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INTRODUCTION


This paper is one in a series that addresses a preliminary theme basic to a foundational approach to the formative process of human unfolding. 


This series takes up in a systematic manner, basic taken-for-granted realities of our being human, raising them to the level of conscious awareness and inviting us to take them seriously. Among these are the themes described in these preliminary papers: energy, breathing, grounding, character, armor, pleasure, stress. 


These papers serve as an important background to our articulation of the anthropological understanding of the human person that underlies our formative approach to the process of human unfolding. It is our intention to describe and elaborate upon our understanding of the human person as body, ego and spirit throughout the several papers that will follow this series. 


We invite you, the reader, to accompany us throughout this journey, taking up this paper in a dwelling reflective manner that will enable you to make sense of breathing as it evokes your personal experience and as it is embodied in your life. 

CHARACTER ARMOR


Throughout the various dictionary definitions of the word “armor,” the phrases “protective covering” and “defensive covering” are used repeatedly. For all of us, the word “armor” evokes the image of a warrior from the Middle Ages, covered from head to toe with a metal suit designed to protect him from attack. The suit of armor consists of various pieces of metal that the warrior donned prior to engaging in battle. There was a helmet for his head; a metal piece to cover his throat; a shoulder piece; a breast plate; elbow and arm pieces; separate pieces that covered the abdomen, the thighs, the knees and the legs. 


Let us for a moment try to imagine what it would be like for us to live in a suit of armor. What would the experience be like for us? How would we feel? The armor is made of metal designed to be impenetrable. It is therefore hard, rigid, inflexible and heavy. As a result, we feel constricted, hemmed in, unfree, burdened. The weight of the armor restricts our movements: we have difficulty walking, moving our arms, turning around, bending, and turning our head. Our peripheral vision is restricted as well: we have difficulty seeing what is on either side of us. We must focus on what is immediately in front of us. We feel burdened, heavy, awkward, and cumbersome. Our spatial relationships may be somewhat altered as well, since we are not accustomed to living in this extra layer of metal. 


Although the armor is designed to protect us, it blocks our access to the world: we can neither touch nor be touched. We cannot be ourselves. We cannot connect on a personal level with another person. We wonder if we can even be heard or whether our voice is muffled. We feel restricted, constricted, unfree. In some ways, we become our armor: anonymous, impersonal, unreal, distanced, isolated. 


Our self-expression is severely limited. Our vitality is diminished. Our breathing may be somewhat restricted. We may feel as though we are trapped: no-thing can get in and no-thing can get out. 


Although we would most probably feel awkward, encumbered and extremely uncomfortable when we first donned the suit of armor, if we lived in it for any extended period of time, we would gradually adjust to it. Over time, we would barely notice how constricting and restricting it is. It would become second nature to us. 


As noted above, armor was designed for war, for combat, for battle. It served to protect the warrior from attack. It was generally used in time of imminent danger, in life-threatening situations that were often a matter of life and death. Indeed, wearing the suit of armor at times meant the difference between life and death for the warrior. 


What about the person inside the suit of armor? What did he feel in the face of imminent danger? How do we feel in the face of imminent danger? He, like us, must have felt threatened and anxious. He must have been afraid and perhaps even terrified as the battle became increasingly intense. The warrior was in a state of heightened vigilance, watchfulness and attention: his life was on the line. In battle, the scope of his life was suddenly narrowed to a matter of survival, often at any costs. 


The Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz is a contemporary adaptation of the warrior in the suit of armor. In this story, we encounter the symbolism of metal and a metal suit on another level: the Tin Man is in search of a heart. His exterior hardness, rigidity and inflexibility are symbolic of similar inner attitudes. He lacks the softness and tenderness of a heart. He has lived his life merely surviving, as the warriors in suits of armor. Focused on surviving, he has lost touch with his heart. He has become disconnected from his deepest self. Having become identified with his protective metal body, he has become empty and hollow — tinny. 


What is true of the armored warrior and of the Tin Man is true of us as well. Although our suit of armor may not be as visible or noticeable as the metal worn by the warrior and by Tin Man, it is nonetheless just as real and just as constricting and restricting. What is the nature of our armor, the protective suit with which we are so familiar that it has become a taken-for-granted part of who we are? 


From a characterological approach to human development, armoring refers to the unconscious process, begun early in life, by which our energy has become blocked through chronic muscular tensions throughout our body. (Refer to Formation Consultation Services, Inc., paper, “Foundational Approach to Human Unfolding, Preliminary Theme: Energy.”) This process of armoring can be compared to Alice Miller's notion of “the soul murder of the child.” (For an elaboration of Miller's understanding of “the soul murder of the child” from a formative perspective see Formation Consultation Services, Inc., paper on “Foundational Formative Reflections: For Your Own Good by Alice Miller.”) While Miller describes principles of “poisonous pedagogy” commonly used by parents in the formation of their children that lead to the soul murder of the child, the characterological approach to human development describes the dynamics of the murdering process as experienced within our body. Thus the image of physical armoring with its constricting, restricting and repressive effects, as described above, becomes a universal experience on the emotional level. 


All of us develop some form of armoring early in life to avoid being punished or rejected by our parents and to avoid the perception of painful feelings and experiences. For example, we may have been taught that it is wrong to get angry. Whenever we had a temper tantrum or released our angry energy, we were reprimanded or punished. Or we may have learned through punishment and/or reprimand that we were not to play with ourselves, that touching our genitals was dirty. In order to avoid punishment and to gain the approval and love of our parents, we gradually learned to block our phase appropriate urge to get angry, and/or deny or negate our age-appropriate sexual curiosity. As a result, a muscular tension of “holding back” was created. If such patterns were consistently repeated, that is, if we repeatedly had to hold back from expressing feelings and urges that were not acceptable to our parents, we gradually developed chronic muscular tensions in various parts of our body: we became armored. We were imprisoned by the protective armor of muscular rigidity. 


In working with a client to help mobilize some of her blocked energy, I placed one hand on her chest and tile other on her back. As I touched her, I was struck by the hardness of her chest and her back. The words “steel,” “hardened,” “rigid,” “impenetrable” came to mind. Later, as she talked about herself, she described “having to steel myself against the pain in my life. I had to get up and move on.” Indeed the hardness of her body told the story clearly: her muscular structure had embodied the emotional attitude she had had to develop in order to survive the pain of her life. 


Like the armored warrior, we armor ourselves to protect ourselves against danger: the danger of contact, sensitivity and hurt; the danger of expressing feelings we have been taught are wrong and bad; the danger of being rejected or destroyed; the danger of being attacked by others as well as by our own impulses; the danger of feeling and of surrendering to our feelings; the danger of being hurt again. The armor we have developed has been our way of surviving the pain, sadness, terror, hurts and conflicts of life. Our armor has enabled us to engage in battle with the frightening forces of our intense feelings and impulses, with the threatening forces of our parents and other authority figures. We have been wounded and scarred, but we have survived. 


In our armored state, we are, to a greater or lesser degree, like the armored warrior. We are tight, rigid, condensed, and inflexible. We shut down in face of expansiveness, freedom and movement. We develop an automaton-like quality. We become affect-lame and lack spontaneous feeling. We are paralyzed, frozen, and stiff as a board. We specialize in holding back and in holding in. We hold against our own tenderness: our needs, wants, and affective desires. We are alienated from ourselves and from others. We experience a sense of inner deadness. We are guarded, distrustful, and vigilant. Rather than being encased in a metal suit of armor, we live encased' in a rigid sheath of muscles that has become second nature to us. We have so adjusted to our armor that we hardly know that it is there. Our armor has enabled us to survive; but in the name of survival, we have lost touch with our life forces. Like Tin Man, we are disconnected from our heart. 


As with the client described above, whose emotional experience of surviving by steeling herself against pain was written in her body, so too our armoring is experienced in our body through chronic physical inflexibility and rigidity, through chronic muscle spasms, cramps and tensions, through tightness in our shoulders, chest and neck, through our inability to experience physical pleasure, through chronic fatigue, “blahness” and “blandness,” through shallow and restricted breathing. 


Among the effects of such armoring are the inability to surrender to the spontaneous, the mysterious, the undirected movements, perceptions and expressions of our authentic self. In fact, we do not know who our authentic self is. It has been lost beneath the armor. Armoring inhibits feeling in the contracted segments of our body. As a result, we feel alienated and disconnected from certain parts of our body. It is not unusual, for example, for clients in therapy who are coming in touch with and owning their sexuality, to say that they feel that their pelvis is now becoming part of them. They had previously lived armored against their sexual feelings and energy. Furthermore, armoring prevents us from surrendering to our natural impulses so that we can be renewed. We cannot for example, relax, take time for ourselves, or respond to our legitimate needs for creative self-expression. 


Since we have lived our life in this armored state, we barely notice our un-alive physical state. In our increasingly stress-conscious society, we may be somewhat aware of everyday kinds of stress which we seek to relieve through some form of physical exercise, after which we report feeling better. However, for the most part, we do not associate physical tension, stress and tightness with armoring and energy blocks rooted in emotional pain. These reflections are intended to invite us to become aware of the tightness, contractions, tensions, and muscle spasms we experience in our body and to begin connecting them with the pain and hurt of our story. For everything we have experienced since the moment of our conception is written in and remembered in our body. Though our mind may not be able to remember specific events and situations, these are embodied within us in the form of our character armor. 
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