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LETTER TO THE EDITOR 

Chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS), also referred 

to as myalgic encephalomyelitis (ME), is a 

medical condition characterized by long-term 

fatigue and other symptoms that limit a person's 

ability to carry out ordinary daily activities. A 

variety of biological, genetic, infectious, and 

psychological mechanisms have been proposed, 

but the cause is not understood (1,2,3). 

Epidemiological studies suggest that emotional 

traumas during childhood is a major risk factor 

in chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS). More than 

half of these patients has experienced at least 

one type of early trauma, with the majority of 

these patients reporting multiple traumas (4,5). 

It is proposed that the CFS is an equivalent of 

the tonic immobility of the “freeze” or apparent 

death response of animals in life-threatening 

situations. If the “fight/flight” behavior fails to 

protect the animal, the result is a defensive tonic 

immobilization (6). Tonic immobility is a 

behavior in which animals become apparently 

temporarily paralyzed. Despite appearances, the 

animal remains conscious throughout tonic 

immobility. Tonic immobility has also been 

hypothesized to occur in humans undergoing 

intense trauma, including sexual assault (7). 

According to this idea the developmental 

traumas make the genetically or 

developmentally (8,9) susceptible individuals 

hypervigilant and oversensitive for 

environmental or internal danger signals in later 

life. The result of this trauma-related sensitivity 

would end up in the autonomic vicious cycle 

and in the tonic immobility of the patients with 

chronic fatigue syndrome,  

If this idea is true, the search for biological 

etiological biomarkers would be futile, as the 

numerous hormonal, immunological and gut-

bacterial findings reflect only the trauma-

precipitated biological states of “fight/flight”- 

and “freeze”-states of the body (10). The fact of 

the numerous childhood traumas among the 

CSF patients also calls for trauma-therapeutic 

approaches at least with the more severely 

affected CSF patients. 

REFERENCES 

[1] Mensah FKF, Bansal AS, Ford B, Cambridge 

G: Chronic fatigue syndrome and the immune 

system: Where are we now? Neurophysiol 

Clin. 2017; 47:131-138. 

[2] Maxmen A: A Reboot for chronic fatigue 

syndrome research. Nature 2018; 553:14-17. 

[3] Marchant J: Cure: A Journey into the Science 

of Mind over Body, Crown Publishing Co, 

2016 

[4] Heim C, Nater UM, Maloney E, Boneva 

R, Jones JF, Reeves WC: Childhood trauma 

and risk for chronic fatigue syndrome: 

association with neuroendocrine dysfunction. 

Arch Gen Psychiatry.  66: 72-80 (2009) 

[5] Kempke S, Luyten P, Claes S, Van Wambeke 

P, Bekaert P, Goossens L, Van Houdenhove B: 

The prevalence and impact of early childhood 

trauma in Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. J 

Psychiatr Res.  47::664-9 (2013) 

[6] Porges SW: The Polyvagal Perspective, 

Biolological Psychology  74:118-143 (2007) 

[7] Kalaf J, Vilete LM, Volchan E, Fiszman 

A, Coutinho ES, Andreoli SB, Quintana MI, de 

Jesus Mari J, Figueira I: Peritraumatic tonic 

immobility in a large representative sample of 

the general population: association with 

posttraumatic stress disorder and female 

gender. Compr Psychiatry 60:68-72 (2015) 

[8] Albright F1, Light K, Light A, Bateman 

L, Cannon-Albright LA: Evidence for a 

heritable predisposition to Chronic Fatigue 

Syndrome. BMC Neurol. 2011; 11 (62), doi: 

10.1186/1471-2377-11-62 

*Corresponding Author: Matti O. Huttunen, Department of Psychiatry, University of Helsinki, Kolmas 

linja 20 B 21, 00530 Helsinki, Finland, Email: matti.huttunen@konsmoh.inet.fi 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Mensah%20FKF%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28410877
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Bansal%20AS%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28410877
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Ford%20B%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28410877
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Cambridge%20G%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28410877
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Cambridge%20G%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=28410877
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28410877
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28410877
https://jomarchant.com/cure
https://jomarchant.com/cure
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Heim%20C%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19124690
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Nater%20UM%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19124690
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Maloney%20E%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19124690
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Boneva%20R%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19124690
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Boneva%20R%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19124690
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Jones%20JF%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19124690
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Reeves%20WC%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19124690
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19124690
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Kempke%20S%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Luyten%20P%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Claes%20S%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Van%20Wambeke%20P%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Van%20Wambeke%20P%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Bekaert%20P%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Goossens%20L%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Van%20Houdenhove%20B%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23421962
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25891640
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25891640
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25891640
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25891640
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25891640
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Albright%20F%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21619629
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Light%20K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21619629
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Light%20A%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21619629
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Bateman%20L%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21619629
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Bateman%20L%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21619629
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Cannon-Albright%20LA%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21619629
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21619629
http://me-pedia.org/wiki/Digital_object_identifier
http://doi.org/10.1186%2F1471-2377-11-62


Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, Childhood Traumas and the Tonic Immobility 

 

ARC Journal of Psychiatry                                                                                                                        Page | 2 

[9] Huttunen MO, Mednick SA: Polyvagal theory, 

neurodevelopment and psychiatric disorders. 

Irish J Psychol Med 2018. (In press). 

[10] Vangeel EB, Kempke S, Bakusic J, Godderis 
L, Luyten P, Van Heddegem L, Compernolle 

V, Persoons P, Lambrechts D, Izzi B, Freson 

K1, Claes S: Glucocorticoid receptor DNA 

methylation and childhood trauma in chronic 

fatigue syndromepatients. J Psychosom 
Res. 2018; 104:55-60. 

 

 

Citation: Matti O. Huttunen. Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, Childhood Traumas and the Tonic Immobility. ARC 

Journal of Psychiatry. 2018; 3(1): 1-2. 

Copyright: © 2018 Authors. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative 

Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 

provided the original author and source are credited. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Vangeel%20EB%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Kempke%20S%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Bakusic%20J%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Godderis%20L%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Godderis%20L%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Luyten%20P%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Van%20Heddegem%20L%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Compernolle%20V%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Compernolle%20V%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Persoons%20P%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Lambrechts%20D%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Izzi%20B%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Freson%20K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Freson%20K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Claes%20S%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29275786
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29275786

