
Somatic Dialogue
A Somatic Practice and First-Person Research      

Methodology for the Scientific Study of Lived 

Experience

By Dieter Rehberg, MA., BA., MSMT/E

Introduction

Despite a burgeoning interest in embodiment across disciplines such as neuroscience, 

psychology, psychotherapy, philosophy, and kinesiology, a persistent lacuna remains 

between somatic practitioners and researchers in the natural sciences. Somatic practice is 

fundamentally rooted in refined first-person perception and experiential exploration 

through movement. In contrast, scientific inquiry has traditionally prioritized third-

person observation, mechanized measurement, and experimental control. 

Consequently, somatic approaches are frequently met with skepticism in scientific 

discourse, while practitioners often contend that purely quantitative methods overlook the 

richness, complexity, and developmental potential inherent in lived bodily experience.

This article seeks to bridge this divide. I posit that first-person somatic research possesses 

significant scientific value when conducted with methodological rigor, systematic 

reflection, and transparent documentation. Furthermore, I propose that somatic research 

should be regarded not merely as a supplementary perspective, but as an autonomous 

methodological approach for investigating embodied experience within a pluralistic 

understanding of scientific inquiry.

At the core of this discussion is Somatic Dialogue, a practice originally conceived to 

facilitate self-organizing developmental and healing processes through refined sensing and

movement exploration. Through subsequent application and academic refinement, it 

became evident that the structured attentional processes and the reflective articulation of 

experience within Somatic Dialogue provide a robust framework for disciplined first-

person research.

Accordingly, this article presents Somatic Dialogue as both a somatic practice and a 

research methodology, situating it within a theoretical framework that integrates 

phenomenology, artistic research, radical constructivism, contemporary neuroscience, and

methodological pluralism.
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The Object of Inquiry

Somatic research is predicated on a specific ontic understanding of the body. According to 

Hanna (1970; 1986), somatics investigates the soma—the living body as perceived from 

within via first-person proprioception. Hanna emphasized that a soma is not merely a 

physical object, but the body as it is subjectively experienced.

This distinction elucidates two complementary perspectives on the human organism: the 

third-person perspective, which examines the body as an observable object through 

physiology, anatomy, and neuroscience; and the first-person perspective, which 

explores the body as it is lived and experienced internally. Somatic research, therefore, 

focuses on the totality of lived experience, encompassing physical sensations, internal 

regulation, movement organization, emotional processes, and cognitive insights—all of 

which are accessible exclusively through first-person consciousness.

The Legitimacy of First-Person Methods

The philosophical justification for first-person inquiry is found in phenomenology, most

notably in the work of Husserl (1913/1983). Husserl argued that the structures of 

experience can be scrutinized through disciplined reflection and description, thereby 

establishing lived experience as a legitimate domain of systematic inquiry.

This perspective was further advanced by Merleau-Ponty (1964), who emphasized the 

fundamentally embodied nature of perception. He famously posited that “the body is our 

general medium for having a world.” For Merleau-Ponty, perception is not merely a mental

representation of an external reality but an embodied engagement through which the 

world attains meaning for the perceiving subject. Anticipating the necessity of 

interdisciplinary collaboration, he observed:

“It seems to me that in the current state of neurology, experimental psychology,

and philosophy, it would be useful to take up the problem of perception again, 

and in particular the perception of one’s own body.” (Merleau-Ponty, 1964)

Building upon this foundation, Varela (1996) proposed the research program of 

neurophenomenology, which seeks to integrate disciplined first-person accounts of 

experience with third-person neuroscientific data. These developments suggest that first-

person experience constitutes a legitimate research method when approached through 

disciplined observation. Contemporary somatic approaches may thus be viewed as 

practical extensions of this phenomenological project.
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The Nature of Somatic Evidence

A pivotal distinction in the study of mind and embodiment is the difference between first-

person and third-person data. Third-person data comprise observations measurable 

from the outside, such as physiological signals, neural activity, or observable behavior.

In contrast, first-person data consist of structured descriptions of lived experience, 

including sensations, perceptions, emotions, and shifts in bodily organization as 

experienced from within. As suggested by neurophenomenological research (Varela, 1996),

these two data forms address different facets of the same phenomenon rather than 

competing for dominance. Third-person methods reveal neural and physiological 

mechanisms, while first-person methods describe how these processes manifest in lived 

experience. Somatic research employs systematic first-person observation to yield holistic 

insights into the human condition in tandem with natural science measurements.

Practice as Knowledge Generation

Somatic research shares profound methodological affinities with artistic research. 

Borgdorff (2012) argues that research occurs when an inquiry seeks to expand knowledge 

and understanding through direct, original creative practice, guided by specific questions, 

methods, documentation, and communication within a research community.

In artistic research, practice itself becomes a mode of inquiry. Somatic exploration 

functions analogously: embodied practice serves as the medium through which knowledge 

regarding perception, movement, and embodiment emerges. Because such knowledge 

develops through iterative cycles of exploration, reflection, and integration, both artistic 

practice and somatic research unfold as temporal and cyclic processes in which insights 

gradually mature through sustained engagement.

The Epistemological Status of First-Person Knowledge

The epistemological framework for first-person research can be elucidated through 

radical constructivism. According to von Glasersfeld (1995) and Watzlawick (1984), 

knowledge does not represent an objective reality independent of the knower; rather, it is 

constructed through experiential interaction with the world and evaluated based on its 

viability within that experience. From this vantage point, first-person inquiry becomes 

indispensable, as all knowledge ultimately arises within the experiential processes of the 

observer.
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Empirical Support

Recent advancements in neuroscience further validate the relevance of somatic research. 

Contemporary theories, such as predictive processing, suggest that the brain 

continuously generates predictions regarding sensory input, updating them via feedback 

from the body and environment (Clark, 2016). Research on interoception demonstrates 

that the perception of internal bodily signals is central to emotional regulation, self-

awareness, and physiological homeostasis (Craig, 2002). Somatic practices cultivate a 

refined awareness of these signals. Consequently, somatic research can be understood as a 

first-person exploration of how the nervous system organizes and regulates bodily 

experience.

Methodological Pluralism in Science

The philosophical justification for integrating somatic research into the scientific canon 

lies in methodological pluralism. Feyerabend (1975) argued that scientific progress 

has never been contingent upon a single universal method. Rather, distinct research 

questions necessitate diverse investigative approaches. From this perspective, the study of 

lived bodily experience requires first-person methodologies that, from a philosophy of 

science standpoint, possess equal epistemic value to third-person measurement 

techniques.

Criteria for Rigor

To ensure scientific credibility, somatic research must adhere to clear methodological 

principles. Three criteria are paramount:

• Systematic first-person observation

• Critical reflection and conceptual analysis

• Transparent documentation and communication

When these criteria are met, experiential observations serve as substantive research 

material.

Somatic Dialogue: Evolution from Practice to Methodology

The methodology discussed herein, Somatic Dialogue, was developed through the 

author’s research Mental Health and Cellular Somatizations in the Somatic Method PME 

(Rehberg, 2023).
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Somatic Dialogue was originally conceived as a somatic practice designed to facilitate self-

organizing developmental and healing processes through refined sensory awareness and 

movement exploration. Its primary objective, therefore, was not originally rooted in 

research, but rather in the promotion of embodied learning, self-regulation, and internal 

transformation.

However, during subsequent scientific and academic training, it became evident that the 

method’s structured attentional processes, iterative cycles of sensing and reflection, and 

systematic articulation of experience satisfy—in an exemplary manner—the 

methodological requirements of disciplined first-person inquiry. Consequently, Somatic 

Dialogue is uniquely positioned to function both as a transformative somatic practice and 

as a rigorous methodology for the investigation of lived embodiment.

A condensed procedural overview includes:

• Formulating a research question

• Establishing supportive somatic and mental conditions

• Entering focused sensory awareness

• Applying the research question during sensing and movement

• Perceiving shifts in bodily organization

• Noting developments in posture, respiration, and movement coordination

• Observing internally emerging sensations, emotions, and thoughts

• Expressing these changes through movement (self-expression)

• Allowing iterative cycles of sensing and reflection

• Articulating observations through language or writing

• Reflecting conceptually on findings

• Integrating insights into practice

• Evaluating their experiential viability

• Repeating the research cycle

Safe and effective application requires prior preparation and embodied familiarity with 

attentional principles derived from Buddhist psychology. A comprehensive manual is 

forthcoming. Somatic Dialogue generates various forms of experiential data, including 

sensory-interoceptive, movement-organizational, affective-regulatory, and cognitive-

integrative insights.
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The Somatic Research Circle

The research process follows a recurring pattern of experiential learning known as the 

Somatic Research Circle:

Idea  Preparation  Somatization  Realization  Integration  → → → → →
Application  Confirmation  Repetition→ →

This circularity emphasizes the iterative nature of somatic inquiry, where each experienced

shift becomes the catalyst for further investigation.

Conclusion

Somatic research investigates the lived body through disciplined first-person inquiry. 

When structured by explicit procedures, reflexive analysis, and transparent 

documentation, these approaches generate vital knowledge regarding embodied 

experience. Situated within the traditions of phenomenology, artistic research, 

constructivism, and contemporary neuroscience, somatic research constitutes a legitimate 

contribution to the scientific study of embodiment. Somatic Dialogue thus serves as a 

bridge: it is both a potent therapeutic practice supporting self-organization and a rigorous 

methodology for investigating the depth of lived experience.
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