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Preamble 

 

 This is the third article to appear on the website dealing with aspects of the Polyvagal Theory 

[Porges 2011].  The first two (in 2012) were: 
 

o A7:  Porges and the Polyvagal Theory – reflections on clinical and therapeutic 

significance 

o A8:  The Polyvagal Theory and a more sympathetic awareness of the ANS. 

 

The Polyvagal Theory has been used increasingly during the last decade as a model for 

understanding the ups and downs that we all experience in life – from the perspective of the 

Autonomic Nervous System [e.g.: Porges 2017; Porges & Dana Eds 2018; Dana 2018; 2020; Levine 

2010; Van der Kolk 2014].  As a result, counsellors and psychotherapists frequently make use of it 

now in the dynamics of the therapeutic relationship, and in our relationship with ourselves.  It thus 

has both personal and professional relevance. 

 

***   ***   *** 

 

This 2021 edition of B 22 article has been significantly updated since it first appeared in 

2020, and takes into account two extra hybrid states that I had not been aware of previously. These 

are the Life Threat Freeze state, and that of a state of Stillness – as can occur in various forms of 

meditation [Dana 2021-A; 2021-B]. 

 

 New sections of this 2021 edition are indicated in purple type.  

 

 As in other articles on the website, words or phrases (appearing for the first time) that are 

included in the glossary are notated in blue, and underlined. For example: Polyvagal Theory.  
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1. Introduction   

In order to flourish, we need to feel safe.  Feeling safe depends upon our underlying neuro-

physiology being settled so that we feel at ease.  On the other hand, trauma and distressing 

circumstances can rid us of a sense of Well-Being and harmony. Sometimes we may not understand 

why this is the case [Levine 2011; Van der Kolk 2014]. 

In this article we explore the underlying dynamics of Well-Being / Flourishing1 on the one 

hand, and distressed states on the other, from the perspective of three fundamental responses to the 

environment, that have gradually evolved over millennia.  These three reactions are activated by 

unconscious responses to what is going on within us and outside us, and are modulated by the three 

autonomic states summarised below: 
 

a) When we feel safe (i.e. when the body-mind detects no threat) our Social 

Engagement System is activated – the Ventral Vagal Autonomic State. 

b) In danger (i.e. the body-mind detects danger), our Flight / Fight response can 

appropriately be activated, to protect us – the Sympathetic Nervous System in the 

context of fear [Porges 2011]. 

c) In Life-Threatening situations, the body-mind detects “Life-Threat”, and this can   

prevent disaster / death – thanks to activation of our Dorsal Vagal Autonomic State. 

 Figure 1 depicts these three responses – and the essence of the Polyvagal Theory2.  

 

 

 

 

These three 

modes 

represent the 

underlying 

dynamics of 

the Polyvagal 

Theory 

developed by 

Porges over 

the last few 

decades 

[Porges 1995; 

2001; 2011; 

2017; Porges 

and Dana 

2018] 

 Figure 1  

 Three Modes of Responding to our Environment  
 

 

 

 
1 The concept of flourishing is not new.  In ancient Asia meditation and the practice of yogis was, and still is, 

linked to the idea of personal transformation.  Aristotle suggested that the goal of life is a “virtue-based 

eudaimonia” – that is, a state of flourishing.  The origins of the present western concept of Well-Being are 

rooted in that of flourishing, and so with Aristotle [Davidson & Goleman 2017]. 
2 Developed during the last few decades by Stephen Porges [e.g. Porges 2011]. 
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 In terms of our evolution, these three responses occurred in reverse order: 

i. Life Threat and the Collapse Response 

ii. Danger and the Flight / Fight Response 

iii. Feeling safe and the Social Engagement Response.   

As mammals and humans, we have these three modes of response built into our 

neurophysiology. This model, based on Porges’ Polyvagal Theory, has been found to be a most helpful 

way of looking at our responses to life and human distress from the perspective of healing and Well-

Being – whoever we may be (e.g. counsellors, teachers, gardeners, construction workers, office 

workers, nurses or parents) [Porges and Dana 2018]. 
 

In any  moment of our lives we will axiomatically be in one of these autonomic modes (or a 

combination of more than one, called hybrid states [Dana 2021-A]).  Our understanding and 

“interpretation” of the world will, to a large extent, be determined by what state we are in.  As humans 

we are constantly creating stories (e.g. thinking about what is happening) regarding what is going on 

in our lives.  This means fundamentally that: 

 

 

 

 
 

This also implies that: 

 

 

 

 

 

In general terms we can say that Well-Being and Flourishing are not possible unless much / 

most of the time we are in a Ventral Vagal Autonomic state. 
 

In what follows, it is helpful if we imagine what story we may create when we are in each of 

the autonomic states described – and what sort of feelings these stories create within. 
 

Section 2 looks at the above three responses in further detail. 

 

2. The Three Responses 

2.1 Life Threat  

 This was the first of the three modalities to develop – as reptiles were evolving.  In a life-

threatening situation, the reptile would collapse onto the ground as if dead. However, this is not at a 

conscious level, and occurs below the level of awareness. This process is called neuroception. By 

appearing dead, this meant that predators might over-look or ignore them.  Wild animals tend to 

prefer fresh food. This inbuilt, unconscious, “pretending dead” was often accompanied by reflex 
pooing, which also tended to deter the predator.  The above response in humans may  best be  

described in terms of flop or even wilt3. In such contexts, this response is protective.  

 
3 See, for example, the woman who wrote to Stephen Porges – p 7. 

Our Story follows our State 

Dana 2018 p 35 

 

Our sense of Well-Being follows our State 
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This is the ancient reptilian response – and is controlled by an equally ancient part of the Para-

Sympathetic Nervous System4 (Dorsal Vagal part of PSNS), illustrated in the Figure 2.1 

 

 

 

This response, as indicated, can be 

summarised as: 

❖ Immobilisation with 

FEAR [Porges 2017] 

We humans have these ancient 

reptilian circuits built into our 

response patterns. 
 

Note that this may be associated with 

fainting, as body systems are, to a 

large extent, shut down –  so blood 

pressure falls. 

This whole Life Threat response 

occurs unconsciously, the body’s 

receptive systems having detected 

Life-Threat5. 

 Figure 2.1 

Life Threat Response 

Note that this Life Threat situation is associated with 

collapse (flop); and not Freeze. 

[See Section 3 below, including Figure 3]   

 

 

               In the context of daily experience, the Life Threat Dorsal Vagal system can be activated 

when we feel or become trapped [Porges YT]. This can be of particular significance following trauma 

– including becoming physically trapped.  (See also Section 5 below.) 

 

The above gives a reasonable overview of Life Threat. However, the actual dynamics are 

more complex, as some aspects of the response involve hybrid autonomic (nervous system) states – 

see Section 3 below.  

2.2  Flight and Fight Response  

The Life Threat response, while quite effective – especially for reptiles that have (relatively) 

small brains –  was very inflexible. In due course, there evolved the Fight and / or Flight Response to 

danger; this overlaps with the Stress Response. This response, in the wild, is far more flexible than the 

Collapse Response.  
 

Like the Life Threat Response, the Flight / Fight system is activated unconsciously as a result 

of the detection of danger signals from outside or inside the body (i.e. neuroception6).  Figure 2.2 

illustrates some of the dynamics of this response to danger.  

 
4 The PSNS is part of the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS). The ancient part of the PSNS being described 

here is technically the Dorsal Vagal Complex (DV PSNS). 

5 See also page 5 
6 Neuroception is the unconscious detection by the body of life threat, danger, or safety [Porges 2017], 

which then sets in motion the (again unconscious) response of Freeze, Flight / Fight, or Social 

Engagement respectively. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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External or internal danger (such as 

recalling a traumatic memory) can 

unconsciously set off this response of 

the Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS). 

 

Related hormones are Adrenaline, and 

the release of Cortisol  (through the 

Hypothalamic Pituitary Adrenal Cortex Axis). 
 

Associated emotional circuits are 

o FEAR* and   

o RAGE* [Panksepp 1998]. 
 

*Following Panksepp’s practice of notating 

Primary Process Emotions in capitals; e.g.  

SEEKING; CARE; RAGE; FEAR; PLAY; PANIC / GRIEF. 
 

Figure 2.2 

The Flight / Fight Response 
 

 

 

 

2.3  The Social Engagement Response  

 As evolution progressed, early mammals began to evolve; these were small in comparison 

with the reptilian predators around, and so would have had difficulty surviving with simply the neuro-

circuits existing at the time. Evolution provided the answer to this with the development of the Social 

Engagement System, which allowed the mammals to co-operate, and warn each other of potential 

dangers. This same system, linking in with CARE circuits [Panksepp 1998], also facilitates parents  

looking after the long childhoods of their offspring. 

 The Social Engagement system developed in synchrony with the New Mammalian PSNS (i.e. 

the Ventral Vagal PSNS); this new system also provides the basis for Rest, Repair, and Recuperation – 

and the so called Relaxation Response7 (See also Glossary Part II) [Benson 1975]. Figure 2.3 illustrates some of 

these dynamics. 

 Furthermore, it lays the foundation for co-operation between individuals, families, local 

communities, larger communities, within a country and between countries.  It is the foundation of the 

Tend and Befriend Response [Taylor et al 2000] , in contrast to the fight or flight response. 

 

Figure 2.3/ 

 
7 Micah Sadigh suggests that Benson’s “Relaxation Response” is really a misnomer.  A better term 

may be Restoration Mode.  Rest and restful states allow for repair and recuperation. All cells are in a 

constant state of activity at the biochemical level, even when we are asleep. All cells need to recover 

from the stressors of daily living – and during this restoration stage they are active (i.e. in the 

Anabolic Mode). See glossary:  Relaxation Response I; Relaxation Response II; and Restoration / 

Repair / Recuperation Mode [Sadigh 2020]. 
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 If external and 

internal conditions 

are appropriate, 

neuroception 

detects safety, 

with the resultant 

Social Engagement 

Response. 

This is associated 

with friendly / 

welcoming facial 

expressions and 

voice modulation. 
 

Oxytocin and 

Endorphins are 

released – 

facilitating feeling 

safe / being at 

ease. 

Figure 2.3   

Safety / Social Engagement Response 

 

  

The Relaxation Response is activated in various forms of meditation – including Autogenic 

Training. However, an “Amplified State of Consciousness” better describes the state induced by 

meditation and AT [de Rivera 2017B; 2017 / 2018]. 

3. A Hybrid Life Threat State 

 Returning to the Life Threat situation. There are actually two manifestations of this. Firstly, 

the flop / collapse response described in Section 2.1 and Figure 2.1 above. Secondly, the freeze 

response which is a hybrid state in which there is activation of both the Dorsal Vagal and SNS circuits, 

as illustrated in Figure 3 below. This would be the case, for example, of a deer dazzled by the headlights 

of a car – it is unable to move, yet it does not collapse. This means that the SNS is active enough to 

keep the leg muscles in tone, yet there is simultaneous activation of the Dorsal Vagal, which creates 

the immobilisation [Dana 2021A; 2012B] 

 

Figure 3 
 

Life Threat Immobilisation without 

collapse 

 

          As indicated, this is a hybrid 

Autonomic State: the Dorsal Vagal 

is active, and so produces the 

immobilisation. However, the SNS 

is also  activated, so the animal 

does not collapse. E.g. a zebra 

caught in the headlights of a lorry. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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4.  In Health, the Social Engagement System predominates 

 Well-Being is associated with the Social Engagement System being active, feeling safe 

[Barrowcliff 2019], and thus fostering wholesome and positive communications with others. 

If dangers or stressors arise, the Flight and Fight System is activated. In extreme Life Threat, 

the Collapse / Immobilisation  Response is activated. Both of these responses are, in the wild, 

healthy and protective. In our modern world, these responses may be appropriate, yet not always. 

5.  Severe and recurring Stressors – and post traumatic situations (e.g. PTSD) 

 With recurring stressors – and in post trauma situations – the Flight and Fight response, and / 

or the Life Threat Response, may come to dominate the situation; this can result  in very distressing 

feelings – as a result of the chronic activation of our ancient life threat response (Ancient DV PSNS), 

or the SNS. The symptoms that then arise may be quite different / prolonged from what we would 

expect in the wild (e.g. if being chased by a bear8); and are not helpful in terms of our day-to-day well-

being. Figure 4A and 4B illustrates some of these symptoms / responses. 
. 

❖ Anxiety 

❖ Hypervigilant states 

❖ Non cardiac chest pain 

❖ Tension headaches 

❖ Agitated depression 
 

 “Mobility” with Unconscious FEAR 

(mobility when Danger neurocepted inappropriately)  

Figure 5A 

Some conditions precipitated by the long-term effects of severe trauma / stressors as a result of 

 recurring (chronic) activation of the SNS  / Flight / Fight Systems 
Note: Myelinated Modern Mammalian VV PSNS withdrawn 

 

➢ Wish to be alone 

➢ Socially withdraw 

➢ Depression 

➢ Digestive problems 

➢ Defaecation  

➢ Disorders of    

 subdiaphragmatic organs  

➢ Feelings of helplessness 

➢ Sexual problems 

➢ Irritable Bowel Syndrome 
 

➢ Hypotensive episodes that may be  

 associated with fainting / passing out 

➢ Dizziness 

➢ Lack of appetite 

➢ Fatigue 

➢ Muscle weakness 

➢ Fibromyalgia 

➢ Difficulty in functioning 

➢ “Give-up-itis” in context of concentration  
  camps [Frankl 1946] 

 “Immobility” with Unconscious FEAR 

(immobility when Life Threat neurocepted inappropriately) 

Figure 5B  

Some possible conditions precipitated by long-term effects of severe trauma / stress  

as a result of recurring activation of the Ancient PSNS “Life Threat” system  

Note: Myelinated Modern Mammalian PSNS withdrawn 

 
8 For example, if we are chased by a bear, our flight response will be activated, with a great release of 

adrenaline. If we survive, the running will have effectively used up the adrenaline, so there is no damage per se 

from this (short lived) SNS activation. 

Figures 5A and 5B based 

on various sources 

including: 

Porges 2017 (e.g. pp 

169-198) and 

Porges 2018-X pp 50-69. 
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 It is important to recognise that the symptom complexes in Figure 4A and 4B arise from the 

unconscious activation of the SNS and Ancient PSNS (i.e. Dorsal Vagal) respectively, and so are not our 

fault9. However, once we recognise that this is what is happening, we can learn to develop skills that 

act as antidotes to these difficulties / symptoms10; and in time this can prevent them arising in the first 

place – see Section 6.  

 

 One of the great problems if we are in a hypervigilant state is that we will tend to misinterpret 

the world – and other people, as illustrated in Figure 5C. 

😐 seen as ☹ 

☺ seen as 😐 or ☹ 

Figure 5C 

In hypervigilant states we may misperceive facial expressions 

Note that such misperception is unconscious and modulated through neuroception. In other 

words, in such states we axiomatically tend to misread others [Porges YT]; meaning that to a large 

extent our Story unconsciously Follows our State [Dana 2028 p 35]. 

 A further difficulty arises because if we ourselves are looking stressed / tense / unhappy, this 

can have an unconscious effect on others and may shut down their Social Engagement system, even 

though they are wanting to help. Figure 4D illustrates some of these dynamics. 

Our face when 

Stressed / anxious / 

distressed 

☹ 

Perceived by others as Threatening or unfriendly; so they 

may feel unsafe: 

➢ Their Social Engagement 

System is de-activated 

➢ Threatening neuroception 

activates their SNS Flight / 

Fight Response  
   

Figure 5D 

When we are tense / agitated, others may begin to feel uncomfortable 

 We all need to be aware of these dynamics, especially parents / counsellors / nurses / doctors 

/ teachers / lawyers etc.  In order to offset such unconscious responses to others’ stress, it is important 

that we become increasingly grounded in our Ventral Vagal State – through regular AT or Mindful type 

practices.  

 Furthermore, the awareness, recognition, and understanding of these (Polyvagal) dynamics 

by the client / patient can bring about a profound and healing reframe.  

For example, in the case of Life Threat (Section 2.1, Figure 2.1), a woman had been reading 

about Porges’s Polyvagal Theory.  Porges movingly describes the following: 

 

 

 
9 Health is further compromised because the activation of both these symptom complexes tend to go in 

parallel with a de-activation (down-regulation) of the Social Engagement Modern Mammalian (VV) PSNS. 
10 i.e. we have a choice in the matter. See Section 6: “Before the Stimulus and the Response is a space…” 
[Frankl 1946]. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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          “I received an email from a woman who was in her late sixties, and she described 
her experiences.  When she was a teenager, a person attempted to strangle her and then 

rape her. Many years later, she was telling this to her daughter, and the daughter asked, 

‘Why didn’t you fight? Why didn’t you do something?’   The mother was embarrassed and 
felt shame. Then she said, ‘I read about your Polyvagal Theory, and suddenly I feel 
vindicated and am crying now’. I was crying, too, just reading the email. But the issue was 
that she understood that her bodily reaction of immobilisation was protective. She realised  

on a visceral level that she felt proud of her bodily response. Her bodily reaction was 

heroic; she was not a victim.”  
 Porges 2017 p 176 

Italics added by IR 

 

6.  Social Engagement, Play, and Intimacy  

 In certain situations, the Social Engagement System can remain active while either the SNS or 

the Ancient PSNS become active. This seems paradoxical; yet it is actually an example of the economy 

of nature, which can combine what in evolutionary terms were distinct and antagonistic systems into 

a fruitful new creation of sharing. 

6.1 The Dynamics of PLAY 

 Real PLAY involves Social Engagement, and so the Modern Myelinated VV PSNS. Yet in play 

we also need energy and adrenaline, and this is possible with the simultaneous activation of the SNS 

(in the mode of mobilisation when feeling safe), as illustrated in Figure 5.1. 

 

 

PLAY involves both the Social 

Engagement Modern 

Mammalian PSNS in an 

integrative play with the SNS 

which is here activated in 

non-threatening conditions. 

 

Porges calls this  

❖ Mobilisation 

without FEAR 

[Porges 2011; 

Panksepp 1998]. 
 

An alternative framing is: 

 Mobilisation when 

feeling safe. 

Figure 6.1 

PLAY circuits involve both Myelinated PSNS (Ventral Vagal)  

and SNS activation 

(This is one example of several hybrid autonomic states described; 

see also Polyvagal Theory) 

  

  

Play depends on reciprocal interactions between the players. If one of the players is always 

winning, it loses its playfulness and fun. 

 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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6.2  The Dynamics of Nursing Mothers and Intimacy 
 

 There are some situations in which immobilisation while feeling safe is vital, such as, for 

example, nursing (breastfeeding) mothers and intimacy between couples.  Nature has recruited the 

ancient unmyelinated PSNS (dorsal vagal) in synchrony with the myelinated vagal Social Engagement 

system for this purpose, and this is represented in Figure 6.2. 

 

Breast Feeding and 

Intimacy at the neuro-

physiological level are 

possible because of the 

simultaneous recruitment 

of both the Social 

Engagement (Ventral11 

Vagal) and the Ancient  

PSNS (Dorsal12 Vagal) 

system. 

 

This is possible because at 

an unconscious level there 

is a neuroception of 

safety. 

 
  Figure 6.2 

Intimacy and Nursing Mothers –  from a Polyvagal Perspective 

(Hybrid Autonomic States) 

 

6.3  The Dynamics of Stillness (as in deep meditation) 

 

 An ancient Taoist / Chan Chinese text has these words: 

When you want to enter quietude, 

fine tune and concentrate body and mind, 

so that they are free and peaceful. 

Let go of all objects, 

 so that nothing whatsoever hangs over your mind, and  

the celestial mind13  

takes its rightful place in this centre 

 
VIII: 8 

Translation Thomas Cleary 1991 

The Secret of the Golden Flower 
 

 
11 Ventral: relating to the front part of the body [from Latin: Ventralis… Abdomen – CED ]. 
12 Dorsal: relating to the back or spinal part of the body [from Latin Dorsalis…. Dorsum: back – CED ]. 
13 In the meta-psychology of these Taoist / Chan practices is the concept of our Original Mind (Celestial Mind), 

which can be equated to our non-discriminatory mind that is in the present moment. This is the mind of 

realisation of the Inter-Being nature of all things. What is called our Conscious mind is the mind of 

discriminations, seeing matters in terms of right and wrong, good and bad; this is Ego driven within a 

perspective of seeing things in terms of me and mine; and having a separate self independent of others and 

the cosmos.  We are all full of non self elements – such as clouds; elements from now long deceased stars. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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 This is a classic meditative perspective that can come about as a result of an Amplified State 

of Consciousness arising [de Rivera 2018 pp 14-18; Ross 2021]. This can result in a deep inner 

stillness, which in terms of the polyvagal theory is another hybrid state, illustrated in Figure 6.3. 

 

 

 

 Figure 6.3 

Stillness 
 

A hybrid Autonomic State Embracing the Dorsal Vagal (immobilisation when 

neurocepting safety) and Ventral Vagal [Dana 2021] 

 

 

Stillness / Celestial Mind is co-created in certain modalities of Ventral Vagal with Dorsal 

Vagal, as illustrated. 

 Deep quietude can certainly be entered into through the Standard Autogenic Exercises. Other 

forms of meditation such as “Open Monitoring” and “Loving Kindness / Compassion” [Ricard et al 
2014] can greatly facilitate ego-less states and a sense of Inter-Being.  See also Self-Realisation. 

 

7. Antidotes to stressors / traumatic events 

 As discussed, a common outcome of trauma / severe stressors is a shutdown of our Modern 

Mammalian Social Engagement System, while there is on-going frequent activation of: the SNS 

(mobilisation in the context of neurocepted danger – i.e. activating FEAR circuits), or the DV ancient 

PSNS (immobilisation in the context of neurocepted life threat – i.e. activation of Life Threat circuits).  

There is increasing evidence that such a shutdown can be reversed by specific therapies that 

can restore the Social Engagement System [Porges 2017; Porges & Dana 2018]. These include: 

i. A positive Therapist – Patient / Client relationship in which the therapist has the 

skills and presence to facilitate the client beginning to feel safe, which implies 

activation of the client’s Social Engagement System (i.e. the Myelinated Ventral 

Vagus nerve – PSNS). 

ii. Meditative practices such as Meditation, Yoga, Tai Chi and Autogenic Training. 

                             Within /  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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iii. Within certain perspectives of Autogenic Training, the following are of great 

relevance: 

a) Regular practice of the Standard Exercises 

b) The Partial Exercises (e.g. Neck and Shoulders Warm(Autogenics 3.0) – or Heavy) 

c) The Memory Exercise [de Rivera 1999 / 2017] 

d) The Three Minute Exercise [Segal, Williams, & Teasdale 2013] 

e) Teaching Stories / Poems – these can result in a sudden shift to a different 

paradigm (see also Villoldo 2006) 

f) Physical Autogenic Exercises – that is, the series of EARTE exercises 

[Expressive Autogenic Resilience Training Exercise, that include: PLUE; 

MGERNA; and PLAY-CROE (was OLE-CROE).  For further details, see A11 on 

website: Expressive Autogenic Resilience Training  Exercises –  Series A   

(mainly physical / playful in nature).          

g) Feeling the Feeling Meditation [de Rivera 2018] 

h) Constructive Feeling Meditation [de Rivera 2018] 
                    

iv. Being in nature [e.g. Barton et al 2009] 

v. Fostering and developing a positive attitude associated with life-enhancing emotions 

such as gratitude, wonder, nurturing (self and others) and zest for life [Bryant 2007; 

Stellar 2015; Graham 2018]  

vi. Fostering and developing creativity [de Rivera 2018 – e.g. pp 170-172; de Rivera 

1978; Ross 2021: A11, A12, and A13 on website www.atdynamics.co.uk ]. 

vii. All of these can facilitate activation of our Ventral Vagal / Social Engagement 

System, which, as previously indicated, helps our human interactions to flow 

smoothly.  This, in itself, will have the effect of inhibiting Hypervigilant (SNS) and 

Dorsal Vagal States. 

o Furthermore, in parenthesis, it is important not to lose sight of the importance of physical 

touch in our overall Well-Being (see also web articles A10 and A13). Close physical contact such 

as gentle touch and hugging have of course been inhibited / restricted in the present era of 

Covid, whether this has been within families / extended families – or more in the context of 

Care Homes where many of the elderly have been starved of the life-giving essence of touch. 

While such restrictions early on in the pandemic were wise, it is important that the long-term 

implications of such measures are taken into account in the future. 

All of the above can be seen as appropriate and skilful responses to various situations / 

stressors that we experience.  Victor Frankl’s14 statement some decades ago remains relevant – 

especially in these troubled times at the beginning of the 2020s. 

          Between the stimulus and the response there is a space.  In that space is our 

power to choose our response.  In our response lies our growth and our freedom.   
 

Victor Frankl 
 

 
14 Victor Frankl was a survivor of one of the concentration camps in the Second World War, and went on to 

develop Logotherapy and write “Man’s Search for Meaning”.  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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“In our response lies our growth and freedom.”  Our brains are plastic, meaning that we can 

change our responses whatever we have previously been through, whatever traumas have afflicted 

us. The above quote is incomplete, and Frankl goes on to say, crucially: 

          The last of human freedoms is to choose one’s attitude in any given set of 
circumstances. 

Victor Frankl 
 

Here Frankl is also referring back to the concentration camp he was in during the early 1940s, 

when more or less every other freedom had been denied the inmates.  Holding on to negative feelings, 

including attitudes of hate and blame, are not conducive to recovery and healing.  So whatever has 

happened to us, the key to recovery is our attitude to what has happened – and to replace an  overall 

negative narrative about the experience / event with a positive one – including, for example, what we 

can learn from the experience, what we might do differently in the future. In this way we are re-wiring 

the traumatic / negative and disabling neuro-circuitry with positive and life enhancing neuro-circuitry. 

Such approaches will strengthen our ability to deal with traumas, and so increase our resilience15.   

 

These new approaches are now backed up by neuro-science of the last few decades.  Yet such 

approaches have been implicit in psychotherapy for a long time, and are reminiscent of the ancient 

teaching of Changing the Peg. 

 

 

Epilogue / 

 

 

 

  

 
15 For an excellent introduction to such approaches, see Graham 2018; and the planned B27 on website: 

Learning, conditioning, and re-learning. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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8. Epilogue  

8.1 Preamble to Epilogue in terms of feeling safe in the Anthropocene 

 This article has given a brief introduction to the Polyvagal theory and its relevance to well-

being. Our human well-being cannot properly be seen in isolation from the state of Mother Earth. It 

so happens I am reviewing this epilogue on 1st November, 2021 – the first full day of Cop2616 in 

Glasgow17 – some sixty or so miles from where Bernie (my wife) and I live in East Lothian. There is 

growing evidence, over decades, that Climate Change is the greatest threat to our planet since humans 

came on the scene. The scale of the potential catastrophe awaiting our planet has been well 

documented in recent decades – such as the paper by Steffen et al: 2018 “Trajectories of the Earth 

System in the Anthropocene” which clearly describes what happens if the climatic regulatory systems 
that have stabilised our Earth for millennia go into what is technically called positive feedback – 

resulting in a ‘Hothouse Earth’ (see Figure 8.1).  

It is well to remember that there have been mass extinction events in previous eons – such as 

that of the Permian mass extinction (250 million years ago), the largest and most devastating of all,  in 

which an estimated 95% of all species perished [Tammana 2021; Hanh 2021  pp 13-14]. Furthermore, 

it has been estimated that such extinction events can take up to 10 million years for equilibrium on 

the planet to be restored [Garthwaite 2021].  

❖ Research suggests that our ancient ancestors evolved into homo sapiens some 

300,000 to 900,000 (i.e. roughly 0.3 to 0.9 million years ago).  

❖  First life forms appeared some 4,200 million years ago, so in terms of the history of 

life on earth we are infants.  

Such knowledge naturally tends to make us feel unsafe, and brings home to us the enormity 

of what is at stake for the earth; and the fact that species come and go. When we feel unsafe, we 

cannot think clearly – a neurophysiological fact . 

Some reflections on vested interests and autonomic states 

 

Vested interests appear to have been derailing the negotiations of The Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change – by rubbishing the relevant science that for some decades has been 

warning of the potential catastrophe awaiting us all18 [e.g. BBC Radio 4 2021; which focuses on the 

hacking (2009) of the Climatic Research Unit of the University of East Anglia. Vested interests are 

axiomatically not impartial. How then do they arise? 
 

➢ It is suggested that they arise secondary to certain autonomic states, and the ego-

states that go with them.  

 

                Here it seems wise to be aware, and own, that at times we  have all been in such states. It 

has been said that “knowledge is different in different states of consciousness”19  Concepts of “me 
and mine”, craving, and the assumption that we have an independent, separate self, arise from states 
of consciousness that generally preclude the realisation of Inter-Being.  Our Dorsal Vagal state gives 

rise to feelings and ‘knowledge’ related to that state – see Figure 5B (‘Story Follows State’ – Dana 

2018]. In a similar way, SNS (mobility with fear) gives rise to certain feelings and ‘knowledge’.     
 

16 The United Nations 2021 climate change conference. 
17 The origin of the word Glasgow is sometimes said to mean  "dear green place" – a romantic and significant 

name even if somewhat of a misnomer.  
18 In principle this is similar to the Tobacco industry in previous decades obscuring the evidence that smoking 

harms health. See for example: ASH Tobacco Industry - Action on Smoking and Health (ash.org.uk) 
19 Maharishi 1977.   

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://ash.org.uk/category/information-and-resources/tobacco-industry-information-and-resources/
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               Fear of not having enough in the future, of not being re-elected, will activate our 

neuroception of danger – and this, in turn, will cloud our awareness and eclipse our Jen20, leading to 

inappropriate decisions. 

Vested interests are themselves catalysed by craving, in the sense of the desire to have more 

and more for oneself. At a certain stage vested interests can be seen in terms of deliberate decisions 

to ignore what is best for society and the world as a whole – a clear indication of a non Ventral Vagal 

state. Such non Ventral Vagal states can be catalysts for on-going climate change. Furthermore, 

vested interests are rooted in craving, which has been described as one of the toxic trio, and so 

one of the three fundamental causes of suffering [Ekman et al 2005]. 

 
 

A ‘hothouse earth’ is a catastrophe for the whole ecosystem creating untold suffering for all.   

 

 
Figure 8.1A 

 A Perspective on the Anthropocene Epoch from the Solar System and Milky Way 

Diagram from: Steffen et al 2018  
 

 

Comments on Figure 8.1: 

o The Anthropocene epoch has been proposed for the geological era starting as a result of the 

impact of man-made actions. Some authorities date this as 1950s, by when the human 

impact on nature and our planet was beginning to have significant effects. 

o Specifically, the Anthropocene is the impact of collective human activity on “the earth’s 
geology and ecosystem” – including climate change [Sources include Wikipedia 2021]. 

o I have added to the diagram the bifurcation point that we are now at. 

o Once a bifurcation point has passed, if the result is going in the wrong direction, further 

action is too late. In the context of Figure 8.1A, this means that the earth would be set on 

an inevitable course towards a ‘Hothouse Earth’. 

 
20 and ubuntu. 

Bifurcation point 

2000 - 2021 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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o If as a species we pull together, our collective actions can still stabilise the earth. 

o If not, a catastrophic ‘Hothouse Earth’ is in store. This could destabilise the earth for ever, 
with no way back to the glacial / interglacial safe limits during which life evolved. 

o Our CARE systems need to be activated – in the same way that they are (normally) activated 

in parents following the birth of their child. 

o In common with other mammals, we all have these CARE circuits [Panksepp 1998] that can 

be activated through meditative / compassion approaches, catalysed by our Ventral Vagal 

System.  

o Such practices can then become the driving force for collective and planet stabilising action. 

o Figure 8.1 helps us to see these matters from an impartial basis – just as astronauts can look 

down on our planet and see it for what it is: an incredible and beautiful home for all life on 

earth; a sacred home. 

 
 

 Figure 8.1B below: a picture of our one and only home from one of the Apollo missions 

 

 Figure 8.1B 

 

Mother Earth: our sacred home 

 

Without a balanced ecosystem, life 

forms perish and become extinct 

 

The astronauts who see our planet 

from a distance (e.g. the moon) get a 

glimpse of a perspective of our Earth 

from the Solar System and Milky Way; 

a perspective permeated with awe. 

 

Solutions to the existential climate problems that humankind faces can only come about if  

citizens of the world – including politicians (especially political leaders) – can discuss and negotiate 

and put into practice the required actions from a psychologically safe place; that is, from a Ventral 

Vagal State. Without this realisation,  our dear earth will be disastrously degraded, with perhaps the 

demise of present civilisations.  A deep-seated awareness of Inter-Being, leading to appropriate action, 

can only come about through being deeply rooted in our modern myelinated Ventral Vagal system – 

which is a gift from the beyond. The CARE circuits [Panksepp 1998] that evolved in humans for the 

care of their off-spring are the same CARE circuits that can be mobilised within each of us to take good 

care of our Earth. These neurocircuits are preferentially activated with regular meditative practices 

such as Autogenic Training. 

***   ***   *** 

8.2 Essential Epilogue 

Many counselling and therapeutic approaches are now grounded within the polyvagal 

perspective. We can develop a deeper understanding regarding Autogenic Training and other 

meditative approaches through a polyvagal perspective. Other website articles dealing specifically 

with the polyvagal theory are: 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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o A7: Porges and the Polyvagal Theory: Reflections on clinical and therapeutic 

significance (2012) 

o A8: The Polyvagal Theory and a more sympathetic awareness of the ANS – after 

Porges et al (2012)  

Thriving and creativity can be seen in terms of a healthy and dynamically functioning Ventral 

Vagal system; on the other hand, much human suffering comes about as a result of a disturbance in 

the equilibrium of our Autonomic Nervous System (see Figures 5A and 5B) – including matters 

discussed in 8.1 above.  

 Reflections on the polyvagal theory over the last few years, in the light of on-going emotional 

distress in the community on the one hand, and the seeking of meaning and a wholesome life on the 

other, led me to develop the Expressive Autogenic Resilient Training Exercises (EARTE). As implied 

above, these are all grounded in the polyvagal theory, which forms the backbone to their rationale. 

Details of the three EARTE articles can be found on the website, and a summary of them is given below. 

I. A11:  This group is primarily physical in nature – i.e. short physical exercises, some 

of which have specific neuro-physiological effects; many have a playful aspect. PLAY 

(Panksepp 1998) itself is rooted within our Ventral Vagal modality. In parenthesis, 

PLAY is technically a hybrid autonomic state involving  both VV and SNS (in context 

of mobilisation when feeling safe) working in unison (see Figure 6.1). 

II. A12:  This group deals more explicitly with distressing emotional and feeling states, 

some of which involve expressive writing. The rationale here is to move from SNS 

(mobility with fear), or Dorsal Vagal (immobility with fear) towards Ventral Vagal 

dynamics. 

III. A13:  Here the emphasis is more on personal development – in terms of Self 

Realisation – and moving towards our Authentic Self.  These exercises facilitate 

Ventral Vagal modalities, and are grounded in regular practice of Autogenic 

Standard Exercises (especially Autogenics 3.0), and Amplified States of 

Consciousness [de Rivera 2018 pp 16-19]. 
 

All three of the above articles have, during 2021, been revised, updated,  and expanded to link 

in with this Second Edition of B22.  

***   ***   *** 

Appendix 9A below gives, in tabular form,  an overview of the Polyvagal Theory from a neuro-

physiological perspective, while Appendix 9B gives an overview of the anatomy of the Vagal nerve (the 

Dorsal Vagal being essentially distributed below the diaphragm, the Ventral Vagal essentially above 

the diaphragm). 

***   ***   *** 

Meditative practices such as Autogenic Training facilitate the insight of Inter-Being, and thus 

harmony and stability in our World.  

 

 

 

 

9. Appendix 9A and 9B /  

©  Ian R. F. Ross  

52 Hopetoun Terrace,  

Gullane, EH31 2DD, 

Scotland  

Edition 1: 2019 – 2020 

Edition 2:  May – November 2021  
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9. Appendix 9A   
 

An expanded and more comprehensive 

 summary of some of the neurophysiological dynamics of the Polyvagal Theory 
i.  

A brief 

description 

Type of 

Response 

Autonomic Nervous 

Systems involvement 

and Primary Process 

Emotions (notated in CAPITALS after 

Panksepp 1998) 

hormones comments 

 

Immobilisation 

with fear 

o DV 
 

Collapse / 

“flop” 

Life Threat I Dorsal Vagal System 

(Unmyelinated PSNS) 
 

Below the diaphragm 

(sub-diaphragmatic) 

 Can protect us from life-threatening 

situations. 

Appears dead; neuroception has put us 

into this state; not a conscious decision. 

May be associated with bowel 

movement (“stink the predator away”) 
Basic shut down of our systems.  
 

Can lead to dissociation, and Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder. 

Hybrid State I. 

Freeze State 
 

Immobilisation 

in fear   

o (DV) with 

some   

o SNS  

Life Threat II 

 

 DV and some  

     SNS 

 

Dorsal Vagal System yet 

with some SNS activation – 

but no mobilisation as this 

is “frozen” by the DV input. 
That is “freezing” muscles 

rigid. 

Possibly PANIC [Panksepp 

1998] 

 For example, and deer caught in the 

headlights of a car [Dana 2021-B] may 

not collapse. 

In effect, there is “freezing of the leg 
muscles so the animal remains rigid.” 

 

Danger  

Mobilisation 

with fear 
 

o SNS 
 

 

Danger / 

flight / fight 

 

Classic  

  Stress 

    Response 

 

Sympathetic Nervous 

System   
 

Adrenaline 

(catecholamines) released 

from Adrenal Medulla 
 

FEAR 

RAGE  

Hypothalamic 

Pituitary 

Adrenal 

Axis….leading 
to release of 

Cortisol from 

Adrenal 

Cortex. 

Cortisol damaging if stressors prolonged 

      

Chronic Stress Response  

can lead to:   

• Hypervigilant States and  

• Medically Unexplained Symptoms 

(MUS) 

 

Feeling Safe / 

Social 

Engagement 

 

o VV 

 

Safety 

Social 

Engagement  
 

Feeling Safe 
 

“Relaxation 
Response ” 
 

Motivation to 

socially 

engage 

Ventral Vagal system 

(Myelinated PSNS) 

Above the diaphragm 

(supra diaphragmatic) 
 

CARE 

Nurturing 

Intimacy 

SEEKING (Positive) 

Companionship / safety / 

meaning  

 

Oxytocin 

Endorphins 

 

Note: 

Playfulness 

[PLAY] utilises 

a dance 

between the 

Ventral Vagal 

and SNS 

Essential for the development of human 

societies. 

Facilitates cooperation, wholesome 

communication  and compassion 
 

Ability to empathise; to see the other’s 
point of view – facilitated by feeling safe 

Allows space and time for self to rest / 

recuperate 

Autogenic Training / Meditative states 

facilitate a feeling safe state / Ventral 

Vagal activity21 
 

Hybrid State II 

PLAY 
 

Mobilisation 

when feeling 

safe 

o VV and 

o SNS (in 

context of 

feeling 

Safe) 

PLAY and 

playful 

physical 

interactions 

Modern Mammalian 

Ventral Vagal PSNS 

(myelinated)  

 

Combines with 

SNS when no danger; i.e. 

SNS activated when feeling 

safe 

PLAY; SEEKING; sometimes 

CARE 

Oxytocin and 

Endorphins 

 

Adrenaline  

Associated with: 

CARE; PLAY and  wholesome SEEKING 

[Panksepp 1998] 

 

 
21 Implied by Luthe & Schultz 1967 Vol 1 page 1. 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Hybrid State /     

A brief 

description 

Type of 

Response 

Autonomic Nervous 

Systems involvement 

and Primary Process 

Emotions (notated in CAPITALS) 

hormones comments 

Hybrid States 
 

Immobilisation 

when feeling 

safe 
 

Hybrid  

 

 

 
 

 

   

Hybrid State III 

 Nursing  

        Mother 

 

o VV and 

o DV (in 

context of 

feeling 

Safe) 

 

Nursing 

Mother 

 

Modern Mammalian PSNS  

Myelinated Ventral Vagal 

CARE; SEEKING 
 

Combined with: 

Ancient Reptilian PSNS  

i.e. Unmyelinated Dorsal 

Vagal within a Social 

Engagement / Feeling Safe 

context 

 

Oxytocin  

 

Endorphins 

CARE; (PLAY) and  wholesome SEEKING 

[Panksepp 1998] 

The  PLAY element  (as in playfulness) 

implies some SNS mobilisation in a 

feeling safe context 

Hybrid State IV 

Intimate  

   Relationship /  

          Union 
 

o VV and 

o DV (in 

context of 

feeling 

Safe) 

 

Intimacy Modern Mammalian PSNS  

Myelinated Ventral Vagal 

CARE; SEEKING 
 

Combined with: 

Ancient Reptilian PSNS  

i.e. Unmyelinated Dorsal 

Vagal within a Social 

Engagement / Feeling Safe 

context 

 

Oxytocin  

 

Endorphins 

 

CARE; (PLAY) and  wholesome SEEKING 

[Panksepp 1998] 

 

The  PLAY element  (as in playfulness) 

implies  some SNS mobilisation in a 

feeling safe context 

Hybrid State V 

   Deep Stillness 
 

o VV and 

o DV (in 

context of 

feeling 

Safe) 

 

Deep 

meditation 

As above. i.e.: Ventral Vagal 

with Dorsal Vagal 

(immobilisation when 

feeling safe) [Dana 2021-A; 

2921-B] 

Oxytocin  

 

Endorphins 

Self-nurturing (i.e. internal CARE circuits) 

and deep inner stillness 

 State of Quietude and Original 

(Celestial) mind [Lu, Tung-pin 

(born 798)  in “The Secret of 
the Golden Flower“ / Cleary 

1991]. 

 
 

    © Ian R.F. Ross 2021 

Based on Porges 2011; 2017; Dana 2018; 

2020; 2021-A; 2021-B 

Appendix Figure 9.A 

A summary of some of the neurophysiological dynamics of the Polyvagal Theory 

 
 

 

9. Appendix 9B / 
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9. Appendix B: Early Diagram of Vagus Nerve 

Figure 9B 

 

The diagram depicts the course of the Vagus Nerve, which 

wanders throughout the body….. In general terms, the 
functions are different below and above the diaphragm. 

 

Above the diaphragm: 

o Ventral Vagal system, associated with facial 

expression and social engagement, and 

approach behaviours. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Below the diaphragm: 

o Dorsal Vagal system 

 

 
  Appendix Figure 9B 

An early image of the Vagus Nerve, 

the “wandering nerve” 
 

Also see Appendix Figure 9A above  

 

 

10. Thematically Related Articles / 

  

o Social engagement 

o Safety 

o Connection and wholesome communication 

o Creation of healthy homeostasis [Dana 2021] 

o Daily Function: “healthy regulation of 
digestion” [Dana 2021] 

➢ Survival Response in Life Threat context 

➢ Immobilisation with fear [Porges 2011] 

➢  In psychological terms can be associated 

with a wish to hide; to not socially engage; 

feeling helpless; depression; dissociation.  
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10. Thematically Related Articles on Website  
(or at present works in progress) 

www.atdynamics.co.uk  
 

A 1 The Stress Response, the Relaxation Response, and the Tend-and-Befriend Response 2011 

A 7 Porges and the Polyvagal Theory – reflections on clinical and therapeutic significance 2012 

A 8 The Polyvagal Theory and a more sympathetic awareness of the ANS 2012 

A 9 Emotions, Well-Being and Immune Function: Awe and Shame as modulators of Being – for good 

or ill 

2015 

A10 Towards Transformation: Surviving and Thriving in the era of COVID-19  – and building inner 

long-term Resilience to the vicissitudes of life 

2021 

A 11 Expressive Autogenic Resilience Training  Exercises –  Series A   Mainly physical / playful           2021 

A 12 Expressive Autogenic Resilience Training  Exercises –  Series B    Dealing with some distressing 

emotional states          

2021 

A 13 Expressive Autogenic Resilience Training  Exercises –  Series C   emphasis here more  on            

personal development – in terms of Self Realisation – and moving towards our Authentic Self.   

2021 

 

B3 Part l The Origins of Affect and Affective Neuroscience – and the misplacing of Affect in the Neo-

cortex  (based on the work of Panksepp) 

2012 

B3 Part ll Emotional Operating Neuro Circuits: a brief introduction to Panksepp’s model 2012 

B5 Emotions, Frontal Lobe Dynamics, and Autogenic Training in the context of autonomic afferent 

lateralisation (2014) 

2014 

B 12 Affect Labelling, Autogenic Training, and reducing Emotional Distress 2011 

B 17 Windows of Affective Tolerance: Reflections on Childhood Distress, Procedural Learned 

Tendencies, and the Therapeutic Dyad in the context of Primary Process Emotions and the 

Polyvagal Theory [based on Ogden 2006 / 2009] 

2014 

B18 The Space to Choose – reflections on the gap between the stimulus and the response( after Frankl) 2014 

B19 Reflections on a Secure Base (2017)  

B20 Separation Distress and Well-Being – Neuro-physiological reflections on developing a Secure Base (2018) 2018 

B2222 A playfully sympathetic approach to the Polyvagal Theory: An introduction to the concepts of 

Flourishing Autogenically (this article) 

2021 

B23    

B24   Autogenic Switches and Well-Being.  

 This deals with some of the underlying dynamics that can facilitated balance and harmony in 

those regularly practising Autogenic Training (this article) 

2020 

   

C2 Mindsight – our seventh sense and associated pre-frontal cortex functions (2010-2011) 2011 
 

D 1 Reflections on foundations for mindful living (after Kabat-Zinn) 2011 

D-03 Look at the Cypress Tree (2015) (short version) 2015 

D 4 Duhkha, Impermanence, and Inter-relatedness (Some Reflections on Sakyamuni, Inter-relatedness, and Well-Being) 2012 

D 8 Duhkha II: The Second Arrow and Sympathetic Afferents 2017 

D 10 Look at the Cypress Tree 2015 

D 11 Sukha:  Paths of Well-Being, PSNS Afferents, and Inner Warmth: from Duhkha to Sukha 2017 
 

E-03 Look at the Cypress Tree – Autonomic Afferents and Well-Being – Extensive Background 

Research Paper for talk given to the British Autogenic Society Annual Lecture 21st May 2016 

2016 

   

F 1 A general introduction to Autogenics 3.0  (based on the work of Luis de Rivera) (2018) 2018 

F 4   Some Consequences of Blocking Feelings – of not allowing ourselves to feel the feeling (2019) 2019 

F 5A Feeling the Feeling Meditation I (2019) 2019 

F 6.1 Constructive Feeling Meditation I: Calm (2019) 2019 

F 6.2 Constructive Feeling Meditation II:  Existence (2019) 2019 

F 6.3    Constructive Feeling Meditation III:  Zest (2019) 2019 

F 7 Meditation on Five Sounds that can Heal the World (2019)   2019 
 

11.  Glossary / 

 

 
22 i.e. this present article 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/


 

Page 24 of 37 
© 2021: Ian R.F. Ross: Second Edition  www.atdynamics.co.uk 

 

Neuro-science and related matters 

A playfully sympathetic approach to the Polyvagal Theory 

An introduction to Flourishing Autogenically 

 

 2021 

Second Edition    

 B 22 

11. Glossary 

 

Amplified 

State of 

Consciousness 

Induction 

(ASCI) 

 
(Imported from 

Glossary of B 24 

in the series) 

  A concept originating in de Rivera’s work indicating that different forms of 
meditation all result in (induce) an Amplified State of Consciousness, hence ASCI.  

This is a much more profound change than the “Relaxation Response” per se.   

“ASCI principle: passive concentration induces an Amplified State of 

Consciousness. 

o Benson´s Relaxation Response is identical to the autogenic state 

described by Schultz and co-workers, so we could name this principle 

the Relaxation Principle.  

o I prefer ASCI (Amplified State of Consciousness Induction) because it 

conveys better the notion that, besides the psychophysiological changes, 

there is an amplification of: 

a) the mental field, 

b) inner world perception and 

c) self-discovery.  

o The Standard Exercises work on this principle.”  
   [de Rivera 2017 /2018B] 

Bullet points etc added - IR 

Autonomic 

Nervous 

System (ANS) 

 

See also the 

Relaxation 

Response  

Part II 

The Autonomic Nervous System has, historically, been divided into two 

fundamental parts, that of the Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS) that deals 

with danger in the context of the flight / fight response; and the 

Parasympathetic Nervous System (PSNS), which facilitates Rest, Repair and 

Recuperation. 

o However, this is not the full story, and this present article has looked at 

the ANS in the context of the Polyvagal Theory, a summary of which 

appears in this Glossary on pp 17-18. 

o Also see Appendix 9A 
 

Changing the 

Peg 

 

Adapted from 

E-03 on web 

 

 

A concept from Buddhist psychology. It is suggested that negative mind states, 

including both destructive and negative emotions, can best be overcome by 

changing our inner mental state to one of a positive emotion / affect (Hanh 1998 

pp 207-209). This switch in our mental state is called changing the peg. 

Interestingly, Spinoza developed a similar concept in which he stated that we 

can only overcome a negative affect not by reason alone, but by “reason-

induced-emotion” (Spinoza 1677; Damasio 2003 p 11-12; Ross 2005X p 30-34). 

o Studies in neuro-science support this concept; positive affects tend to 

act as anti-dotes to the informational substances associated with such 

negative mind states as anxiety, grief, and anger (Panksepp 1998; Ross 

2005X p 31-32).  

o In addition, meditation, and so by extrapolation the AT state, activates 

the Left Frontal Lobe (pre-frontal cortex) region of the brain, and this in 

itself reduces amygdala activity (especially fear / anxiety circuits) and  

dissipating any pre-existing negative affect (Davidson 2003B pp e.g. 180-

-338; Ross 2005X; Ross 2010 pp 147-149). 
 

Origins of concept 

As indicated above, “Changing the peg” is an ancient practice / metaphor for the 
concept of dealing effectively with negative mind states / afflictions. In rural / 

nomadic societies, if a peg (e.g. a tent peg) became rotten or damaged, it would 

be replaced by a carpenter with a new and wholesome peg. In the same way, if  

we / 
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Changing the 

Peg continued 

 

we are suffering from a negative / unwholesome affect, it can be overcome by 

replacing it with a positive wholesome affect – in the context of Meditation and 

Mindfulness (see also Graham 2018 p 61).  

Changing the peg can also give us new insights and a new meaning to life.  

❖ From a Polyvagal perspective,  the distressing “peg” / feeling / state of 
mind will be activating, to a greater or lesser extent, our SNS / 

mobilisation with fear circuits, or our Dorsal Vagal circuits of withdrawal 

and feelings of depression and “I’m not good enough.” 

❖ AT / meditative approaches act as anti-dotes to these and so facilitate  

the process of changing the peg; as do reflections on the changing the 

peg concept – giving us the energy to change as we shift into the 

creative and dynamic Ventral Vagal modalities. 

 

Deep Stillness 

/ Quietude 

Many meditative traditions give us a direct experience of deep inner stillness 

and quietude.  This includes the Daoist meditative practices as described in The 

Secret of the Golden Flower [ Lü / Cleary 1991] – see also section 6.3. 
 

Interestingly, this state embraces both Ventral Vagal and Dorsal Vagal (in the 

context of feeling safe) modalities, and is thus an example of one of the hybrid 

autonomic states of the Polyvagal Theory [Dana 2021-A; 2021-B]. See also 

Polyvagal Theory. 

Dorsal Vagal 

Complex / 

System 

 

DV PSNS 

In this article Dorsal Vagal is used specifically in connection with, and in the 

context of, the ancient unmyelinated PSNS (see Polyvagal Theory). 

Dorsal Vagal actually refers to the Dorsal Vagal Nucleus in the brain where the 

ancient PSNS nerve network originates [Porges 2011], and is referred to as the 

DV PSNS. 

o The DV PSNS distribution in primarily to sub-diaphragmatic regions, 

including the organs of the abdominal cavity (see Appendix 9B Figure). 

o This whole system is also known as the Dorsal Vagal Complex. 

➢ Also referred to as the ‘vegetative’ PSNS. 
It has two distinct functions: 

i. Healthy regulation of the organs of the abdomen including 

digestion. 

ii. In situations where the individual neurocepts (see 

neuroception) life-threat, the collapse / appearing dead 

response is activated. 

➢ This can be associated with a very marked slowing of the 

heart (extreme bradycardia). 

➢ While in reptiles this can be lifesaving, in mammals it can 

be highly problematic – as the lowered heart rate can 

result in dangerously low, and potentially fatal, levels of 

oxygen in the brain. 
 

In our modern world Life Threat can be neurocepted inappropriately, leading to, 

for example: a wish / desire to withdraw from social contact; depression; and 

feeling not good enough [Porges 2011; Porges and Dana 2018]. 

Expressive /  
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Expressive 

Autogenic 

Resilience 

Training 

Exercises  

EARTE 

 

 

 

A series of exercises to complement the Standard Exercise of Autogenic Training 

– some of which echo the Autogenics 3.0 approach of Luis de Rivera [de Rivera 

2018]. 

The exercises are all, by and large, grounded in Polyvagal principles [Porges 

2011] and play [PLAY – Panksepp 1998], and cover  three areas: 

i. Series A: essentially physical in nature [A 11], many of 

which embrace a playful element; 

ii. Series B: more to do with ongoing emotional distress [A 

12] and approaches to relieve these; and 

iii. Series C: moving more into areas of personal growth and 

development [A 13]. Some in this group overlap with  de 

Rivera’s Meditation on Constructive Feelings 
(Meditation on Feelings) [de Rivera 2018]. 

 

A few of the exercises are derived from Luthe’s Pro-homeostatic Intention 

Exercises [Luthe 1982A; 1982B]23, yet the fundamental rationale is different from 

that of Luthe. 

 

Some further Reflections on  EARTE 
  

 In general, the EART Exercises are of particular significance when 

refracted through the Polyvagal theory, as they potentially move us through from 

SNS domination that may be associated with bodily tensions (for example arising 

from fear / anger / hypervigilant states), to: 

 Ventral Vagal dynamics which embrace Social 

Engagement and  feelings of safety,  and also give us the 

ability to develop mindfulness approaches. 

 An experience of PLAY-full release – modulated through 

the myelinated Ventral Vagal system – and so towards 

feelings of carefreeness which we may not have 

experienced since childhood – if ever. 

There are several Expressive Autogenic Resilience Training exercises in each of the 

Series A, B and C. It is not intended that all should be included in teaching them; 

rather, that they are introduced when appropriate during the AT course. 

o For further information, please see: www.atdynamics.co.uk Series A 11; A 

12; and A 13. 

 

Flourishing  The origin of the concept of  flourishing  (and Well-Being) goes back to ancient 

Greece and Aristotle – whose word for this was eudaimonia . 

“In the work of Aristotle, eudaimonia (based on older Greek tradition) was used as 

the term for the highest human good, and so it is the aim of practical philosophy, 

including ethics and political philosophy, to consider (and also experience) what it 

really is, and how it can be achieved. It is thus a central concept in Aristotelian ethics 

and subsequent Hellenistic philosophy, along with the terms aretē (most often 

translated as 'virtue' or 'excellence') and phronesis" ('practical or ethical wisdom')”  
[Wikipedia accessed 19-X-2021; Eudaimonia - Wikipedia ]. 

Meditative states facilitate a sense of flourishing – as they help to move us into 

the domain of Ventral Vagal states, an essential autonomic state for Well-Being. 

[See also: Ryff 2014; Davidson & Goleman 2017] 

 
23 Which became known in terms of the intentional Off-Loading Exercises (i-OLE)  by the British Autogenic 

Society (BAS).  Some have expressed concerns regarding aspects of these exercises as developed by BAS [de 

Rivera London talk; Ross 2005; 2010-E6; Holttum 2008; Raffin 2020].  
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Heart Rate 

Variability 

 

(HRV) 

The heart rate varies slightly with breathing: 

o The inbreath is associated with slight speeding up of the heart (SNS modulated); 

o The outbreath with a slight slowing of the heart, brought about by the influence 

of the myelinated vagal efferents (to the heart). 
 

HRV increases when we are relaxed, and it is in effect an indirect measure of (VV) PSNS 

activity; the greater the HRV, the more PSNS activity is going on in the body. Longer 

outbreaths, which can be consciously induced, tend to increase HRV, and this is 

sometimes suggested to facilitate relaxation. 

o In the context of Autogenic Training Standard exercises, this is 

probably problematic as one of the vital elements of the AT 

sequence is that we are not actively trying or striving to do 

anything.  
 

Interoception 
 

Extract from 

Glossary of E-03, 

which goes into 

more detail of 

these dynamics 

This term was originally coined by Charles S. Sherrington during the early years 

of the 20th century; he used it particularly to describe sensations from the 

viscera [Craig 2015 p 3]. It refers to sensory modalities that arise inside the body 

– and / or on the surface of the body and are then relayed to the brain via 

homeostatic afferents (see glossary of E-03 for further details);  these modalities 

are intimately connected with homeostasis [Craig 2015]. 
 

Inter-Being A term coined by Thich Nhat Hanh [Hanh 1998 e.g., pp 24-27; 2012 pp 55-61] 

 ‘ “Interbeing” is a word that is not in the dictionary yet, but if we 
combine the prefix “inter” with the verb “to be”, we have a new verb, 
“inter-be”. If we look into this sheet of paper even more deeply, we can 
see the sunshine in it. If the sunshine is not there, the forest cannot 

grow. In fact, nothing can grow. And so, we know that the sunshine is 

also in this sheet of paper. The paper and the sunshine inter-are.’ 
Hanh 2012 pp 55-56 

 

          In the same way as the sheet of paper, if we look deeply into each human 

being, we see that our existence and being is interdependent and inter-related 

to everything: the cosmos, our sun, the moon, mother earth, our ancestors, the 

clouds, the air, and ground of our being. The concept of inter-being is 

fundamental to Buddhist psychology. The realisation of the inter-relatedness of 

all things acts as an anti-dote to negative / toxic mind states. A modern 

realisation of inter-being can be found in the Systems view of life [Capra & Luisi 

2016]. 

          Without such a realisation, the future of diverse life forms on our planet is 

problematic – see also Section 8: Epilogue. 
 

Jen In ancient China there was a human quality regarded more highly than any other 

virtue: higher, for example, than righteousness, higher than benevolence. 

 “This quality was known as Jen, which can perhaps best be 
translated as human-heartedness”. (Watts 1995; page 25). 
 

Logotherapy A form of psychotherapy developed by Victor Frankl in Europe after the Second 

World War (1939-1945). The literal translation is: “healing through meaning”, 
and is sometimes considered the Third Viennese school of Psychotherapy (the 

First being Freud and the Second Alfred Adler).  In essence it was a “meaning-

centred school of psychotherapy” based on the premise that the  

“primary motivational force of an individual is to find a meaning in life.” 

    Quotes from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Logotherapy on 30-iv-2020. 

Meaning was also a central tenet of Jung’s psychology [Jung 1933; 1937]. 
 

Myelin /  
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Myelin 

(myelinated) 

Myelin sheaths cover some nerves, and the sheath allows the neuronal impulses 

to be conducted much faster. The VV PSNS is myelinated, and this facilitates, for 

example, Social Engagement [Porges 2011]. 

o By way of contrast, the DV PSNS is unmyelinated 
 

Neuroception 

 

See also 

glossary of 

 A-13 for a fuller 

account 

Neuroception is, in essence, the unconscious detection by the organism of three 

possible situations:  

o life threat, 

o danger, or 

o safety [Porges 2017], ……... 
………………which then sets in motion the (again unconscious) response of 

Collapse / appearing dead, Flight / Fight, or Social Engagement respectively. 

Porges summarises the concept succinctly: 

o Neuroception is the process through which the nervous system 

evaluates risk without requiring awareness.  This automatic process 

involves brain areas that evaluate cues of safety, danger, and life threat. 

Once these are detected, our physiological state automatically shifts to 

optimise survival. Although we are usually not aware of the cues that 

trigger neuroception, we tend to be aware of the physiological shift (i.e. 

interoception) [Porges 2017 p 19]. 

Becoming aware of our physiological state is of great significance because, as 

Deb Dans says: 

❖ Story Follows State [Dana 2018 p 35] 

Our “story” will be very different if neuroception has detected threat compared 

to safety. Further, neuroception can be wrong, meaning that we may detect 

threat when there is none, or safety when there is great danger. 

 
 

Polyvagal 

Theory 

 

 

Adapted from 

Glossary of        

B 24 on web 

 

The Polyvagal Theory has been developed by Porges over the last four decades or 

so.  In essence, it can be described in terms of three components of the Autonomic 

Nervous System. 

1. The Primitive and unmyelinated (Dorsal Vagal) PSNS dating back to the 

evolutuion  of vertebrates. This is the system that operates unconsciously 

when an organism is severely threatened and “feigns death” / freezes or flops, 

and is associated with behaviour shutdown, thus acting as a primordial survival 

system.  

• It is in essence a Pan-Immobilisation System when under severe threat (i.e. 

Life Threat), and sometimes is called Fear Paralysis [Levine 2010]. 

• The primitive PSNS  evolved in evolution in the context of  Immobilisation 

associated with unconsciously perceived (neurocepted) life threat.   

• This system worked well for reptiles, but is potentially lethal for mammals – 

as the shutting down of systems can threaten the integrity of the 

mammalian brain which is very sensitive to reductions in oxygen supply. 

                                                                           

2. The SNS flight / fight system.  This is in essence the Mobilisation system – e.g. 

when we are in danger. 

• Mobilisation with fear – for either fight or flight. 

The / 
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Polyvagal 

Theory 

 continued  

 

 

3. The Myelinated (Ventral Vagal) PSNS that evolved in mammals and is 

fundamental to Social Engagment /  Social Communication.  This involves, for 

example:  

o Facial Expression 

o Listening 

o Vocalisation 

          This myelelinated vagal system can only operate properly in situations 

where we are feeling safe.  

o Myelin covers nerves and allows the neuronal messages to be 

transmitted much faster than is the case with unmyelinated 

nerves. 
 

In terms of wholesome human interactions, it is perhaps more helpful to describe these 

three in the following order: 

A. When we feel safe, our Social Engagement System will be engaged in a 

wholesome way, and this is underpinned with VV dominance. 

B. In situations of Danger, the SNS takes over in terms of mobility in the context of 

FEAR (or anger / RAGE). 

C. In Life threat situations, we go into the collapse/ flop / appearing dead 

response, which is the classic DV response of vertebrates and mammals. 

However, previous life threat situations can be activated in the here and now 

through memory or a present moment experience that triggers that previous 

emotional state. This can then lead to severe on-gong autonomic dysfunction 

associated with, for example, social withdrawal and / or depression. 

Furthermore, the following  Hybrid Autonomic States have been described: 

D. Hybrid State 1:  The Freeze part of the Life Threat situation – e.g. a deer freezing 

in the headlights of a vehicle while remaining standing. Here there is both 

Dorsal Vagal activity and SNS activity to give the leg muscle “tone” to prevent 

the legs collapsing (SNS in Fear / Life Threat) [Dana 2021-A; 2021-B]. 

E. Hybrid State 2:  PLAY: here we have mobility in the context of feeling safe (i.e., 

put another way, mobility without fear). Here we have a combination of VV and 

SNS in safe mode [Porges 2011]. 

F. Hybrid State  3: Intimacy: here we have immobility in the context of feeling safe 

(i.e., put another way, immobility without fear).  The ANS modalities here are 

VV and DV in conditions of safety [Porges 2011].   

G. Hybrid State 4: Nursing Mother; a similar hybrid state to E above with both VV 

and DV in conditions of safety [Porges 2011].   

H. Hybrid State 5:  Stillness [Quietude – Lü / Cleary 1991].  A combination of 

Ventral Vagal with Dorsal Vagal when feeling safe (from neuroceptive 

perspective) arising in meditative states [Dana 2021-A; 2021B]. 
 

Relaxation 

Response   

Part I 

 

Classical 

description  

The Relaxation Response is associated with rest, repair, and recuperation – and 

increased VV PSNS activity, and was studied extensively by Herbert Benson 

(Benson 1975; 1985).  

o Benson’s original research showed that meditative type approaches 
(which he re-named the Relaxation Response), resulted in, for 

example, reduced heart rate, reduced blood pressure, reduced 

oxygen consumption, reduced muscle tension and increased alpha 

wave activity on EEG. 

For further details, see glossary of B 24   

Relaxation 

Response 

Part II / 
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Relaxation 

Response 

Part II 

  

Concept re-

assessed 

based on  

Sadigh 2020 

The above description has been the conventional wisdom for several decades, 

and has a value when being contrasted with the Stress Response. However, 

Micah Sadigh challenges the perspective of the Relaxation Response with sound 

arguments, which embrace the following: 

i. Individual human cells are never at rest, never “relaxing”. 
ii. During the Stress Response, they will be in a Catabolic Mode, meaning 

that they are expending energy for a particular purpose – e.g. the flight 

or fight response. 

o Catabolism: the break-down of complex molecules with the release 

of energy – as required when, for example, we are digging for 

potatoes or climbing stairs.  Catabolism is active in the flight / fight 

response. 

iii. When the Stress is over, the cells go into Repair Mode. In this Repair 

Mode the cells are still active in that they are restoring the milieu within 

the cell back to equilibrium – that is, the Anabolic Mode. 

o Anabolism: the metabolic process that includes the building up of 

simple molecules to more complex molecules, some of which will be 

stored as a future energy reserve. This will also involve repair and 

restoration of the cells following energy expenditure / stressors. 

iv. From this perspective, it is perhaps more accurate to describe this state 

as the Repair and Recuperation mode (rather than the Relaxation 

Response).  Rest may of course be involved in this by the individual who 

has had a tiring day, yet this “rest” is more to allow the cells to restore 
themselves, some of which may have been damaged by the stressors of 

the day. 

o This being the case, it is perhaps inappropriate to discuss Autogenic 

Training in terms of the “Relaxation Response”.  Rather, AT embraces 
the repair and restoration mode, yet it also can embrace the induction 

and maintenance of an Amplified State of Consciousness – ASCI [de 

Rivera 2018]. 

A more appropriate term for the Relaxation Response may be the Restoration 

Mode. Whichever term we use, both are deeply rooted in the VV PSNS dynamics 

of the Polyvagal Theory. 

Restoration / 

Repair / 

Recuperation 

Mode  

Micah Sadigh argues that the term Relaxation Response is inappropriate and 

misguided (see Relaxation Response Part II above). 

o The Relaxation Response is not associated with the cells of our body 

“resting”; rather, they are repairing and healing themselves – an active 

intracellular process [Sadigh 2020]. 

Autogenic Training facilitates rest, repair and recuperation of the cells within our 

bodies.  AT also facilitates an Amplified State of Consciousness Induction, crucial 

for more meditative aspects of AT [de Rivera 2018]. 

Self-

Realisation / 
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Self-

Realisation 

 

(adapted from 

glossary of 

A13) 

 

 

A term used by Schultz which seems to overlap with Luthe’s concept of the 
Authentic Self. In the context of Autogenic Training, Schultz said: “In this sense 
our work leads towards the highest goal of psychotherapy (the highest stratum 

of existential values), to self-realisation.” [Quoted by Wallnöfer 2000 – see also 

appendix C in website article E-03.] 

 The term Self here overlaps with Jung’s concept of the Self. The meaning 
is thus very different from Ego – in the sense of Ego-centric. 

 Some therapists and philosophers talk about our Higher Self; this would 

link in with Self Realisation. 

 Self-Realisation and personal development are facilitated by a Ventral 

Vagal state – and on-going meditative type practices [Davidson and 

Goleman 2017].  

 Experiencing Danger and Life Threat, however, are prerequisites for 

developing resilience and Self Realisation.  

 Concepts of our Authentic Self, Self-Realisation and personal 

development are grounded within an ethical dimension [de Rivera 2018 

p  27]; and inter-are with Jen, Ubuntu, and feeling Safe (VV PSNS) 

[Porges 2011; Porges 2017; Dana 2018]. 

 

For a related perspective, with associated diagrams, please see web article B-20 

(Separation Distress and Well-Being – Neuro-physiological reflections on 

developing a Secure Base) Figure 10, p 60 : ‘Mental Training, Primary Process 
Emotions and Self-Realisation’ and p 80 of glossary under ‘Self Realisation’ – 

including Glossary Figure G-04. 

 

Autogenic Training can facilitate the development of Self Realisation.  The 

Standard Exercises can be considered in terms of a “Focused Attention” form of 

meditation, with a calming effect on body and mind.  The development of ego-

less states, and realisations of Inter-Being and deep wisdom, are greatly 

facilitated by broadening narrow AT approaches to embrace “Open monitoring / 
Mindfulness” and “Compassion / Loving Kindness” meditations, which both help 

us to go beyond the constricted “mental cave” modes of subjectivity [Ricard / 

Lutz / Davidson 2014; Cleary 1986 e.g. pp 3-11; Plato c – 375 BPE. 
 

Stress 

Response 
 

See also glossary 

of B 24 for a 

more in-depth 

account 

including 

Allostatic Load 

As originally conceived by Walter Cannon (Cannon 1936), the Stress Response is 

the set of adaptive biological systems that enable an organism to return to 

homeostasis following a physical / environmental challenge.   cf. The Relaxation 

Response [Benson & Klipper 1975]. 

➢ Notwithstanding Cannon’s concept, the Stress Response, if prolonged or 

very severe, can lead to long term physical and mental damage / distress 

– sometimes referred to as Allostatic Load [McEwen 1998; McEwen & 

Lasley 2003].   
 

Toxic Trio 
 

Based on 

various sources 

including 

Ekman, 

Davidson, 

Ricard & 

Wallace 2005 

Adapted from 

D11 on web 

 

In Western psychology, all emotions are regarded as having their rightful place in 

the totality of affects. In Buddhist psychology, certain affects / emotions are 

regarded as inherently unwholesome / toxic [Ekman et al 2005 – p 60].  These 

include the toxic trio, which “are considered to be fundamental toxins of the 
mind” [op cit p 60]. These are: 
 

     i. Hatred / Ill Will towards others. 

➢ With hatred, we tend to exaggerate the ‘bad’ / negative qualities in 
the other, while downplaying / discounting the positive qualities in  
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Toxic Trio 

Continued / 

 

                       the other. In addition, we fail to realise the inter-being and inter- 

                       relatedness of all things [Capra & Luisi 2014]. 

 

  ii. Craving 

➢ In the context of Buddhist psychology, craving can be considered to 

be an unwholesome aspect of the SEEKING system [Panksepp 

1998]. For example, craving for power, prestige, fame and money 

are false gods in that they do not result in true well-being or 

happiness. They are linked to feelings of me and mine, in which we 

see ourselves as separate entities with a tendency to discount other 

people or their feelings. 

➢  In craving we exaggerate the positive qualities and discount the 

negative / toxic elements of what we crave. 

     iii. The idea that we have a permanent separate self. This leads to concepts of 

me and mine that  

          can then lead to the development of hatred / ill-will towards others / 

craving. 
 

 In Buddhist psychology much play is made of the concept of empty 

and emptiness. Thich Nhat Hanh would say: “We are empty; empty 
of what? Empty of a permanent separate self. We are made up of 

non-self elements – including large chemical elements such as iron 

from long extinct stars” [à la Hanh 1998]. 
 The realisation of emptiness in this sense is closely linked to the 

realisation of Inter-Being.  

In terms of ‘story following state’ [Dana 2018 p 35], the toxic trio tend to arise in 
SNS / sense of danger, or DV ‘life threat’ states. The Ventral Vagal system, as 
discussed, act as an anti-dote to these SNS and DV states. 

 

Ubuntu 

 

Imported from 

A12 

An African concept that in essence is a reflection of Inter-Being. The spirit of 

ubuntu can perhaps best 

be described in the following short story: 

o An anthropologist once proposed a game to some children of an African 

tribe. He put a basket of fruit near a tree and told them that whoever 

got there first won all the sweet fruits. When he gave them the signal to 

run, they took each other’s hands, running together, and then sat down 
in a circle and enjoyed their fruits. The anthropologist was perplexed, 

and asked them why they chose to run as a group when they could have 

had more fruit individually. After some silence, one child spoke up and 

said: 

 “UBUNTU. How can one of us be happy if all the other ones are 
sad?” 

 

‘UBUNTU’ in the Xhosa culture means: “I am because we are”. 
 

o Ubuntu deserts us if we are in a SNS danger / flight / fight state; or in a 

Dorsal Vagal “wishing to hide state”. 
o The essence of ubuntu can flow naturally in the Ventral Vagal and social 

engagement state in which we are feeling safe. 
 

Vagal Brake /  
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Vagal Brake 

 

See also 

Porges 2011; 

Dana 2018 pp 

28-31 

The vagal brake is modulated through the Ventral Vagal Complex (VV PSNS) and 

slows the heart, especially in expiration [See Heart Rate Variability].  The intrinsic 

rate of the heart is faster than our normal resting pulse, which is normally 

slowed by the vagal brake. 

o If potential danger is neurocepted, the vagal brake is gently released, 

with a speeding up of the heart rate,  and the SNS flight / fight system is 

alerted, without any release of adrenaline / cortisol. 

o If it turns out that there is no real threat, the vagal brake is re-applied, 

the heart slows, and we quickly return to our social engagement 

modality. 

o On the other hand, if there is real danger, the vagal brake is fully 

released and: 

a) the already alerted SNS flight / fight response is switched 

fully on,  

b) our heart rate goes up even more, and 

c) adrenaline and cortisol are released. 
 

Ventral Vagal 

Complex 

 

VV PSNS 

 

 

Also known as 

the “smart 
vagus” thanks 
to its vagal 

brake 

modality in 

the context of 

a neurocepted 

threat. 

In the context of this article, this is usually referring to the VV PSNS, the newest 

part of the PSNS that is involved in, for example, facial expression, making eye 

contact, voice intonation, displaying “contingent facial expressions”, and social 

engagement [Porges 2011]. 

o The Ventral branch of the PSNS originates in the Nucleus Ambiguus in 

the brain and, being myelinated, conducts neuronal messages much 

faster than the ‘vegetative’ DV PSNS. 

The Ventral Vagal Complex embraces the entire myelinated VV PSNS. 

 

The main areas of action of the VV PSNS are on those organs / parts of the body 

above the diaphragm – supra-diaphragmatic.  

In the context of Social Engagement, it also plays a subtle role in modulating the 

initial SNS-driven flight / fight response when possible danger is neurocepted.  

The VV PSNS normally slows the heart (vagal brake), but in situations of 

potential danger this vagal brake is lifted, speeding up the heart rate prior to any 

increased SNS activity. 

o If the / 
 

Ventral Vagal 

Complex 

continued 

o If the  “potential danger” is subsequently neurocepted as “no danger” 

(as say in PLAY), then the vagal brake is re-asserted, the heart rate slows, 

and social engagement resumes in the context of feeling safe. 

o If real danger is neurocepted, the vagal brake remains lifted (with the 

associated increased heart rate) and the SNS flight / fight response 

comes into action with the additional SNS-driven speeding up of the 

heart. 
 

Well-Being I A sense of Well-Being is not possible if our Autonomic Nervous System is out of 

balance. In particular, if there is inappropriate increased activity of our SNS / DV 

PSNS we will be in some form of disharmony / disequilibrium. 

On the other hand, regular activation of our VV myelinated PSNS facilitates Well-

Being and wholesome Social Engagement [Porges 2011]. 

For a fuller discussion, please see the Glossary entry of the thematically related 

article: 

 B-24: Autogenic Switches and Well-Being 

See also flourishing. 
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Well-Being II 

 

Adapted from 

 A 12 

 B 24  and on 

web 

 

Dr Martin Seligman, a psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania, has been 

one of the key players in the development of Positive Psychology in North 

America [Seligman 1988]. Seligman suggests that we can regard happiness as 

embracing three components. Angela Clow, Professor of psychophysiology at 

Westminster University, suggests that the concept of Well-Being may 

be a better word than happiness for British (as compared with North American) 

citizens (Professor Angela Clow in a talk on "Stress, Health and Happiness" at the 

Edinburgh International Science Festival on 09.04.2006). 

Dr Seligman's definition of happiness can be reframed as Well-Being to embrace: 

o Pleasure / positive emotions. 

o Being engaged in wholesome pursuits / occupations. i.e. when we are 

involved in, and committed to, various pursuits / activities. The construct 

of Well-Being is thus not one of a passive "happy" state, but one that is 

engaged in – and I would add mindful – activity. 

o Meaning; and / or having a connection to some larger purpose. (This 

might be, for example, the ecology of our planet in the context of 

climate change.) [See also Frankl 1946; 1952]. 

 

However, Well-Being requires us to embrace and acknowledge our distressing 

feelings and thoughts, and thus helps us to avoid negatively ruminating. See also 

the Rumi poem the Guest House on, for example: 

 http://www.sagemindfulness.com/blog/rumi-s-poem-the-guest-house 
 

 

The work of Carol D. Ryff extends the concept of Seligman in extensive research 

that she has carried out in recent decades.  She contrasts the Greek concept of 

hedonic approaches to life with that of the Aristotelian eudaimonia [Aristotle – 

384 to 322] – which embraces the concept that the highest good is “about 
activities of the soul that are in accord with virtue”, that is to say: “striving to 
achieve the best that is within us” [Ryff 2014 / 2015 p 2].   In her research she 

has identified six key areas for flourishing / well-being, which  are: 

i. Self-Acceptance 

ii. Positive / wholesome relationships 

iii. Purpose in life (embracing meaning) 

iv. Autonomy 

v. Environmental mastery 

vi. Personal Growth 
 

These key areas have their origins in the works of Erickson, Victor Frankl, Jung, 

Maslow, Rogers and others. 
 

. 

Well-Being, in its deeper sense, is clearly far more than an individual matter. It 

also links in with the concept of Inter-Being, the inter-relatedness of all things 

[Capra and Luisi 2014], and mindfulness. 

 In this sense the Well-Being of each individual is intimately linked with 

the wellbeing of all. 

o See also Jen and Ubuntu. 

Reflective and Awareness Building practices such as Meditation / Autogenic 

Training facilitate these processes [de Rivera 2018 p 27; and footnote 33 on page 

204]. 

As indicated above, flourishing and Well-Being become increasingly possible as 

we move more and more regularly into a Ventral Vagal State. 
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