chronic, it can take a great deal of time and/or energy to restore the person to equilibrium 
and health. 
 
In the same New York Times article, Golman quotes Dr. Nemeroff, another researcher: 
If a car backfires at the mall parking lot, it floods you with the same feelings as the 
original trauma; you start sweating, you're scared, you have chills and the shakes... 
The next step this researcher suggests is "to develop drugs that counter this [shaking] 
reaction." Drugs may be useful in buying time to help the traumatized individual 
stabilize. However, when they are used for prolonged periods to suppress the body's own 
balancing response to stress, they interfere with healing. To complete its biological and 
meaningful course of action, the organism requires the spontaneous shaking and 
trembling that we see throughout the animal world. In a 1982 National Geographic video 
entitled "Polar Bear Alert," this phenomenon can be viewed clearly. A polar bear, after a 
stressful chase, is shot with a tranquilizer dart. As it slowly wakens from the anesthesia4 
6 the bear goes through an extended period of shaking and trembling before returning to 
normal. 
 
In viewing trauma as a disease, medicine too often seeks to suppress this natural and 
creative process, as it did with Dr. Sacks' migraine patient. Whether the restorative 
response is suppressed by drugs, held in frozen fear, or controlled by sheer acts of will, 
the innate capacity for self-regulation becomes derailed. 
 
Contrary to popular belief, trauma can be healed. Not only can it be healed, but in many 
cases it can be healed without long hours of therapy; without the painful reliving of 
memories; and without a continuing reliance on medication. We must realize that it is 
neither necessary nor possible to change past events. Old trauma symptoms are examples 
of bound-up energy and lost lessons. The past doesn't matter when we learn how to be 
present; every moment becomes new and creative. We have only to heal our present 
symptoms and proceed. A healing moment ripples forward and back, out and about. 



Trauma can be prevented more easily than it can be healed. With the information and 
tools described in this book, the effects of potential traumatic experiences can be 
prevented and an individual's resiliency to later threatening situations can be enhanced. In 
many cases, the tools and ideas presented here will help transform the symptoms of even 
long-standing traumas into life-affirming experiences. These techniques can be used with 
at-risk children, a spouse, or friends to create a positive support network. Of course, it 
must also be realized that some people have been traumatized to the degree that they may 
require professional help, including appropriate medication, to assist them in their 
recovery. There is no shame or inadequacy in seeking that support. You may wish to 
share this material with your therapist or doctor so that he or she can best work with you. 
 
 
Flee, Fight... or Freeze 
 
As Grant watched, a single forearm reached up very 
slowly to part the ferns beside the animals face. The limb, 
Grant saw, was strongly muscled. The hand had three 
grasping fingers, each ending in curved claws. The hand 
gently, slowly, pushed aside the ferns. Grant felt a chill 
and thought, He's hunting us. For a mammal like man, 
there is something indescribably alien about the way 
reptiles hunted their prey. No wonder men hated reptiles. 
The stillness, the coolness, the pace was all wrong. To be 
among alligators or the larger reptiles was to be reminded 
of a different kind of life, a different kind of world... 
—Michael Crichton, Jurassic Park 
 
Certain species have developed mechanisms that are especially well suited to keeping 
them safe. To avoid detection and attack the zebra uses camouflage; the turtle hides; 
moles burrow; dogs, wolves, and coyotes roll over in a submissive posture. The behaviors 
of fighting, fleeing, and freezing are so primitive that they predate even the reptilian 
brain. These survival tools are found in all species, from spiders and cockroaches to 
primates and human beings. 
 
Universal and primitive defensive behaviors are called the "fight or flight" strategies. If 
the situation calls for aggression, a threatened creature will fight. If the threatened animal 
is likely to lose the fight, it will run if it can. These choices aren't thought out; they are 
instinctually orchestrated by the reptilian and limbic brains. 
 
When neither fight nor flight will ensure the animal's safety, there is another line of 
defense: immobility (freezing), which is just as universal and basic to survival. For 
inexplicable reasons, this defense strategy is rarely given equal billing in texts on biology 
and psychology. Yet, it is an equally viable survival strategy in threatening situations. In 
many situations, it is the best choice. 
 
On the biological level, success doesn't mean winning, it means surviving, and it doesn't 
really matter how you get there. The object is to stay alive until the danger is past and 
deal with the consequences later. Nature places no value judgment about which is the86 



superior strategy. If the coyote leaves the seemingly dead opossum alone, it will recover 
from its immobility and walk off unconcerned about whether it could have responded in a 
better way. Animals do not view freezing as a sign of inadequacy or weakness, nor 
should we. 
 
The purpose of running or fighting to escape danger is obvious. The efficacy of the 
immobility response is less apparent, yet it is equally important as a survival mechanism. 
Ultimately, only nature determines which instinctual responses will enhance the overall 
likelihood of survival for a species. No animal, not even the human, has conscious 
control over whether or not it freezes in response to threat. When an animal perceives that 
it is trapped and can't escape by running or fighting, freezing offers several advantages. 
First, many predatory animals will not kill and eat an immobile animal unless they are 
very hungry. Immobility is an imitation of death that misleads the predator into sensing 
that the meat may be bad. Through this deceptive act, the prey animal has a chance to 
escape. 
 
Second, predatory animals have greater difficulty detecting potential prey that are not 
moving. This is especially true when the prey animals coloring or appearance serves as 
camouflage. Some animals can only register their prey when its moving. The frog or 
lizard, for example, cannot detect an insect in the grass until the insect moves. In 
addition, many predators are not stimulated to attack a motionless prey; an inert body 
often doesn't evoke aggression. 
 
Third, if a predator comes upon a group of prey animals, the collapse of an individual can 
distract the predator momentarily, allowing the rest of the herd to escape. 
Fourth, in a world where all animals are located somewhere in the food chain and may be 
either predator or prey, nature provides an analgesic mechanism for minimizing the pain 
suffered at death. 
 
The Return to Normal Activity 
 
I have emphasized the immobility or freezing response because it often leads to human 
trauma. Animals generally suffer no such consequence from "playing" whatever their 
version of "possum" is. If we observe them carefully we can see how they accomplish 
this. 
 
A herd of deer grazes in a forest clearing. A twig snaps. Instantly, the deer are alert 
ready7 to flee into the forest. If cornered they may fight. Each animal becomes still. 
Muscles tensed, they listen and sniff the air (orientation), attempting to pinpoint the 
source of the sound. Deeming it insignificant, they return to leisurely chewing on their 
afternoon repast, cleaning and nurturing their young, and warming themselves in the 
morning sun. 
 
Another stimulus sends the animals back into the state of alertness and extreme vigilance 
(hypervigilance), once again ready to flee or fight. Seconds later, having found no actual 
threat, the deer again resume their former activity. 



 
By watching the deer carefully through binoculars, one can witness the transition from 
the state of activated vigilance to one of normal, relaxed activity. When the animals 
determine that they are not in danger, they often begin to vibrate, twitch, and lightly 
tremble. This process begins with a very slight twitching or vibration in the upper part of 
the neck around the ears and spreads down into the chest, shoulders, and then finally 
down into the abdomen, pelvis, and hind legs. These little tremblings of muscular tissue 
are the organism's way of regulating extremely different states of nervous system 
activation. The deer move through this rhythmic cycle dozens, perhaps hundreds of times 
a day. This cycle occurs each time they are activated. The animals move easily and 
rhythmically between states of relaxed alertness and tensed hypervigilance. 
 
Animals as Teachers 
 
Animals in the wild provide us with a standard for health and vigor, as well as give us 
insight into the biological healing process. They offer us a precious glimpse of how we 
might function if our responses were purely instinctual. Animals are our teachers, 
exemplifying nature in balance. 
 
One of the difficulties in treating trauma has been the undue focus on the content of an 
event that has engendered trauma. Trauma sufferers tend to identify themselves as 
survivors, rather than as animals with an instinctual power to heal. The animal's ability to 
re-bound from threat can serve as a model for humans. It gives us a direction that may 
point the way to our own innate healing abilities. We must pay attention to our animal 
nature to find the instinctive strategies needed to release us from trauma's debilitating 
effects. 


