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Phantom limb pain: The human biofield and the role of psychological trauma
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hantom limb pain (PLP) is a form of chronic neuropathic pain that responds poorly to treatments derived from the

neuroanatomic understanding of pain, such as surgical ablation and anti-convulsant or narcotic medications. Several new
psychological and behavioral treatments that have proven effective eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR)
and mirror box therapy - have been explained by invoking neural plasticity and repatterning of the cortical pain matrix as
their mechanism of action. Other novel treatments that are based on an energy medicine or biofield model also appear to be
quite effective. Documented results have been reported for therapeutic touch (a non-contact intervention), acupuncture and
acupressure. One approach, utilizing exposure and desensitization with a somatic component, is called emotional freedom
technique (EFT or tapping). The patient taps their own acupuncture points while stating affirmations of self-acceptance
regarding the negative emotions associated with the amputation. Results are enhanced when the psychological trauma of the
amputation itself is addressed, a factor that is generally overlooked in the standard surgical approach to limb amputation. A
speculative trauma/energy model for the etiology of PLP is useful in explaining several anomalous aspects of PLP (responses
are often too rapid to be explained by neural re-organization, patients are able to sense external objects with their phantom limb,
and therapists are able to sense the existence of the phantom limb’s biofield in apparently empty space). The clinical efficacy
of energy therapies can be understood by invoking the blockage and release of emotional energy, which may be equivalent to,
or precursors of, the micro-currents and electromagnetic potential deviations known to develop at acupuncture points. This
model, analogous to the well-documented phantom leaf effect, is proposed as a step in the development of simple and effective
energy-based and trauma-oriented treatment protocols for this widespread and largely treatment-resistant disorder.
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